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PROLOGUE


Marjorie, October 1967


Marjorie didn’t know how long she’d been in labour. There were no windows in the delivery room so she couldn’t tell if it was day or night. It had been twelve hours with Eleanor, but she felt as though she’d been here twice that long already. She wondered if it was still pelting down with rain outside. When they said on the wireless this morning that there was likely to be some flooding, she’d gone straight downstairs to check the basement. Sure enough, there was already about an inch of water pooling in the area at the bottom of the back steps, so she took the stormboard from the old scullery and tried to wedge it up against the back door. Her bulk made it difficult to manoeuvre and the rain pounding on her back felt sharp and cold. She should have waited and let Ted do it, but she was sick of being huge and slow and useless, and she wasn’t going to be beaten by a silly plank of wood, so when, after the fourth attempt to fix it in place, one side popped forward again, she put her hands on the door frame to steady herself, drew back her right foot and gave the board a sharp kick, slotting it perfectly into place. Whether it was the violent movement or whether it would have happened anyway, she didn’t know, but it was then that she’d felt the unmistakable gushing between her legs.


There were three midwives in the delivery room now, and a doctor, too. ‘We need Baby out, Marjorie.’ This was the older midwife, the one she trusted. ‘I want you to use all the strength you have. You’ve done this before, so you know you can do it again.’


‘I can’t,’ she whimpered. She didn’t want them to have to cut it out, but she couldn’t go on any longer, she just couldn’t. She wondered if Ted was still outside, pacing the corridor. Or maybe he’d gone back home to see to Eleanor. They’d dropped her off at Peggy’s on their way to the hospital. Eleanor had been more excited about sleeping at Peggy’s house than she was about the new baby. That seemed like days ago now. Another pain started to build, and she knew that within moments she’d be in its grip, consumed and unable to speak. She needed to say this quickly. ‘Can’t do it. Please. Caesarean. Just get it out.’


‘Nonsense,’ the midwife said. ‘Come along, one more almighty push.’


Then more voices: Push! Come on, push! You can do it, push! So many of them shouting at her; she wanted to scream at them to shut up, but she didn’t have the energy.


‘I can’t,’ she cried, dragging the word out. Had they no mercy?


Just as she was certain she couldn’t take any more, she felt the intense burning she remembered from before.


‘Okay, that’s the head. Stop pushing now and—’


But all at once she felt the little body slip out in a watery rush.


‘That’s it! You’ve done it!’ The midwife sounded triumphant. ‘Your baby’s here. You have a little boy.’


A boy. Ted would be pleased. They’d call him Peter. If it had been another girl, they’d have called her Eloise. Eloise and Eleanor. She’d have quite liked another girl, but it didn’t matter; so long as it was healthy.


She craned her head to see, barely aware at first of the hush that had fallen over the room. Then she realised her baby hadn’t made a sound. ‘Is . . . is he breathing?’


Before anyone could answer, the silence was broken by a weak cry, more like a kitten than a baby. He was alive. She fell back against the pillows, relief flooding through her. Why didn’t they bring him to her? They were on the other side of the room, clustered around him, speaking in hushed voices. ‘Can I hold him?’ she asked. ‘What is it? What’s wrong?’ She could hear his grizzled cry and her arms ached to hold him. One or two of the faces looked across at her, but still no one said anything. Then the older midwife – she was called Lily, Marjorie remembered – came to her side. She wasn’t smiling. ‘Baby . . . Baby has some mucus in his airways, so we need to clear that out for him, help him breathe a bit more easily.’


‘Oh, I see.’ She strained to see what they were doing. But it looked as though they’d finished clearing his airways. ‘What are they doing now?’


The midwife opened her mouth then closed it again. Marjorie saw the anguish in her eyes, saw that her face was heavy with bad news.


‘Tell me,’ she said. ‘Tell me what’s wrong with my baby.’


The midwife nodded. There were tears in her eyes. ‘One moment, Mrs Crawford,’ she whispered.


It was the doctor who brought the baby to her, wrapped in a shawl. She could see a tuft of dark blond hair sticking up from the top of the bundle. She held out her arms to receive him. ‘Mrs Crawford,’ the doctor said, ‘I’m afraid your son appears to have some . . . some problems.’


‘Let me hold him.’ She almost had to pull her child out of the doctor’s arms. She saw it instantly. Those same frighteningly wide-spaced eyes she’d seen once before, a very long time ago. She looked into them in order to greet him, to welcome him to the world the same as she had with Eleanor nearly four years ago. She remembered that moment as if it were yesterday, the way Eleanor had looked back at her when she’d said, Hello, baby; the look in those moment-old eyes that said, I know you; we are connected.


But these tiny, too-round pools of blue were shallow and empty. She unwrapped the shawl. His scrawny body was too small in proportion to his puffball head, and the skin was pale and opaque-looking, with a delicate network of blue-green veins showing through. She ran her finger down his right leg to his foot, where the two middle toes were joined by a stretch of pink skin. She moved to the other foot, which was completely webbed, making him look like a little mer-child. He started to cough, his fragile chest heaving.


‘He . . . as you can see,’ the doctor was saying, ‘this baby has a number of . . . abnormalities. There’s likely to be a degree of mental handicap as well. We’ll need to take a proper look at him.’ He stopped speaking and seemed at a loss as to what to do next. Marjorie wrapped her limp-limbed baby in the shawl again, swaddling him tightly so he’d feel safe. He was still making that weak grizzling sound. ‘Is my husband here?’


The midwife appeared at the doctor’s side. ‘Mr Crawford’s gone home to try and get some sleep. He was dead on his feet. But he said he’d be back at about nine.’


‘Are you on the telephone at home?’ the doctor asked, and Marjorie nodded. He turned back to the midwife. ‘The number will be in the notes,’ he muttered. ‘Get someone to ring him up and tell him to come and see me as soon as he arrives. I’ll break it to him.’


Marjorie looked down at the child in her arms. If she kept her gaze away from his face and focused on the white, shawl-swaddled bundle, she could kid herself for a moment that he was normal, like any other newborn.


‘Doctor needs to have a proper look at Baby, dear,’ the midwife said, her voice so much softer now. ‘I’ll bring you a nice cup of tea in a minute, and then we’ll get you onto the ward. You need to get some rest yourself.’ She patted Marjorie’s hand. ‘You’ve had a . . . Well, it’s been a long night, hasn’t it?’ She tried to smile, but failed.


*

Marjorie was sure she wouldn’t be able to sleep, but somehow she did, deeply and dreamlessly. When she woke, not on a ward as she’d expected but in a room on her own, Ted was sitting in the chair next to her, his face twisted with distress. On the end of the bed was a large bunch of white chrysanthemums, wrapped in blue paper and tied with matching ribbon. She hated chrysanthemums, and she felt momentarily annoyed with Ted for forgetting. But then she remembered why she was here.


She couldn’t bring herself to look at Ted properly just yet, so for a moment she allowed her gaze to rest on the paper the flowers were wrapped in. It was so pretty: a soft, dusty blue covered with storks in flight. From each strong beak dangled a brilliant white nappy with a pink, plump, perfect baby nestled inside. Tears blurred her vision.


Somehow, eventually, she managed to lift her heavy eyes to Ted’s. ‘Have you seen him?’


Ted nodded.


She wondered now whether she should have told Ted about Maurice. But there was nothing to be done about it, so what was the point? Until today, she’d managed to do what Mother told her the one and only time she’d met him: Now you must forget about this, Marjorie, and promise me you’ll never, ever tell anyone. Never, do you promise?


Ted was sitting in the chair beside her bed, not looking at her, turning his pack of Embassy over and over in his hands. He looked up when the door opened. The doctor from the delivery room attempted a smile but then allowed it to die on his lips. He sat down in the chair on the opposite side of the bed. ‘I understand how difficult this must be for you, Mr and Mrs Crawford, but you have yourselves and your daughter to consider. There are some excellent establishments that can care for Peter. It’s unlikely he has much awareness of his surroundings, or indeed that he will survive beyond early childhood. My advice is to go home, try to put this behind you and look to the future. You’re both young – plenty of time to have another child.’


She closed her eyes and leant her head back against the pillow, but she could feel Ted looking at her. Another child. How could she possibly risk another child? She took a breath and opened her eyes again. ‘No. We’ll take him home.’


‘Marjorie . . .’


‘I can do it; I’ve experience, after all. It was my job. I was a nurse before I had my first, and I worked with plenty of retarded children.’


‘Mrs Crawford,’ the doctor paused. ‘I’m sure you were a highly competent nurse, but I fear that caring for your own child in your own home, where you would be “on duty”, as it were, twenty-four hours a day, well, it’s a rather different kettle of fish, don’t you see?’


She turned her head to the pillow. ‘I’m tired. Please, I need to sleep.’


She heard the doctor sigh; Ted, too. With her eyes still closed, she pictured the look that was probably passing between them. Then she heard the doctor’s chair move as he got to his feet. ‘I’ll come back when you’ve had some rest,’ he said.


And he did come back, twice more, to try to persuade her to let them find somewhere suitable for Peter to be ‘cared for’. ‘Your intentions are admirable, Mrs Crawford, that goes without saying. But I urge you to consider the effect on yourself and your family.’


There were some very good places these days, he told her, but she didn’t believe him. Things were better than in Maurice’s day, and there were some kind and dedicated people working at the home where she’d been a nurse, but nevertheless, she’d seen children neglected, lying on their backs in their cots for hours, tied to the bed if they were restless, even slapped for emptying bowels over which they had no control. No, she had seen it too often. Her son was not normal, but he was still human.




Eleanor: the present, Scalby, North Yorkshire coast


Conscious of her hand trembling, Eleanor takes a breath and pushes the door open. She hasn’t needed a hairdresser since she was eighteen years old, and coming here now, more than thirty years later, is something she has both dreamed about and dreaded. She looks around the salon as she hands her coat to the receptionist. Everyone else looks so relaxed, so at ease. The stylist, Gaby, has shortish hair that is three different colours: blonde, a chestnut brown and a bright pink – like a Neapolitan ice cream. She’s very young – they all are – but when Eleanor explains the situation, Gaby listens closely, her expression serious. ‘Okay,’ she nods. ‘Let’s see what we can do, then, shall we?’


Eleanor can feel the stares, people assuming she has cancer, trying not to look. She is used to that, and to the well-meant assurances that it would soon grow back. At one point, when she was still angry, she’d drawn some perverted satisfaction from saying, No, it won’t, actually, but she’d got over that fairly quickly. It wasn’t quite true, anyway; what the specialist actually said was that it was by no means unheard of – a case of ‘wait and see’. And then he’d laboured the point that hair loss triggered by trauma was relatively rare, which had only made it feel even more personal, more like a punishment.


Gaby catches her eye in the mirror, smiles and mouths, ‘Trust me.’


She smiles back, and then tries to adopt a neutral expression as she puts herself in the hands of this pretty young girl, who is probably used to working with rather more hair than this. After years of battling with wigs that itched and scarves that slipped, she now managed to do a pretty good impression of someone who didn’t mind being bald. Big earrings helped, she found, and holding your nerve and looking people in the eye, even when she could see them studiously trying to avoid letting their gaze drift higher than her eyebrows. When tufts of new downy hair began to appear unexpectedly when she was in her early thirties, she couldn’t stop herself from touching it, stroking it, wondering how soon she’d be able to brush it again. But the regrowth was patchy and short-lived. It had grown again since then, on and off, but it hadn’t ever held for more than a few weeks. Until now.


She can’t bear to look too closely at what is happening to her hair as the stylist snips away, a millimetre here, a millimetre there, so instead she watches Gaby’s face in the mirror. Her brows are knitted together; the tip of her tongue pokes from between her lips as she concentrates. Given that there is so little to work with, Eleanor had assumed it wouldn’t take long, but Gaby seems to be treating this as a work of art as she gently combs and cuts, combs and cuts.


She glances around the salon. There are a couple of women with heads a mass of foils, looking like truncated Medusas as they flick through magazines and wait for their colour to take. One woman is having her sleek dark bob blow-dried, and there are three others having cuts. Eleanor watches as their shorn hair falls to the floor, mostly a couple of centimetres here and there, but in one case, three-inch strands of lovely coppery hair lie around the base of the chair. It is no wonder people are looking at her; the hair she’s managed to grow isn’t anywhere near as long as some of the hair that’s drifting carelessly to the floor all around her.


A teenage boy pushes a wide broom behind the cutting chairs. She wouldn’t mind betting that most of these women abuse their hair all the time, drenching it in chemicals or clamping it between heated metal plates and searing it to make it straight. They probably complain about bad hair days. She doesn’t blame them, though; everyone takes their hair for granted.


After half an hour, Gaby’s expression relaxes and she catches her eye in the mirror. ‘Nearly done.’ She makes a few more snips. ‘There.’ She leans down so her face is level with Eleanor’s and appraises her work in the mirror. ‘How’s that for you?’


Eleanor allows herself to look properly. ‘It’s . . .’ She struggles to find her voice, still stunned by the transformation. ‘It’s amazing.’ She turns her head this way and that. ‘I don’t know quite how you’ve done it, but you’ve actually made it look longer.’


Gaby flushes. ‘You like it?’ She picks up a hand mirror and holds it so Eleanor can see the back.


‘I love it.’ The cut makes her cheekbones stand out and it emphasises the shape of her eyes. She turns and smiles. ‘I can’t thank you enough.’


After she’s paid and collected her coat, she finds Gaby, presses a substantial tip into her hand and thanks her again. ‘Hopefully I’ll be back in a few weeks, but I don’t want to jinx it by making another appointment.’


‘You know where I am,’ Gaby says. ‘Fingers crossed.’


*

Twenty minutes later, Eleanor parks the car opposite the beach and picks up her heavy-duty work gloves and the roll of extra-strong bin liners, then she takes her wellies out of the boot and puts them on. She hurries down the steps, keen to get this done and get back to the community farm. The February wind pinches her cheeks as she gathers armfuls of seaweed and stuffs it into the bags, which she’s doubled up for even more strength. Seaweed is brilliant for enriching the compost, but she wishes it didn’t stink so much. Before long she has six bags, each about a third full but still so heavy that she has to lug them to the car one at a time. Her back and arms are aching by the time she’s finished. She slams the boot shut, but instead of getting back in the driver’s seat, she locks the car and heads back down to the beach to look at the sea for a few minutes. She walks across the wet sand to the water’s edge and stands, hands deep in her pockets, looking out towards the horizon as the lacy froth washes over her boots. As usual, she finds herself mesmerised. There is something about the hypnotic movement of the waves that always makes her feel a little gloomy, but still she finds it hard to tear herself away.


It’s starting to rain. As she heads back to the car, the salty wind stings her cheeks and makes her eyes water, but she can feel it moving the hair on her scalp, and it’s a sensation she wants to fully soak up, just in case.


As she drives back to the community farm, she’s aware of looking in the rear-view mirror rather more often than she needs to. Her sudden gloom is lifting again now, and she is actually smiling as she turns onto the track. The helpers have put the new signs up while she’s been out, but instead of being at the bottom near the main road, they’re about halfway up, which is a fat lot of good. The whole point is to try to attract more takers for the various classes they’re running, and anyone who actually drives up the track will know what’s available already. She slows down as the car shudders over the cattle grid, a relic from the days when this was a traditional working farm. Ah well, it won’t take long to move the signs. It’s probably her own fault for not spelling it out.


As soon as she’s unloaded and emptied the bags of seaweed, she heads for the kitchen.


‘I’m back!’ She takes her jacket off and hangs it on the back of a chair. A fresh, earthy smell fills the room as Jill chops peppers for a vegetable chilli. There are four new volunteer helpers arriving today and six already here. Good home-made food is part of the deal – the helpers provide manual labour, the farm provides food, accommodation and social contact.


‘Wow!’ Jill puts down her knife and wipes her hands on her striped butcher’s apron. ‘It takes years off you.’


‘Great, isn’t it? That hairdresser’s a genius.’ She pauses. ‘I just hope it stays this time.’


‘Fingers crossed.’ Jill takes off her apron to reveal a long, blue-and-orange kaftan-type dress. She always wears this sort of thing for cooking. If she’s working outside, she usually wears a pair of David’s jeans, tied up with a bit of old rope for a belt and one of his oversized shirts. Jill and David tell all the new volunteers about how they met as carefree young hippies in the sixties. ‘And now,’ they add proudly, ‘we’re carefree old hippies in our sixties.’


‘Before I forget.’ Jill hands her a mug of tea. ‘Two things to tell you and a favour to ask. First, your mum phoned.’


Eleanor’s heartbeat quickens and she feels a tickle of shame as she realises she hasn’t spoken to her mother since Christmas Day, almost two months ago.


‘Everything’s okay, but she said there’s something she needs to tell you. Said it was very important.’


‘That’s weird. She hardly ever calls me. I wonder what could be so important?’


‘Only one way to find out. Use the landline.’ Jill passes her the handset. ‘I need to get the cabins ready for the new helpers anyway.’


‘Thanks.’ She starts to key in the number, then pauses. ‘You said there were two things?’


‘Oh, yes. And a favour. Favour first – can you take my yoga class for me tomorrow? I’ve pulled something in my back sorting out those bloody cloches.’


‘All right, if your group don’t mind.’ She’s taken the yoga classes before, but she isn’t as good at it as Jill, who at sixty-eight is more than eighteen years her senior, but is tall and slender and can do things with her body that would defeat most women half her age.


‘Of course they won’t; they love you.’


‘And the other thing you had to tell me?’


‘Ooh, yes. Postcard from Dylan.’


There is a tiny skip in her stomach.


‘It’s on the corkboard. He’ll be here sometime in May or June, he says, and he’ll probably stay until late autumn, if we can use him, which, of course . . .’


‘We most definitely can.’ She smiles as she reads his postcard, which has a picture of Tower Bridge on the front; he’s in London again. Dylan never uses the telephone; doesn’t even own a mobile, never mind a tablet or even a laptop. He has no need of such things, he says. She feels lighter as she goes back to keying in her mum’s number.


‘Hello?’


‘Hello, Mum. Jill said you phoned. Is everything all right?’


‘Who do you wish to speak to?’ her mother says in her most formal telephone voice.


‘Mum, it’s me. Eleanor.’


Silence. It must be one of her bad days. ‘Mum, are you there? It’s Eleanor. You rang earlier; you said you had something to tell me.’


‘Eleanor? Oh, hello. Nice to hear from you. How are you keeping?’


‘I’m fine, Mum. You called me, this morning. Do you remember?’


‘Did I? No, I don’t think so. I seldom use the telephone these days. I can never remember the numbers. They’ve all changed.’


‘You don’t need to. I put them in your phone last time I was down, remember? You just need to look at the list on the front and you’ll see which number you have to press for which person.’


‘Last time? When was that? I don’t remember.’


For a moment, she thinks her mother is being sarcastic; after all, although she tries to phone every couple of months, she hasn’t actually seen her mum for over two years. Probably more like three, now she thinks about it. ‘It’s been a while, I know. But when I came, I put the important numbers in for you, and if you look on the front of the phone, there’s a list. Have a look now. Can you see it?’


Silence.


‘Mum? Peggy’s mobile should be first, then—’


‘I don’t need Peggy’s number.’ She sounds irritated. ‘She’s only upstairs, and we’ve got an extension.’


‘I know, I meant her mobile. In case she’s out and you need to talk to her. It should be my mobile next, then I think it’s the landline for here, but if you—’


‘I’d better go,’ her mother says. ‘Peggy will be down for coffee presently. I’ll tell her you called. Bye, darling.’ And she’s gone.


Eleanor sighs. She ought to go down again soon. Her mum and Peggy have been friends since they were teenagers, but it isn’t fair to rely so heavily on Peggy; after all, she’s only two or three years younger than Marjorie, although Marjorie often seems much older. It was Peggy who’d rung to tell her about the diagnosis, more than three years ago now. ‘Your mum didn’t want to worry you,’ she’d said. ‘But I told her not to be so bloody stupid. She’s struggling to take it all in, but I said I’d let you know.’


She’d called her mother the next day and asked exactly what the doctor had said.


‘Well, they’re almost certain that’s what it is. There’s no blood test or anything, but they did some memory tests . . . like being at school. They had me counting backwards in nines, or was it sevens? I had to draw something – a clock, I think. And lots of silly questions – what year is it, who’s the Prime Minister, that sort of thing.’ She sighed heavily. ‘They think I’ve had it for a while. I’m always forgetting things when I go shopping, or leaving my keys in the front door. But I forget people’s names now, too. And things that have happened.’ She paused. ‘Even big things.’ For a moment, Eleanor had wondered if she might finally mention the ‘big things’ that had defined their lives, coloured their relationship. But then she sounded brisk again. ‘Anyway, it’s not too bad at the moment, but it’ll get worse. I’ll just have to learn to live with it.’


Ever since then, Eleanor has made sure she keeps in touch more frequently in an attempt to move some way towards being a dutiful daughter. She’s been meaning to arrange a visit for ages, in fact; she thinks about it every few weeks. But the weeks and months have quietly stretched and become years, and somehow all this time has passed and now it seems the disease is starting to crank up.


*

Eleanor is working in the kitchen this week. Jobs on the farm are allocated on a rota system for the sake of variety, so if you’re in the kitchen one week, you’ll probably be working in the grounds the week after, either on gardening duties – digging, weeding, planting; anything associated with growing food – or you could be on maintenance and repairs. That can mean things like repointing, replacing broken tiles, securing loose guttering or perhaps repainting the house and the cabins – the salty sea air tends to eat through the exterior paint quickly. If you have a particular talent or skill, that’ll be taken into account, too. Bread-making is one of her regular duties, and she and David take turns because they both seem to have the knack for it, whereas Jill can make cakes but is, in her own words, completely bloody useless with yeast!


They bake two or three times a week, depending on how many volunteers they have, and she’s always trying out new things. She loves the smell of newly baked bread and the sight of the table laden with fresh loaves, rolls and baguettes, and she revels in the warm appreciation of the volunteers, especially those used to limp supermarket sandwiches grabbed on the way to the office. And although she hates to admit it, she likes it when the volunteers – with their homes and families, their proper jobs, their mortgages and pensions – look at her properly and say things like, Where did you learn to bake like that? Or, What a wonderful skill to have.


She has just started mixing water into a mound of flour and yeast on the kitchen table when her phone vibrates in her pocket. ‘Shit,’ she mutters. This is not a point at which she can stop, so she carries on mixing with her fingers until she has a loose dough, then she pulls what she can off her hands before washing them and getting her phone out of her pocket. It’s her mum again. At least that means she must have remembered how to use the stored numbers. There’s a voicemail. ‘Eleanor?’ Her voice sounds hesitant. ‘Is that you? It doesn’t sound like you.’ There is a pause, then she hears her mum make a tutting noise. ‘Oh, it’s the machine, isn’t it? Are you there, Eleanor? Pick up the phone if you’re there.’ Eleanor has explained voicemail again and again, but her mum can’t seem to hold onto it. Marjorie is seventy-four, so not exactly old. Well, not old old, anyway. Next new message. ‘Eleanor, it’s me again. I need you to telephone me.’ She doesn’t sound upset exactly, but there is an undercurrent of anxiety in her voice. ‘There’s something I need to tell you. It’s very important, so I must speak to you.’ Pause. ‘Yes, so ring me, please.’


She calls back immediately. It’s less than twenty minutes after her mum’s message, but by that time, Marjorie has completely forgotten what it was she wanted to tell her, or that she’d even called.




Eleanor


Over the next three days, there are two more ‘I need to tell you something’ voicemails, but each time, by the time Eleanor calls back, Marjorie can’t even remember phoning.


‘I’m worried about her,’ she says to Jill as they dig in the rich, seaweed-enhanced compost ready for the start of planting next month. ‘I need to visit soon. In fact, I might have to start going down quite regularly, depending on how bad she is.’


‘Of course,’ Jill replies. ‘You don’t need to think about this place, you know that.’


She smiles. ‘True.’ She always tells people it’s the very ‘no ties’ aspect of the farm that has kept her here so long, but in truth it’s a long time since she’s considered leaving. ‘It’ll only be for a couple of days this time, anyway. I should have gone down before, but I suppose I’ve been putting it off. It’s never easy.’


Jill pauses to brush a strand of hair out of her eyes, a gesture Eleanor always notices. ‘Do you have to go? I mean, it’s not as though you’re close, is it? And if—’


‘That’s the problem, though. If I can’t make some sort of connection with her, I don’t know . . . I suppose I always thought there would be time to sort things out.’


‘You never know; she might even feel the same way. Did you ever find out what it was she wanted to tell you?’


‘No, she couldn’t even remember phoning. I don’t suppose she really has anything to tell me – it’s probably the Alzheimer’s.’ Even as she says this she wonders if she might be mistaken – her mum had sounded quite distressed in the voicemails.


‘It might not be all that bad. I mean, we all forget things, don’t we?’


‘Not my mother.’ She tips out more compost from the wheelbarrow. ‘At least, I don’t think so. I don’t know for sure because she never bloody tells me anything.’ She is fairly sure her mother recalls everything that’s ever happened to her, whereas Eleanor herself still has gaps in her memory. Maybe some things are better forgotten, but she wishes she’d been given the choice. Instead, her parents took her to a psychotherapist. A quack, more like, Dylan had said when she told him. Her mother wasn’t sure where they’d got the idea – possibly from an article in Reader’s Digest – but the gist of it was that children could be made to forget traumatic events by being taught to symbolically dispose of bad memories. Every time the young Eleanor remembered anything that made her unhappy, she was to imagine herself throwing the upsetting memories into a dustbin and putting the lid on tight. Then she was supposed to think of something nice, because if you filled up your head with nice memories, there would be no room for the nasty ones.


So she spent a lot of her early childhood thinking about picking sweet peas in different colours, stroking a fluffy kitten or being given a whole box of Smarties at Christmas.


*

Most of the drive to south-east London isn’t too bad, but the drizzling rain turns to a deluge, and visibility is so poor that she has to crawl the last twenty miles as her wipers thrash uselessly at the flooded windscreen. By the time she arrives it’s mid-afternoon, the rush hour has started and traffic in the centre of Lewisham is heavy. The road layout seems to have changed since she was last here, or maybe it’s that she is so disconnected from who she was when she lived here that the place feels alien to her all the time now. She passes Lewisham Hospital and indicates to turn left. The shops all look so different now. She notices that the pub has gone, although the Chinese takeaway is still there, and the little general store where she and her friends used to buy Jamaican patties after school; they still sell them, according to the board outside, along with curried fish or goat.


Her stomach shifts as she pulls up outside the huge corner house where she grew up. This is one thing that doesn’t change. At least, her mother’s half of the house, the topsy-turvy part where you go downstairs to bed instead of up, has barely changed since she left.


Pulling her coat up over her head, she goes up the steps to the main front door and rings the bottom bell. She waits for a minute and rings again, but there’s no reply. Perhaps her mum is upstairs with Peggy. When she was growing up, it felt as though it was one house instead of two maisonettes. The inner front doors were often on the latch so she could go up or down without having to ring the bell, and she’d taken advantage of this as a child, spending much of her time up at Peggy’s.


She tries the top bell but there’s no response to that, either. A sense of unease begins to creep through her. She leans across to look through the rain-lashed bay window into the living room, but there are no lights on, no sign of life. Maybe her mum has forgotten she’s coming. She goes down the steps and along the side alley into the garden. If her mum is downstairs in one of the bedrooms a light will be on somewhere – you need electric light down there on all but the brightest of days. But the basement is in darkness. An image flashes into her head of her mother lying unconscious on the floor, but she rejects it almost immediately. After all, physically, Marjorie is far from frail.


She climbs the steps to the veranda, where she’ll be able to see through into the kitchen. Again, no lights, no sign that anyone’s around. There is a shock of cold wetness on the back of her neck as water starts to seep through her coat. Why hadn’t she thought to bring her Barbour? She feels the faintest stirrings of panic as she gets back into the car, but when she checks her phone she sees there are two texts: On our way. Be about 10 minutes P x Thank God. She scrolls up to the previous text, which came through half an hour ago. Not sure what time you’re arriving, but we’ll be back soon. P xx She texts a reply, Am here, see you in a bit, then sits back to wait.


The house is Victorian and could reasonably be described as imposing. Her parents bought it while it was undergoing conversion from a single dwelling into two maisonettes. Her mum told her that when they first viewed the lower part as newlyweds, there was still a row of servants’ bells in the basement. She looks up at the black windows. The Dralon curtains that still hang in the living room were once a deep red, but they’re badly faded now, almost pink with darker stripes in the folds where the sun can’t reach. She looks down at the bay window to her mum’s bedroom, half sunken beneath ground level. Those curtains haven’t changed either: an oatmeal colour with sprinklings of insipid lilac flowers. Her eyes flick up to Peggy’s windows: tasteful wooden blinds for the living room; curtains in the bedrooms at the top – huge red poppies on a white background – very Peggy.


She remembers how thrilled she’d been the day she heard that Peggy and her husband Ken had bought the upstairs maisonette. She must have been only five or six, because it was about the time her mum was in and out of hospital. The first she knew of it was when Peggy came round with Martin and Michael after school one day to tell them that it had all gone through at last and that, as from Saturday fortnight, she, Ken and the boys would be their new upstairs neighbours.


Eleanor had felt her grin stretch across her face, and her dad had ruffled her hair. ‘That’s good news, isn’t it, Ellie-belly?’


Then Peggy smiled at her. ‘It’ll make babysitting easier, won’t it, sweetheart? Not that you’re a baby any more, obviously.’


Eleanor always went up the road to Peggy’s when her mum wasn’t well. She liked playing with the twins, although they were boys, of course, and a bit older. Mainly, though, she liked being with Peggy. She liked looking at Peggy, too; she felt guilty thinking it, but her mother wasn’t as pretty; she was thin, with a pale, dry face and a frown that stayed around her eyes even when she smiled, which wasn’t often. But Peggy had wide-awake eyes and a mouth that always looked as though it was about to laugh. Her cheeks were peachy pink, and they were ripe and juicy.


Peggy leant forward with her hands on her knees. ‘Tell you what, Ellie, when we move in, how would you like to come up and help me and the boys unpack?’


She’d nodded vigorously, and when the day came, she reminded her mum that Peggy had said she could go upstairs to help. Her heart sank when her mother said she would come too, but to her amazement, once they were up there, surrounded by more cardboard boxes than she had ever seen, her mum was soon chatting and laughing with Peggy as they tried to work out which box the kettle was in.


She’d wondered whether it was partly the house itself that was causing her mother’s malaise. Her mum spent too much time in the dingy basement where revolting, squirmy silverfish lived in the carpets and you dared not move anything in case you disturbed them. Maybe simply being in a higher, brighter part of the house cheered her mum up. Downstairs, misery built up like mould in the rooms; the very bricks and mortar were steeped in it. She’d known even then that something bad had happened, and she had an inkling that she’d been part of it, but she couldn’t remember what it was. Sometimes, just as a ray of sunlight might illuminate the dust motes in a stuffy old room, a chink of light would fall upon a buried memory, causing it to brighten and glow in her mind: herself, sobbing as she ran barefoot down the garden; Peggy’s face as she dropped her shopping bags, oranges rolling across the grass. But nothing stayed long enough for her to make sense of it. Sometimes she wished she could find that imaginary dustbin and take all her memories out again, even if they weren’t very nice.


The drumming on the roof is easing off now, although the sky is still dark. She is about to look at her watch again when Peggy’s little blue Fiesta pulls up behind her. The driver’s door opens and Peggy gives Eleanor a tense smile. ‘Hello, sweetheart. We’ve had a bit of an adventure.’ Then Marjorie climbs out of the passenger side, looking wet, cold and slightly bedraggled.


‘Hello, Mum,’ she says. ‘I thought you’d forgotten I was coming.’


Marjorie looks at her blankly for a moment, as though she doesn’t know who she is. But then she smiles and says, ‘Eleanor! You came.’


‘Of course I came. We spoke on the phone last night.’


‘Did we?’ Her mother shakes her head in irritation. ‘I don’t remember, I’m afraid.’


‘Come on,’ Peggy says, ‘let’s get in out of this sodding weather.’ She lets them in at the main front door, and then, using her own key, the inner door to the downstairs maisonette. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, Marjorie. Give me that shopping.’


Eleanor follows her mother into the chilly living room, hoping Peggy won’t be long – Peggy always helps to fill the space between them. With its high whitewashed ceiling and enormous bay window, you’d think there would be a feeling of light and space in this room, but instead it is gloomy and claustrophobic, especially as it’s almost dusk now. Her mum has walked straight past the light switch, and there are no lamps.


‘Bloody hell, Marjorie,’ Peggy says, setting the tea down on a side table and flicking on the overhead light. ‘It’s as dark as a dog’s guts in here.’ The light is inadequate against the dark, patterned carpet and chocolate-brown vinyl wallpaper, which has been up for as long as Eleanor can remember. Why change it, her mother argued, when it was perfectly serviceable?


She realises Peggy is looking at her hair. ‘I didn’t notice at first. You look lovely, Ellie. Not that you don’t always, but . . .’


Eleanor smiles and shrugs. ‘I don’t know how long it’ll last.’


Marjorie, who is still standing uncertainly in the middle of the room, turns to look. ‘It’s awfully short, darling. I think I preferred it longer.’


‘Yes, but that was a wig, Mum. This is real.’


Marjorie seems about to say something, then hesitates, looks slightly puzzled, and turns away again.


Now she can see her mother properly, she notices that she’s a little thinner and her hair is greyer, but apart from that she appears to be reasonably well and is dressed much the same as always in navy trousers and an apricot roll-neck jumper. Peggy is wearing black jeans, a scoop-necked black sweater and bright red lipstick, set off by her softly styled hair, now a silvery blonde. She’s always looked striking. Her figure is more rounded than Marjorie’s, not fat but fleshy, well covered. The first time Eleanor sat on Peggy’s lap as a child, she noticed how comfy it was, how she couldn’t feel bony knees like she did when she sat on her mum’s lap.


‘You’re both looking very well.’


‘You want your eyes tested, Ellie.’ Peggy peers critically in the spotted mirror that hangs over the mantelpiece and prods at her face. ‘Should have gone to Specsavers.’


Marjorie sits in the armchair and gestures towards the coffee table on which is a large, half-completed jigsaw puzzle on a wooden board. ‘I have to try and stop my brain from rotting too fast. Hence the jigsaw. And,’ she picks up a book from the arm of her chair and waggles it, ‘I’m getting to be a whizz at chesswords. Aren’t I, Peg?’


‘Crosswords.’ Peggy smiles. ‘You certainly are.’


‘Crosswords.’ Briefly, a cloud crosses Marjorie’s face. ‘A whizz at crosswords.’


‘Bloody things,’ Peggy says. ‘I couldn’t do one to save my life.’ She sips her tea. ‘I’ll fetch that cake in a minute. Marjorie, tell Eleanor what happened. Just now, before I picked you up.’ She turns to Eleanor. ‘It’s good for her to exercise her memory.’


‘I am here, you know.’


‘I’m only explaining. Don’t get your knickers in a twist.’


Marjorie tuts, but it’s good-natured. ‘Well,’ she says to Eleanor, ‘I got lost, is the long and the short of it. Coming back from the Co-op, if you can believe that. Good job I had Peggy’s spare phone.’


‘They’re digging up the road round there again,’ Peggy says, ‘so it all looks different, especially when it’s raining so hard you can’t see your hand in front of your face. It’s a bloody miracle you remembered to use the phone, though.’ She turns to Eleanor. ‘Eventually, anyway – but by that time she’d walked the whole length of Hither Green Lane and was in the middle of Lewisham, right down by the clock tower.’


‘I knew where I was, but couldn’t remember what bus to get.’ Marjorie sighs. ‘With all this carry-on, I’ve not had a chance to go shopping or I’d have bought a cake or something.’


Eleanor and Peggy exchange glances.


‘You’ve just bought one at the Co-op,’ Peggy says. ‘Remember? Victoria sponge. I wouldn’t mind, but you bought exactly the same thing from the baker’s yesterday.’


‘The same thing? You mean . . . I’ve bought two Victoria sponges?’


‘One yesterday and one today.’ Peggy smiles. ‘So I think we’ll be all right for cake.’


Eleanor smiles too, but is then horrified to see her mother’s eyes fill with tears.


‘Oh, Peg,’ Marjorie murmurs. ‘Whatever’s happening to me?’


*

It’s strange being back in her old bedroom. It’s been painted – white – since she was last here. But it makes very little impact. Gloominess is inevitable in a basement room where the only natural light comes from a tiny window that gives on to an alleyway.


It’s freezing in here, the same as it always was, despite the electric fire she switched on earlier to take the chill off. The hot, burnt dust smell combined with the slightly mouldy dampness that is so familiar sends her hurtling back thirty years. In winter, the smell was so strong it would sometimes keep her awake. She remembers one or two of her school friends being envious that she had a room all to herself. She’d tried to explain that it wasn’t as nice as they thought, but she hadn’t been able to put into words quite how bleak she found it, and how lonely. She’d been envious of them because they had siblings. She’d often lain awake wondering what it must be like to have a brother or sister. Sometimes, especially when things were difficult upstairs, she’d become quite tearful thinking about it. If only she’d had a sibling to talk to, perhaps she would have minded less about not getting on with her mum.


A deep sadness wells up inside her as she thinks about Marjorie, and about what happened to her today: getting lost on her way back from the shop she’s visited two or three times a week for as long as anyone can remember; using the wrong words so many times this afternoon; her distress when Peggy told her she’d bought a cake yesterday and again today. How horrible this disease is; how unsettling to have no recollection of something you’ve done. But then she realises that she knows how that feels. Obviously Alzheimer’s is a different type of memory loss, but yes, she knows only too well what it feels like not to remember your own actions. As a teenager and even as a young woman, she’d felt manipulated, foolish for allowing the psychotherapist to dictate what should happen to the thoughts inside her head. She’d been angry with her mother. How would her mum feel if it was she who’d had to throw her memories in the dustbin, she used to wonder? But she took no pleasure now in witnessing Marjorie’s diminishing memory. With maturity came acceptance that her parents had genuinely thought they were doing the right thing, and her anger had given way to an empty feeling – not quite grief, not quite sadness, but a void of which she was perpetually aware.


Now, as she lies shivering in the darkness, a single tear leaks out of the corner of her eye, and she isn’t sure whether she has shed it for her younger self, or for her poor, fading mother.




Marjorie, May 1970


Marjorie and Ted stood on opposite sides of the room as they prepared for bed. Ted was wearing just his pyjama bottoms – it was too warm to wear a top tonight, he said. Marjorie glanced quickly at his chest then looked away again. Was it her imagination, or did he look thinner? She’d lost weight herself these past two years, but she hadn’t noticed the change in Ted until tonight.


‘You look tired, love.’ He looked at her with concern as he took off his watch and put it on the bedside table, laying it on top of a paperback he hadn’t picked up in months.


The book looked dusty; Marjorie struggled to keep on top of the cleaning these days.


Ted switched on the radio alarm. ‘How have things been today?’


‘Not too bad, I suppose.’ Marjorie sat at her dressing table, opened a pot of Pond’s Cold Cream and dotted tiny blobs over her cheeks, nose and forehead. She hardly ever bothered, but she’d noticed how dull and lifeless her skin was looking, and while she was in Boots today picking up her tablets, she spotted a display of Pond’s and remembered seeing an advert saying it would ‘melt away tired lines’, so she’d bought a pot. This meant she cared what she looked like, she realised. Perhaps she was getting better. She’d certainly felt better since she’d been back at work, and Eleanor seemed perfectly happy going to Peggy’s in the afternoons. It was a godsend having Peggy and Ken up the road, and it would be even easier when they moved in upstairs, at least until Peggy went back to work. ‘It’s just this tiredness. I know I’m only doing a few hours a day, but by the time I get home and pick Ellie up, I’m good for nothing.’ She paused, caught Ted’s eye in the dressing-table mirror. ‘I wish . . . I wish I could do more with her, Ted. I was watching her today, playing with her dolls as happy as anything, and I wondered if I would ever be able to . . . if I could bear . . .’ She put a fist to her mouth and bit her knuckle hard to try to stop the tears.


Ted was across the room in two bounds and enfolded her in his arms. ‘Shush, it’s all right, love, it’s okay.’ He stroked her hair. ‘Remember, one day at a time.’


She nodded against his chest, comforted by the warmth of his body and the clean, laundered smell of the cotton vest. She sniffed and wiped her eyes.


Ted kissed the top of her head and stroked her hair. ‘It’ll get better, in time. And we’re getting there, aren’t we? Slowly.’ He kissed her head again. ‘Just keep trying, step by step.’ He knelt down next to her and held her face in his hands. She caught a whiff of whisky on his breath.


‘I know it seems impossible, Marjorie, but you mustn’t give up.’ He searched her face with his eyes. ‘I haven’t; it’s hard for me too, you know.’


‘I know.’ She let out an involuntary sob. She understood that it was hard for him, of course she did; but it was different, and no matter how kind and loving he was, she would never be able to explain that to him.


‘We’ll get through this, love, the three of us.’ She could see tears in his eyes. ‘We just have to take little steps.’


She looked into his dear, kind, sad eyes. She leant forward and kissed him lightly on the lips. He kissed her back, a firmer, more lingering kiss. She touched his face with her fingers. ‘Ted,’ she whispered, feeling the tiniest flutter of desire.


He kissed her palm, then reached for her other hand. ‘Come on,’ he murmured, pulling her slowly to her feet. She allowed him to lead her to the bed where he pulled back the blankets and gently, gently, kissing her all the while, pushed her down so that her head was on the pillow. He slid under the covers and lay next to her, kissing her neck, kissing her shoulder.


‘Ted, hold me,’ she murmured.


He put his arms around her and gathered her to him, kissing her harder now. His hand slid under her nightgown and he began to pull it up, exposing her thighs, her stomach, her breasts. She held her arms up automatically as he pulled her nightdress up over her head and buried his face in her breasts. ‘I’ve missed you so much,’ he said, kissing and kissing, I’ve missed us. Oh, Marjie, darling Marjie.’


But although in her head she ached for him, it seemed her body was betraying her. Just seconds ago she’d been almost ready, caught up in the forcefulness of his desire, yet now she felt almost repelled by his nearness, the whisky on his breath, the slight roughness of his chin. She pulled away from him and sat up. ‘I’m sorry.’ She could feel the tears on her cheeks. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Ted stopped and searched her face. ‘What is it? Why? What’s changed?’


She shook her head, crying properly now. ‘I don’t know. It’s just . . . I can’t. It doesn’t seem right that we should . . . I’m sorry.’


Ted seemed frozen for a moment, then he sighed heavily and swung his legs out of bed. She looked at his beautiful broad back, the smooth skin she used to run her hands over while they made love. She wanted to touch it now, to soothe him, tell him how much she loved him and how much she really did want him. Because she did, she truly did. But she couldn’t do it, not yet. ‘I’m sorry, Ted. I . . . I think it’s still too soon.’


‘How can it be too soon?’ His voice sounded hard. He was sitting on the edge of the bed with his back towards her. ‘It’s getting on for two years, Marjorie. I thought being in that place . . .’


He always referred to it as ‘that place’, she noticed. But then it was virtually impossible to name it without dragging up awful connotations. In fact, many moons ago, before her life twisted out of shape, she’d joked about it herself. She could almost hear herself playfully scolding Ted for trying to waltz her round the kitchen while she was cooking the dinner, or Eleanor for lying in bed singing the chorus of ‘The Old Woman Who Swallowed a Fly’ over and over at the top of her voice instead of going to sleep: You’ll drive me round the bend one of these days, she’d say, laughing. I’ll end up in Bexley. But she wasn’t sure if she was actually mad now, or just sad. Maybe it was a little of both.


‘I thought that a few weeks’ rest was supposed to make you better.’


‘I am better, Ted; much better. I just don’t . . . not yet.’


He sighed again.


She looked at the sprinkling of freckles across his shoulders. Oh to reach out and touch him! But the silence was blocking her way; it may as well have been a raging ocean between them. She tried to slip her nightdress back on discreetly, so he wouldn’t notice the action and see it as an insult, as further evidence of rejection. She wasn’t rejecting him, though. It was something about herself she was rejecting.




Eleanor: the present, south-east London


Her mum is already making breakfast when Eleanor goes up to the kitchen in the morning. The ancient central heating has come on but it isn’t very efficient and she doesn’t fancy showering in the icy bathroom just yet.


Marjorie turns and smiles when she comes in. ‘Did you sleep well?’


‘Yes, thanks. I was very tired – driving always knocks me out.’


‘Well, you can have a nice rest today. Sit down and I’ll make us some toast.’ She takes four slices from a loaf of white bread and puts them in a red, modern-looking toaster, a little out of place in this shabby kitchen with its mismatched units and fluorescent strip light.


‘Nice toaster,’ Eleanor comments. ‘Is it new?’


‘Peggy made me buy it. Fair enough, I suppose. I kept putting bread under the grill and forgetting it, and she got fed up with the burnt smell drifting upstairs.’ She pours water from the kettle into two mugs, then pauses, looking at them before turning to Eleanor. ‘I know I shouldn’t have to ask, but I can’t for the life of me remember whether you take sugar.’
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