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  Preparation, Elvira, is the key




  – Mrs Agnes Carr (Mother)




  I was scrubbing potatoes when it happened.




  Mother liked them with the skins left on, because of Vitamins, but I had to make sure any little marks or green bits were cut out. My feet were aching and I was just about to take off my slippers to rub them when there was a crash and a moan from the living room. My heart thudded. I knew this kind of thing happened because I’d seen it on Casualty. Old people often collapsed and fell, but I’d never thought it would happen to Mother. I was surprised she’d allowed it to.




  I wished she’d fallen in her Opera Class or her Bridge Afternoon, where there would be people who knew what to do. I went into the living room, my feet throbbing. She was lying on the floor beside her chair, trying to pull herself up.




  ‘Are you alright?’ I asked. I’d never been in this situation before so I didn’t know what else to say.




  I twisted the hem of my apron – it was the one with Dog Breeds of the World on it – and looked at her. Normally, whenever Mother saw me doing this she’d shout Apron! or Jumper! depending on what I was wearing, but this time she wasn’t looking at me. She wasn’t saying anything either, which was unusual. The noises she was making sounded like the monkeys in David Attenborough’s Nature Documentary The Life of Mammals. They weren’t proper words, but groans with gasps in between.




  I tried to pull her up. Mother was quite a thin person, not like me, but I couldn’t lift her. Her left hand was white as she hung on to the chair leg.




  I was struggling to get my words out. ‘Have you . . . broken your hip, Mother?’ I asked. This was a common accident for old people. Older people. (No, just people, Mother would scowl. She said she was wrinkled before her time because of having to screw her face up into expressions clear enough for me to recognize.)




  My heart was still thudding, and I couldn’t think straight because of the suddenness. Mother groaned again and I thought I heard a familiar word: useless.




  ‘Shall I call the Doctor, Mother? Um . . . or go next door and fetch Sylvia and Trevor? What should I do?’ Mother’s moaning got louder. She lifted her head slightly. Her hair hung over her face like the madwoman in a Classic Horror Film I’d watched with Father when she’d been Away. Her mouth was twisted. People who had strokes on TV fell and were paralyzed down one side, and their mouths were lopsided. ‘Have you had a stroke, Mother?’ I asked, bending down. She snorted. Call an ambulance, I thought. That’s what people did.




  It came very quickly with two men – paramedics was the correct word – who looked young and strong. They moved around as if they were used to people having strokes and they made a lot of jokes. I knew they were jokes because the one making the joke looked at the other one and then they both laughed. I don’t like talking to Strangers but I liked these ones coming. It made me feel safe. I think even Mother would have liked them if she’d been feeling better. They carried her into the back of their ambulance: Light as a feather, you are, love. She clung to the sides of the stretcher and kept making the monkey noises even though no one could understand them.




  ‘Soon have you checked out, no worries,’ one said, and then, to me, ‘Are you coming with your mother, love?’




  My face went hot when he called me love.




  Coming with your mother?




  I hardly ever went anywhere. Father was dead and Mother had sold his car. When I’d made trips on my own there had been Incidents. I occasionally went to places, places such as the Dentist, on the bus with Mother, but that was a palaver and made her knees hurt.




  I would have enjoyed a trip out but I knew ambulances were only for sick people.




  ‘No, thank you.’ I stared at his ear. ‘I’m not ill. And I haven’t finished getting the lunch ready.’




  They looked at each other. I screwed up a fold of my apron and held it tight. The apron ties cut into my waist. I could do with losing a few pounds. (A few stones, Mother used to say, looking at me and sniffing.) We ate a Healthy Diet, because Mother decided what we ate, but I had an interest in biscuits. I did the shopping – I was used to our local branch of Asda and could manage going there on my own – so I bought them then, sometimes without Mother knowing. I liked trying out different brands and varieties and comparing them. It added another dimension to my life.




  ‘We’ll be off, then.’ The ambulance man was looking at me. ‘Sandhaven Hospital. Give us an hour or so before you ring.’




  ‘Why do you want me to ring you?’ I asked, chewing my lip.




  ‘Not us, love,’ he said, very slowly. People often talked slowly to me. Mother didn’t. She talked fast and loudly and didn’t leave room for replying. ‘Ring the hospital to find out how your mum is. Alright?’




  ‘I’m alright, thank you.’ I wasn’t ill but my feet ached and my heart was still pounding and there was a new hollowness inside me that was like the feeling I got when I looked down from the top of the escalator in the Shopping Centre.




  The house felt strange without Mother there. It was very quiet. I like quietness, usually, but this time there was too much of it. I liked Mother going out but that was because I knew when she was coming back. She taught a U3A Appreciating Opera Class on Tuesday mornings, which was unpaid, but rewarding in other ways. I’d thought U3A was a code, or even a type of glue, but Mother said it stood for the University of the Third Age, which meant older people exercising their brains. She liked Operas. She played CDs of them in the living room and the noise vibrated through my head. Mother knew the stories behind Operas. She’d got my name, Elvira, from an Opera by a famous composer called Mozart. Mother was the only person who called me Elvira. At school they’d called me Ellie – at least, the teachers had. And Poppy, the friend I sat next to at lunchtimes. Sylvia-next-door called me Ellie too.




  Mother belonged to the Civic Society. They met every other Wednesday at three o’clock, in the next road. She only went to their meetings when she approved of the building they were trying to protect. I didn’t like not knowing if she was going to go or not. I prefer a routine.




  She went to the Bridge Club at the Church Hall too (Bridge is a card game, but far too complicated for you, Elvira), and organized the Refreshment Rota there. Father had once been chairman and treasurer of the Bridge Club, but he’d had to resign suddenly because of commitments abroad. Mother had left at the same time, but after three weeks she’d said Why should I hide away? and gone back.




  She enjoyed Bridge even though there was sometimes unpleasantness. Once a man had accused her of hiding a card, and there was often what she called an inquest from her partner. When I was younger she used to get cross when I said Snap! at the wrong time so I supposed it was the same sort of thing. Cards must bring that out in people.




  When Mother went out I could take off my slippers and read a Mills & Boon. I like Mills & Boons because I know what’s going to happen in the end. I don’t like surprises. Mother collapsing had been a big surprise. Having no idea when she’d be coming back felt like sand shifting away beneath my toes.




  Her stick, black, with a silver handle in the shape of a lion, was lying on the floor now, next to where she’d been sitting. I picked it up and propped it against the arm of her chair to make it feel as if she was still there. I put my feet up on Mother’s red velvet footstool and shut my eyes to try to get used to the situation.




  I still wasn’t used to it when I opened them again. What I found calming was sameness and there wasn’t any. I cooked my lunch – scrambled eggs and two slices of toast and a cup of tea – which was what I always had, but even that was different because I normally had it at one o’clock. Because of Mother’s collapse it was gone three o’clock. I ate it at the kitchen table with my Mills & Boon, Affairs of the Heart, open beside me. Strangely enough, it was set in a hospital, in the Intensive Care Ward. I usually like reading but today my brain kept getting stuck on the word hospital, and then my heart would start thudding again and I’d have to put the book down.




  When I was small Mother used to read to me at bedtime. They were Mother’s choice of books: children’s books set in Roman times (At least you will be learning something, Elvira), or the stories of Operas, or true-life accounts of famous women explorers. I only liked the children’s books, except that Mother read the bits about fighting or slavery in them very fast, and kept stopping at Historical Details to explain things. Things I didn’t really want to know. My eyes would start to close but I had to stay awake because sometimes, the next day, she’d ask me the name of a country a particular woman had explored, or what the Romans had eaten for breakfast. Sometimes she’d sit down with me while I looked up a word I hadn’t known in a dictionary and wrote it down. I’d liked Mother sitting reading to me, and her saying Well done if I remembered the word the next day.




  I blinked myself back to the present and closed Affairs of the Heart. Mother didn’t approve of Mills & Boons. Or any made-up stories. Most of the books in the study had belonged to Father. He’d read a lot. Thrillers he’d liked, and spy stories. (Mother would sniff and say it was because he’d had plenty of time to read, with nothing else to do, which always surprised me because Father had been a busy and energetic person.) Mother especially didn’t like fiction if I read it during meals because sharing food means sharing conversation. She read out snippets from the Daily Telegraph instead. Bits about violent teenagers or benefit fraudsters or vegetarians. Or she read out crossword clues. Often she got the answer while she was reading out the clue and wrote it in. I wasn’t very good at crosswords, not the cryptic ones.




  That’s good, Mother, I’d say as she leant back, smiling, putting the top on her Sheaffer pen.




  Not bad for seventy-two. Do you see, Elvira, why the answer was . . . ?




  I’d nod because if I said I didn’t understand, she’d sigh in a tired sort of way, and go through it all again, and it took a long time.




  When I finished my cup of tea I phoned the hospital. Mother kept useful numbers, like the Bridge Club and the Library, in the front of an address book by the phone. The numbers for the Hospital and the Doctor and the Dentist were written in extra-large writing.




  I held on to my apron while I listened to the ringing at the other end. I hardly ever made phone calls.




  ‘Which department?’




  ‘Um. My mother. They took her away in an ambulance. They—’




  ‘Accident and Emergency. Putting you through.’




  ‘Hello. A and E. Sister James speaking.’




  ‘My mother. She came to you just before lunch. Mrs Agnes Carr.’ The phone was slippery in my hand. My heart began to thump again. I wasn’t sure what to say.




  ‘And you are?’




  ‘I am Elvira Carr. I live at forty-one—’ I began to tell Sister James my address but she stopped me. I knew it off by heart, including the postcode, and my telephone number and its area code. Mother used to make me repeat them to her.




  ‘You are her daughter?’




  ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I’m an only child. She—’




  ‘Your mother has had some tests.’




  ‘Oh. Did she pass?’ Mother was clever. She’d be good at tests.




  There was a pause. ‘We don’t have the results yet. Do you know if your mother takes any medication?’




  ‘Yes, I do know. One Digoxin at breakfast time. A blue one.’ I remembered the Digoxin because it was made from foxgloves and because Tosca, our Airedale, had had it too, when she was old. It was good for the heart. An Airedale was a kind of terrier. There were fifty-one different breeds of terrier. Airedales were second, alphabetically, after Aberdeens.




  ‘Thank you. What is your mother’s speech like normally?’




  I screwed up the hem of my apron. Speech? She’d often made speeches about Operas on cruise ships but . . .




  ‘Miss Carr?’




  ‘Yes?’




  ‘Does your mother talk in a normal way?’




  This was another difficult question to answer because I didn’t know what ‘normal’ was. Only that Mother said I wasn’t.




  ‘She talks a lot. And she’s learning Italian from a CD. So she’ll understand all the words in Operas.’




  There was another pause. ‘Once we’ve finished the tests, we’ll be sending your mother to Jersey Ward, in our older people’s unit.’ Another pause. ‘Jersey Ward,’ she repeated.




  I knew Mother wouldn’t be happy about that because of not being old. Or older.




  ‘How long will she be there for?’ I bunched up my apron again.




  ‘I really can’t say. If you want to visit, visiting hours are from two to four and from seven to eight. Do you need to write that down?’ Before I could answer, though, she said, ‘Thank you’, and hung up.




  ‘Thank you,’ I echoed. I put the phone down and leant against Father’s desk with my eyes shut, waiting for my heartbeat to slow.




  Back in the living room (Not the lounge, Mother said. I never lounge), Mother’s ornaments, crowds of African figures in dark wood, were huddled together on the mantelpiece. She’d bought them in Nairobi, before I was born, when Father was in the Army, the engineering part of it. She’d had staff to help her in the house there and they’d called her Madam. They’d had to come back when Kenya had got too hot for Father. Africa is a very hot country, I know, but I don’t think it was any less hot when they first lived there.




  In the middle of the African ornaments was a large golden clock under a glass dome. It was French and had fat little winged babies (cherubs, Mother said) flying around under the glass. It had been a wedding present from Mother’s parents. I’d never met them because they’d died before I was born, but Father said they’d lived in a castle. Mother had never minded the clock chiming even when it interrupted an Opera she was listening to, but she said me talking to her during one was an interruption. If I asked her a question, or told her a Fact I’d learnt, she’d rustle the Daily Telegraph without replying. Sometimes the Daily Telegraph went up in front of her face as I came into the room.




  Standing there now, looking at the ornaments, I swayed a little on my feet. They were Mother’s special things, but she wasn’t here to look at them. I wondered if they missed her.




  The clock chimed half past four. I’d have to go to the hospital this evening. I sat in Mother’s armchair, smoothing out the crease between my eyebrows. I’d never been on my own for longer than a day before. Mother didn’t think I could manage. She stood over me when I switched the oven on and went back afterwards to check I’d switched it off and she was always sniffing in case I’d left a gas burner on. It made me nervous. I felt nervous now. How would I know which bus to catch? How would I find the right ward in the hospital? I wouldn’t be able to ask anybody because I was no good at conversation.




  I went upstairs, pulled the curtains and got into bed, although it was only my brain that was tired. I lay there for a long time but in the end I got up because of the potatoes. We normally had dinner at seven but I would not be at home then. I’d be visiting Mother, who would also not be at home.




  Mother used to say she wasn’t at home when people called and she didn’t want to see them. It was me who had to tell them and I didn’t like saying it because it wasn’t true. When I was younger, there had been unwelcome visitors, men in suits with clipboards, or men with shaven heads who looked like boxers and who tried to peer around the door. Bailiffs, they’d said they were. Something to do with taking unwanted furniture away.




  I rubbed my forehead. I was still worried about the potatoes. I heard Mother’s voice in my mind – Preparation, Elvira, is the key – so I cut them up and put them in a pan of cold water, ready for when I got back. I brushed my hair and put on my shoes and the navy woollen coat I’ve had for more than six years, since I was twenty-one. It was still smart even though I could no longer do up the bottom two buttons. Mother said my fleece jacket was just for informal occasions such as going to the Library. I chewed my lip as I fastened the top button. I wasn’t sure if going to a hospital counted as a formal occasion, but it was probably more formal than the Library. Thinking about going there scared me. I didn’t go to new places very often, and, since the Incidents, never on my own. This would be the first time I’d been to a hospital, except for being born. The sand shifted beneath my feet again.




  I walked along the main road, turning round when I heard a bus. It had SANDHAVEN HOSPITAL written in capital letters on the front, so it was easier to get there than I’d expected. I was surprised how big and bright and shiny the hospital was. I had to screw up my eyes against the glare. It had corridors everywhere, like an anthill. It took me a long time to find Jersey Ward because I couldn’t understand all the arrows and the little maps. It would have been easier if the wards had had proper names like Kidneys, Heart, Skin or Old People. In the end I followed an old man shuffling along with a shopping bag, thinking he might be visiting an old person in Jersey Older People’s Ward. He was, which meant I’d been resourceful, a word Mother used about herself. She would be surprised when I told her.




  Mother was in a room with old ladies in it. Although she’d always said she wasn’t old, she looked old now. She lay with her eyes shut. Her face was sunken, her body tiny under the sheet. For a moment I thought she was dead, but when I said, ‘Mother?’, her eyes flew open and she made sounds and plucked at the sheet with her left hand.




  There was a rustling. A nurse in a pale-blue uniform came up, her shoes squeaking on the shiny floor. She had dark skin and a white smile.




  ‘You’re Agnes’ daughter, are you?’




  Mother’s eyes opened again and fixed on her. She didn’t like Strangers using her Christian name. Her lopsided mouth and glaring eyes made her look like the gargoyle above the door of St Anne’s Church Hall, where she used to go for Bridge.




  The nurse’s smile shrank when I asked if Mother had had a stroke. She lowered her voice; it looked likely but they wouldn’t know until all the tests were back. She didn’t know how long Mother would have to stay either. There would be an Assessment. When Mother moaned and tried to heave herself up, the nurse gently pushed her back down again.




  ‘No exertion, please, Agnes. Rest is vital at this stage.’




  Mother’s eyes closed. I’d never heard anyone speak to her like that before. It was how she spoke to other people.




  It was gone half past eight by the time I got off the bus. I rang Sylvia-next-door’s bell to tell her what had happened to Mother and how I’d managed to visit her on my own. As I waited for Sylvia to answer, I looked back at our house; I’d never seen it in the dark, without anyone inside it, before.




  Sylvia clapped her hand to her mouth when I told her, and I noticed her red nail varnish was chipped on her first two fingers. She reached out to pat my arm, saying, ‘I’ll pop in and see her tomorrow and then we’ll have a proper chat.’ Ordinarily, I didn’t like people touching me. I felt their imprint for hours afterwards, like a burn, but this time it made me feel steadier on my feet as I made my way back to our dark house.




  Mother used to say Sylvia was kind but common. She had been the manageress of a Working Men’s Club (chips, beer and skittles, Mother said, her lip curling), but she didn’t work there any more. Sometimes she would pop in for a cuppa, which meant coming over to have a cup of tea. Sylvia gave Mother lifts in her car and I’d buy flowers at Asda for Mother to give her, as a Token of Appreciation. Every week I took round the Daily Telegraphs that Mother had finished reading for Sylvia to line her kitchen bin with. (The Daily Telegraph has many uses because of its large size.)




  Trevor, Sylvia’s husband, never popped over for a cuppa. He only came round to change light bulbs for Mother, because of being tall and not needing a ladder, and to agree with her about politics. He’d look down at me, hands stretched up to the light socket, beard bristling, without speaking. He was always in a hurry, which was why he never had time for conversation.




  Sylvia’s usual Facial Expression was easy to recognize because it was the same as the card labelled Happy in the display of Facial Expressions on the wall of my old classroom at school.




  I wasn’t sure how old Sylvia was because she had blonde hair and wore brightly coloured clothes, but when she was hanging out her washing last week the wind blew her hair against her head and the roots were white, not yellow. She might be nearly as old as Mother underneath.




  Thinking about Sylvia being old gave me the hollow, sand-shifting feeling again. I got into bed with my clothes on and pulled the duvet over my head. I didn’t feel like doing anything, not even brushing my teeth, but later I worried about it and got up to clean them.




  When Sylvia called in after seeing Mother, her eyes filled with tears and she called me pet as well as love. She hugged me too, which I wasn’t expecting. I didn’t know if I should hug her back because I hadn’t been hugged since Father died and I’d forgotten how to do it, so I just let my arms dangle until she stopped. She wiped her eyes and I went to put the kettle on. I didn’t get the biscuit tin out from behind its barrier of serving dishes at the back of the cupboard, even though I knew it was full of Bourbons, because Mother and I only had biscuits at eleven o’clock and at three. Bourbons were introduced by Peek Freans in 1910. They were called Creolas at first, and they’re an unusual biscuit because they’re chocolate-flavoured rather than chocolate-coated. (I’m interested in all the different varieties of biscuit and their histories and packaging. I know a lot about them.)




  Sylvia and I sat on the sofa together and she held my hand. ‘A real shock for you, pet.’ She looked into my eyes and I dropped my gaze. ‘How are you feeling?’




  ‘Hot.’




  ‘You did well going in to see your mum. On your own!’




  I glanced up at Sylvia. Her dark eyebrows formed two perfect semicircles.




  ‘She must have been proud of you.’ Sylvia squeezed my hand.




  ‘She didn’t say. She couldn’t speak.’ I pulled at a fold of my grey jumper with my spare hand, then – Jumper!, I heard Mother shout – and stopped.




  My hand felt sweaty under Sylvia’s. She was quiet for so long this time that I had to look at her again in case it was my turn to speak and I’d missed it.




  ‘Your mum used to worry about leaving you on your own. How you’d manage.’ Sylvia shifted her position.




  I nodded. This was about me leaving the gas on and missing Special Offers on vegetables.




  The nail varnish on Sylvia’s hands, clasping mine, was freshly painted. She said Mother had talked to her about what would happen when she . . . Sylvia didn’t finish the sentence. Then she said it comes to all of us in the end, pet.




  The end meant something to do with death. I pulled my hands away to grip the seat of the sofa. The world slipped away around me and the inside of my body felt hollow. I wanted to lie down.




  ‘But Mother’s still alive.’ I stared at the floor. I didn’t like looking into people’s eyes so I looked at the ground instead. Because of this I had a wide knowledge of floor coverings. I noticed dust too, and dropped things. Also people’s shoes and litter.




  ‘Yes, pet.’ Sylvia kept patting my hand. ‘But your mum might always need to be looked after now, though.’ When I said that that was my job, she asked me how I could lift her on my own, and how would she get to the toilet? ‘Her brain’s damaged, pet. Nobody can mend that.’




  I thought about Mother’s damaged brain. Her crossword skills and all the things she knew about Operas and Adventurous Cookery and other countries would be leaking out and going to waste.




  Sylvia said Mother had made Arrangements for me in case . . . My heart thudded because Arrangements meant people organizing things without me joining in. Mother had arranged things before, like signing me up to a Table Tennis Club at St Anne’s Church Hall, without asking me first. She’d got cross when I refused to go, and kept talking about my BMI. But, Sylvia said, shifting on the sofa again, it was the financial, legal kind of things she meant, pet. Things that’ll make it easier for you to live on your own.




  On your own. Mother used to tell people she’d been left on her own when Father died. ‘Except for Elvira, of course,’ she’d add. She’d look at me without smiling, but the person she was talking to would smile and mention comfort and company and then Mother would make a sound like she was blowing her nose without a hanky. I’d never been left on my own before. I didn’t want to be on my own. Not all the time, not for ever.




  Then Sylvia said that Mother had thought . . . She stopped and glanced at me. Mother had thought I might be safer in Sheltered Accommodation.




  Everything seemed to drain out of me. ‘I don’t want to be sent Away!’




  ‘Shh, shh, pet. Your mum thought you’d get more support there, that’s all.’




  I was rocking to and fro. ‘I want to stay at home. I don’t want to live with Strangers!’ I felt Sylvia’s arm around me.




  ‘There, there. Let’s see, pet. See how you go.’




  See what? Go where? The words were bewildering.




  Sylvia leant close, again taking both my hands in hers. ‘Let’s just think about now, pet.’ She said about me taking Mother some clean nighties and a little washbag with her toiletries and told me if I wanted a cup of tea and a chat or advice about anything I knew where she was. I nodded, taking my hands away and holding tightly to the hem of my jumper. I did know. She lived next door.










  2




  One is fun




  – Delia Smith, Cook and Author




  Mother and I were tidy people. A place for everything and everything in its place, Elvira, she’d say, looking at me from over the top of her glasses. She kept the toiletries bag she’d used on her travels in the top-left drawer of her chest. She hadn’t needed it since Father died because of not being able to leave me on my own. Before that she’d taken it with her on cruise liners where she gave talks on Operas and Birthplaces of the Great Composers.




  It was made of Liberty print with a waterproof lining. Inside was a folding toothbrush, a sponge and some miniature soaps. Mother had kept it packed in case a cruise liner needed an Opera teacher in a hurry. She kept her passport in it too, in a plastic bag. I took that out now, though, because I knew she wouldn’t need it in hospital.




  Pushed right to the back of the drawer was Father’s red paisley washbag. I was surprised to see it because, after he died, six years ago, suddenly, while he was Away, Mother had got rid of most of his things. His washbag was smaller than Mother’s, although he’d gone Away far more often. Inside was his passport and a half-empty bottle of English Leather aftershave. I sniffed, conjuring up Father, smiling, eyes crinkling, saying Hello Vivi, darling. He was the only person who called me that. I screwed the wooden lid back on tightly, so the scent would keep, and looked at his passport.




  It was in good condition, considering it had been used so often. Father had built bridges in Kenya, and he’d often worked in Japan. The Japanese trips had meant him being Away for ages, once for more than a year. Each time he came back he’d brought me a different netsuke, a tiny carved animal that Japanese people wore on their belts. After the very long trip, he’d brought me back a Japanese notebook, patterned with cherry blossom, with a red silk ribbon to mark your page, and Mother a red silk kimono, embroidered with cranes (birds, not lifting machines! Father had joked. I’d laughed, understanding the joke for once), to wear as a dressing gown. Actually, Mother had hardly ever worn it, because of disliking lounging, and it was still hanging up behind her bedroom door.




  I liked the idea of Japan. Everyone would be foreign there, so I wouldn’t seem so different.




  I opened Father’s passport. The pages were blank. I looked twice more because I often got things wrong, but they were definitely empty. How could that be possible?




  His old passports were bundled together with a rubber band at the back of the drawer. I leafed through them. There were his photos, a younger and younger Father, with swept-back hair and neat eyebrows. Some African stamps from the 1960s and 1970s. I turned more pages. There were no other stamps. There was no mention of Japan anywhere.




  In the passport photos, as in real life, Father’s mouth had an upwards curl. I wished he was still here for me to ask why there were no Official Records of his Japanese trips. Father had never minded me asking him questions, even ones Mother said were silly. He had never laughed at them. He’d pat the sofa and say Come and sit down, Vivi, darling, and tell me what you want to know. I used to ask him things like how could people ever have landed on the moon when it was only the size of a football. If he were here now, alive, I’d ask him when he thought Mother would be coming home.




  Of course Mother would know why there were no Japanese stamps or dates! She’d know. She knew everything. At least she used to. I leant against the chest of drawers, a washbag in each hand. I squeezed Mother’s gently and thought about her damaged brain, holed like a sponge, with all its information leaking out.




  Mother was in the same bed as yesterday. She clutched the sleeve of my coat with her left hand. ‘Not that way,’ she said.




  ‘Not which way?’ I asked.




  ‘Not that way.’ Her hand dropped.




  She said it again when I asked about Father’s trips to Japan, shouted it in fact, and clung to my sleeve again. Her eyes were round and bulging. I knew, from the Facial Expression cards, this indicated Anger.




  I didn’t mention Father’s passport to Mother again because of the shouting and, when I asked Sylvia, she said, ‘Before my time, pet’, very quickly, and then asked me about Mother’s washing.




  There was nobody else to ask, so I wrote Why are there no Japanese stamps in Father’s passport? on the first page of the Japanese notebook that Father had brought me back. Things were easier once I’d written them down. Clearer. There were no distractions in written things.




  I chewed the end of my pencil. When Father was in the Army in Kenya he’d worked for the Government, building bridges. Perhaps he’d worked for the Government in Japan too; perhaps he’d been there on a Secret Mission with another passport and a false name. There was a Mills & Boon story where the hero worked for the Secret Service – Diplomat in Danger, it was called – and used different passports. It would explain why Father never spoke about his trips, except to say Just business, darling, terribly dull.




  I noted this idea down under the question on page one. On page two I wrote When is Mother coming out of hospital? and then I sat cross-legged on the bedroom carpet and rolled the notebook’s silky ribbon between my fingers for a while.




  Mother had therapy for her stroke but she still couldn’t move her legs or her right arm, or say anything beyond the three words: Not that way.




  There were lots of new things I had to do now: visiting Mother twice a day, using the bus, deciding what to eat, shopping without her list, doing the housework without supervision, being alert to Incidents, trying to show I was safe on my own. Managing it all sent me to bed in the daytime. In bed I listed all the different varieties of biscuits I knew, and their brands, and said them in alphabetical order but it didn’t always make me feel better.




  At night I thought about burglars and worse. That was when I felt particularly unsafe without Mother. When I woke I couldn’t stop listening for sounds and several times I had to go down and wedge a chair under the front door handle; I’d hear it topple if anyone burst in. I hadn’t felt nervous at night with Mother there, because, although she was small, and walked with a stick, I knew her waving it, or shouting, or looking at a burglar from over the top of her glasses, would frighten him away.




  On the bus, I’d huddle into my coat and keep my eyes fixed on the buildings flashing by. This was because on one journey a man, quite an old man, with a moustache, had sat next to me and asked if I had a boyfriend. When I shook my head, he offered to be my fancy man and to do all sorts of things to me, although I hadn’t stopped to hear what. I’d put my fingers in my ears – he was sitting too close for me to get to the earplugs I kept in my rucksack as part of a Safety Kit for when things Got Too Much – and I’d squeezed past him, the zip of my rucksack scratching his face. (I’d worried about that afterwards.) I’d stood next to the driver for the rest of the journey. There had been an Incident, at Sandhaven Museum, years ago, which had left me with the same sort of feeling.




  I’d gone to an exhibition of Historical Baking Methods, on my own, because Mother said she couldn’t bear the tedium and Father had been Away. There’d been a dried bun from the eighteenth century in a display case, and some rusty baking tins in elaborate shapes, and an early packet of Jacob’s Cream Crackers with swirly writing.




  I’d spent a long time making notes of new Facts. Near closing time I’d been approached by a man, the curator, he’d said, who’d asked me to pose for their next display, Fashion Through the Ages. He’d said I was just the right shape for a young Victorian lady, and, if I wouldn’t mind modelling for some background photos, I would be helping the museum and I would get free entry to the exhibition. I hadn’t been able to look at him. I’d wanted to help, because I liked museums, but I knew I always looked rigid and stiff in photos. I hadn’t liked the idea of putting on a tight corset that had belonged to someone else, either.




  The curator had smiled a lot. He’d asked me if I was interested in baking methods, and I’d said, yes, particularly biscuits, and he’d said that, behind the scenes, they had extra biscuit packaging, too much for them to display, and I could keep some of it in return for the photos. I’d looked at my watch because of the time. I’d chewed my lip. There hadn’t been anyone else around and, in a bewildering change of subject, he’d said I was like a ripe peach. I’d stared at the floor – polished Victorian tiles – for a long time, trying to work out what he meant because the exhibition hadn’t featured fruit or canning methods.




  He’d said I’d have to pose for the photos as soon as the museum closed, but I had to be home by six to put on the dinner so I couldn’t do it then. I said I could check with Mother and come back tomorrow but he had to dash off.




  When I’d told Mother, thinking she’d be pleased someone had needed my help, she’d been angry. I should have had more sense than to engage in such a conversation. The curator had exploited a position of trust. (Actually, he’d stood quite still; he’d just leant rather too close.) She’d rung the museum to complain and I’d run up to my bedroom, and slammed the door, fingers in my ears, face burning at having got something wrong again.




  Mother had ordered me downstairs. She’d looked like she did when she’d filled in a crossword clue straight away. ‘There, I knew it,’ she’d said. The man hadn’t even been a curator, but a security guard, on a temporary contract, which had ended that day. He probably hadn’t known anything about biscuits. Or fashion through the ages.




  I knew Mother wouldn’t want me to eat Convenience Foods, stripped of Vitamins, or to eat exactly the same thing every day, because she’d called a stop to it before.




  Mother was a fan of Adventurous Cookery, which meant eating strange things from different countries and having variety in our diet, Elvira. But after her knees had lost their flexibility she’d had to stop making unusual dishes. We’d tried me doing the Adventurous Cookery, but her voice had got hoarse from repeating the instructions. I was perfectly capable of cooking the recipes from Delia Smith’s cookery books, though, because they were foolproof. Mother bought me one, a different one, every Christmas. Delia Smith went through things step by step and wore a cardigan in her picture.




  I made a list, which was always calming, of seven Delia Smith dishes, such as Vegetarian Shepherd’s Pie with Cheese Mash, and wrote them down, like a menu, on the calendar in the kitchen. The calendar had a picture of a different terrier for each month. Sylvia had bought it for Mother because of our dog, Tosca. This month’s was a Jack Russell. I added the activities I was participating in too: the dates and times of Casualty and Coronation Street, and the days the bins had to go out.




  At the start, buying food without Mother’s list meant I bought too much or too little or the wrong thing. I panicked once when a cauliflower wouldn’t fit in the fridge’s vegetable drawer. How was I going to eat it all? I wasn’t supposed to throw away food. In the end, I had to cook it as a bonus vegetable and add it to every Delia Smith meal for the next five days, even though it wasn’t mentioned in her recipes. It made me feel uncomfortable.




  Eventually, though, because of eating exactly the same things every week, I was able to make a master shopping list and take it with me each time. This was the sort of thing that, if Mother had thought of it, she would have called Maximum Efficiency.




  I’d always shopped at Asda, so at least that wasn’t new. It was within walking distance of my house. (There’d been an Incident, one of a series, none of which Mother had allowed me to forget, involving another Asda, but I tried to put it to the back of my mind.) I liked Asda because the layout of its aisles stayed the same, and because I had friends there. The man who collected the trolleys, his name badge said CLIVE, always said Hello, and DENNIS behind the cheese counter wrapped up small quantities of Stilton and Mature Cheddar cheeses without me even asking. He said it was because I was a regular customer. I always went to the checkout where JANICE worked because she said Hello too, and sometimes added a comment about the weather. She asked me once what my name was and, when I told her, she said, ‘Elvira. Now that is unusual.’




  I used the terriers calendar again – it was proving to be invaluable – to add a housework schedule and checklist where I could tick off the tasks as I did them. There was one like it on the back of the ladies’ toilet door at Asda. I’d wanted to do this before, but Mother had said it was ridiculous. Ridiculous was one of her favourite words.




  I gave myself Thursdays off from housekeeping but I still went in to see Mother. I wasn’t sure what else to do on a day off. I’d never had one when Mother was at home because I’d had to buy her Daily Telegraph and take back her Library books and get her prescription and do the food shopping every other day so that things still had Vitamins, and go up and down stairs fetching her glasses.




  I didn’t have to do any of those chores now. But not having to do them made me feel empty inside.










  3




  Never rely on assumptions




  – Mr Watson, Solicitor




  The phone rang. I didn’t like answering it because of not knowing when it was my turn to speak. It stopped, then rang again. My hand hovered. It might be the hospital. I lifted the receiver.




  ‘Hello, dear. How are you?’




  No nurse had ever called me dear. I was silent.




  ‘Is Mother there? I haven’t heard from her for weeks. I’m your mother’s old school friend, dear. Jane. From Dunstable.’




  ‘Jane from Dunstable,’ I echoed. I knew her. She’d advised Mother to put me in a home. Mother used to ring her every Sunday evening at six thirty. It was the only time I ever heard her laughing. The receiver slipped from my hand and I felt the world draining away again. Could Mother put me in a home now, when she couldn’t even speak to Social Services? Could Jane, although she lived in Dunstable? I scrabbled for the phone on the floor.




  ‘Hello, dear. Is everything alright?’ Jane asked.




  ‘Mother’s had a stroke,’ I gabbled. ‘She’s in hospital. She can’t walk.’




  ‘Oh! Oh! Poor Agnes! Struck down!’




  ‘I didn’t strike her,’ I said, my heart thudding. ‘She fell down. I wasn’t even in the room.’




  ‘No, dear,’ Jane pronounced each word separately, ‘I was using the verb strike in its passive form. Oh, your poor mother. She’ll be coming home soon, will she?’




  ‘No.’ My heart was beating so fast I felt light-headed.




  ‘Won’t you be looking after her, dear? I’d come and care for her myself except for the weakness in my spine.’




  ‘We . . . we’re waiting for her to be assessed.’




  ‘We?’




  ‘Me and Sylvia-next-door.’




  There was a sniff and a long pause from Jane’s end.




  ‘I’m not surprised, you know, dear,’ she said. ‘About the stroke. If ever there was a woman driven to one, it was your mother.’




  I was silent again. Mother hadn’t driven for years, not since she’d sold the car. The car’s name had been Morgan – or that might have been its brand name. It had been Father’s pride and joy. Mother had sold it while Father was Away on the very long trip to Japan, to recompense the Bridge Club members, she’d said. I’d been puzzled by this because Father had lost interest in Bridge, and it was his car, and him not having it any more was the reason he’d shut himself up in his study for days when he got back.




  ‘I shudder at what she had to put up with . . . The deceit and the lies. And then, of course, there was the shame . . . And yet, at first, she forgave. How such a clever woman could be such a fool! I told her. I told her many times. Make a clean break, I said. She used to say, because I was a single woman, and not a mother, I wouldn’t understand, but, in the end, of course, she’d had enough.’ Jane sniffed. ‘All in the past now, and yet here she is, poor, dear Agnes, still paying for it.’




  I stood by Father’s desk, gazing out at the oak tree in the front garden. What Jane had said . . . Deceit, Lies, Forgiveness, Shame . . . sounded like the titles of the Foreign Films Mother was so fond of.




  I fetched the Japanese notebook to get my thoughts in order and wrote down Jane’s words, then a question: What did she mean? Underneath, I added that it couldn’t have been me who’d deceived Mother because I didn’t tell lies. They were too complicated. Jane had called Mother a fool and a clever woman. How could she be two different things at once? A fool was what Mother used to call me. I’d never heard her say it about herself.




  ‘Of course I’ll come with you, pet.’ Sylvia hung up my coat. ‘Go and sit down and I’ll make us a nice cup of tea. I’ve got some biscuits from Marks and Spencer’s. In a tin!’




  At the hospital, earlier, a nurse had told me they’d be assessing where Mother should go. Just when I was getting used to her being there. Moving again. Where would she move to?




  The gold biscuit tin was a Continental Assortment. I kept looking at it, wondering if the biscuits inside were different from those in Asda’s Extra Special Continental Selection. When Sylvia opened it, some of them were wrapped in gold foil, rather than silver, and the Chocolate Fingers were plain, not milk. I hugged my knees for a moment.




  I took a White Chocolate Triangle and a Praline Wafer and tried to make sense of what Sylvia was saying. Keeping an eye on me, and Mother’s solicitor, and managing the money side of things, I heard. ‘She was a wise old bird, your mum,’ Sylvia went on. ‘Thought of everything. Well, she had to, didn’t she, what with your dad . . .’




  I looked away, picturing Mother, her gaze stern and all-seeing, perched on top of a tree. It was a disturbing image. My mind strayed to the cranes on her Japanese kimono, then to them flying thousands of miles without using maps. Maps led to passports, and to Father’s being empty, and then I thought about the unanswered question of Mother leaving hospital. Leaving hospital to move where? Not that way, I heard over and over again. I saw Mother, at home, with me, her face lopsided, waving her lion-headed stick with her one good hand. I couldn’t finish the Praline Wafer and I found myself rocking to and fro.




  Sylvia put her arms around me. ‘It’s difficult, pet. All these changes.’




  I nodded, my head squashed against her chest. Although it was soft I didn’t like the feeling of being squeezed.




  Sylvia said how well I was doing and how not everyone could visit their mother in hospital twice a day. When I looked up, her eyes were filled with tears.




  I didn’t understand why she was crying when she was saying nice things. ‘Shall I make you another cup of tea?’ I said. We’d been taught at school to make tea whenever someone was upset.




  She laughed and blew her nose. ‘No, you’re alright, pet. I’m not sad, love, only sometimes, when I think about your poor mum.’




  Sylvia gave me some of the biscuits to take home, wrapped in a serviette with holly on it. We’d spent nearly all the Christmases Father was Away at Sylvia’s. When he was at home, they came to us for drinks on Christmas Eve. That hadn’t happened for a while, though, because of Father dying in 2010. Last year, I’d taken an Asda bottle of Champagne, a Best Buy in the Telegraph, and Mother had brought them a richly fruited Christmas cake, in a special box. Trevor, looming above me on the doorstep, his beard bristling, had taken the Champagne and muttered about opening it being the only bit of excitement he’d get all day, and then Sylvia, from the kitchen, had called out, ‘Come in, come in. Happy Christmas!’




  Father had got lots of excitement from celebrations. He had a loud voice and he smiled and laughed and reached out to touch people, especially women, on their arms. He’d say How marvellous, darling, or, if they were men, Well, you’re spot on there, old chap. He’d have a glass in one hand and a cigar in the other, and be enveloped in a cloud of smoke and brandy fumes. Larger than life, Mother called him, but although he was tall, I would not have called him large.




  At home I wrote what Sylvia had said about me doing well, with the date, in the Japanese notebook, as evidence against being sent Away. In bed, I unwrapped the Christmas serviette and laid the biscuits out in a row on the pillow with the same sized gap between them. There was a round white one with a scalloped edge – a Coquille – which I’d never seen in any other Continental Assortment before. I saved it till last.




  There was a plate of Custard Creams at Mother’s Assessment Meeting, on a side table, next to a box of tissues. Mother’s Complex Needs and Nursing Home Requirements were discussed and a doctor said a medical word which Sylvia, pencil poised over her British Legion notebook, asked him how to spell. Mother, in a wheelchair, shook her head – Not that way – but whether she meant the Doctor had spelt it wrong, or that she was refusing to go into a nursing home, I didn’t know. I counted the number of zigzags on the parquet floor. Nobody suggested Mother should come home.




  When they asked me what I felt, all I could feel was my heart thudding. Sylvia said honestly, pet, she couldn’t see any alternative. I swallowed without saying anything, quicksand sucking at my feet, because of arranging things for Mother who’d always arranged things for me. I’d worried so often about her sending me Away, and now here I was doing the dispatching. I stared at a spot on a parquet tile where the varnish had worn off. A hospital Social Worker told me, slowly, I’d be able to see Mother whenever I wanted, and, hesitating between me and Sylvia, handed us A Directory of Nursing Homes in Sandhaven.




  When Sylvia and I said goodbye to Mother she drew herself up in her wheelchair and turned her head away. There was a bony hollow at the base of her neck when she lifted her chin. Sylvia didn’t say anything as we drove home. But she sighed a lot.




  I got the Spinach Gnocchi ingredients out for later. I was in a sort of daze. I made a cup of tea in the Coronation Street mug that has Ena Sharples, Elsie Tanner, Rita Fairclough, Hayley Cropper and Deirdre Barlow in a garland around the sides. It was a Christmas present from Sylvia three years ago. Upstairs, I switched on the radio in Mother’s room and left her door open to seem as if she’d just gone into the bathroom for a minute. I got into bed and lay there, repeating David Attenborough’s words from The Blue Planet out loud, to block out Mother’s refusal to look at me earlier.




  I kept my eyes on the furrows a hoover had made through the plush carpet of Mr Watson’s, Mother’s solicitor’s, office. His voice bounced from its panelled walls: he’d advised Mother many times over the years. When I glanced up, his shaggy eyebrows were leaping up and down. Had that been about sending me Away?




  Since Mother had Lost Capacity, he said, we had to decide things for her. I stared at my shoes, my best ones, thinking about Mother hating that.




  Sylvia looked up from writing in her notebook. ‘And how to pay for it all.’




  Mr Watson explained that Mother had a Trust Fund set up for her by her parents to protect her interests in marriage. This was unusual, but there had been concerns about Mr Carr’s – Father’s – finances.




  I sat up. What had been wrong with Father’s finances? Sylvia was examining her red fingernails. I took the Japanese notebook from the pocket of my coat and wrote the question down. I added another one: Where is Mother’s Lost Capacity?




  Mother’s nursing care would be paid for by her Trust Fund. ‘A most reliable source of income,’ Mr Watson said, ‘being impregnable to the persuasion of others.’ Mother had arranged for her Fund to pay me an allowance, should she be incapacitated. This would enable me to stay at home, providing I was managing, even though Mother would no longer be there.




  I felt my toes unclench. The master shopping list could be evidence for that. And the terriers calendar. And the Japanese notebook. Mr Watson said Mother had made these Arrangements a long time ago, at the same time he’d helped her to rearrange her finances, ring-fence her inheritance, close joint accounts, that sort of thing. I didn’t ask him what these words meant in case it was a sign of me not managing.




  ‘I believe there are no other claims?’ Mr Watson looked at Sylvia. She adjusted the strap of her leopard-skin shoe, not answering. ‘No?’ His eyebrows rose, then he turned to me. ‘Elvira, have you any questions?’




  I’d been prepared for this. I looked at his ear, which had a tuft of hair coming from it, and asked why there were no Japanese stamps in Father’s passport.




  Sylvia and Mr Watson laughed and she said Mr Watson had meant legal questions, pet. My face grew hot. He had not specified this. I told him Father had brought me back something Japanese each time he’d gone Away and held up the notebook as an example.




  ‘Ah,’ he said. ‘How interesting.’ There was a moment’s silence, then he leant forward. ‘One word of advice, dear young lady: never rely on assumptions.’




  I shut the front door and slumped against it: everything was going to stay the same. Except for Mother not coming home again. I went upstairs and plumped up the eiderdown on Mother’s bed and checked that the silver-framed black-and-white photos on her chest of drawers were in the right order. One of Father, young, and wearing a tropical hat, one of Tosca, lying on her back, paws in the air, on the Persian rug in the study, and one of me, when I was a child, standing in front of the British Museum, where Father had taken me to see a mummified cat. There was one of Mother and Father’s wedding too. They were smiling, standing on a long flight of steps, surrounded by a crowd of guests all wearing hats. I stared at it, wondering why Mother’s financial interests had needed protecting.




  There had been a postcard recently, from Spain, that had mentioned the word finances. From a Stranger, and addressed to Father, even though he was dead.




  

    My Dear Gregory, I haven’t heard from you in the last six years. You may have moved – did your wife come to her senses? – or been ill, or the other. I’ve been very patient but that scheme you recommended came to nothing, old chap. There must be some sort of compensation, surely? Let me know details soonest – finances running short,




    Yours, Teddy.


  




  There was no address so I couldn’t let Teddy know Father was dead. His card didn’t make any sense, but I put it inside the cover of the Japanese notebook, in case it contained a clue about Father’s spying or his own finances.




  Sylvia’s shiny red fingernail pointed to a nursing home in the Directory. ‘Trev’s mum, bless her, was in this one, Everdene. Homely sort of place.’ She turned a page. ‘This new one, Woodside, got a good report. And this one, Bay View Lodge. A bit more expensive, but it’s small, with sea views. They’re all near here, pet. You’ll be able to just pop in.’ She patted my arm. ‘In a month or so’s time we’ll be laughing.’




  Laughing. No sense of humour, that’s your trouble, Elvira, Mother used to say. She’d try to explain why something in the Daily Telegraph was funny, but then the tone of her voice would change and she’d roll her eyes and put the paper down with a thud. Sometimes this had led to things Getting Too Much. Then she’d ring Jane in Dunstable, even though it wasn’t her normal time to phone, and keep the study door shut.




  I didn’t feel like laughing now. ‘Mother won’t like any nursing home. She’ll want me to look after her. She always said she’d cared for me all my life and one day it would be my turn.’




  Sylvia pushed her hair back from her face and said it was different now and nobody could care for Mother on their own. ‘Better for all of us to get things sorted.’




  I heard Trevor slamming the front door, or it might have been Josh.




  Sylvia and Trevor’s son, Josh, had moved back in with them four months ago when his marriage broke up and his wife, Shelbie, ran off to Spain with their little girl. Sylvia was sad about not seeing Roxanna because she was her favourite granddaughter. Actually, Roxanna was her only granddaughter; her other two grandchildren were boys.




  Sylvia worried about Josh, even though he was forty years old and owned a giant motorbike and had big tattooed arms with words I couldn’t make sense of: Living Dead and Thrash Metal.




  There were a lot of things I couldn’t make sense of.
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  You’ve got to keep up with the modern world




  – Mrs Sylvia Grylls, Neighbour




  Sylvia drove us to Everdene. She picked up her leopard-skin handbag and slammed shut the car door. ‘Let’s do it, then. Get it over with.’




  I followed Sylvia, my trainers dragging a path through the gravel. Then I remembered the vision I’d had of Mother, at home, shouting the only three words she had left, and hurried to catch Sylvia up.




  Inside there was a smell of chips and air freshener, and MATRON wore a pink crackly uniform. A big TV was blaring in the lounge, with two old ladies asleep in front of it. They woke with a start when we came in because MATRON clapped her hands.




  The vacant room was small and bare and the bed had an orange nylon bedspread with a frill.




  We gave Everdene two stars out of five. Sylvia said it had gone downhill and she couldn’t see Mother playing bingo, even now.




  Woodside was a low modern building with State-of-the-Art Facilities. Its glass doors slid open like they do in Asda. It was white and muffled inside.




  ‘Quiet in here, isn’t it?’ Sylvia said to the manager. ‘Like being on board a spaceship!’ I walked close behind her, on tiptoe, wondering how she knew what being on board a spaceship was like.




  The lounge smelt of lemons. The fragrance was piped through, the manager said. Music was also piped through, the same breathy music I’d heard groups of South American musicians play on their panpipes in the town centre precinct. Mother, when she could still Get Out And About Under Her Own Steam, had tutted as we passed them.




  The manager showed us a vacant room decorated in white. He ran to the window as something grey and furry flashed across it.




  ‘Blasted squirrels!’ He banged on the glass.




  A bird feeder, half-full of seed, was attached to the outside of the window with a sucker. The manager surveyed the garden, and made a shooing motion at a squirrel sitting in a nearby tree. The squirrel watched him but didn’t move.
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