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Someone Is Crying
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Four weeks ago, a man died. He fell – out in the wildest part of the grounds where the nettles are, where ivy and bindweed have climbed up the plinth of an old stone cherub so the cherub can’t be seen now. It’s an overgrown place with a foxy smell. No one goes there, as such. But one warm May evening, Arthur Potts wandered to this part of the garden – who knows why? – and he tripped and struck his head on the edge of the plinth, just once, with the bright, hard tap! of an egg; his pipe cracked, his spectacles shattered and his wrist, too, made a snapping sound. ‘Oh help,’ cried the person who witnessed it. ‘Please help.’

The staff did their best. They ran out, knelt by his side as they waited for the ambulance. ‘Arthur? Hold on.’ But Arthur Potts died, as they waited: his lifetime’s warmth seeped into the dark, Oxfordshire earth, his mouth stayed open and his eyes grew still so that, in the end, they all understood they were kneeling by what remained of Arthur, not by Arthur himself. A stillness descended, like dew. They sat back on their heels, glanced at each other. And he must have seemed smaller, suddenly, as people do when they die.

Florrie wasn’t there. She didn’t see this happen. But she’s heard about it, from those who did, and she’s imagined it many times since – his mouth, that tap!, those spectacles. She’s wondered if Arthur felt cold, as he lay there. She’s wondered, too, if he’d known he was dying – and, if so, had he fought against it? Been afraid? Or maybe, being Arthur, he’d accepted it all with a mild, child-like wonder: Ah – so this is how I go.

It is nearly midnight. Everything is quiet. Florence Butterfield sits up in bed, in her floral nightdress, and stares at her bookshelves without seeing them. It doesn’t help, she knows, to dwell – but she can’t help it. It isn’t merely Arthur’s death that saddens her: Florrie can’t bear how he died – for whilst one rather expects death at Babbington Hall, it mostly comes through the slowing of hearts or the filling of lungs; an indoors death, at least. Who could have expected this? The cracking of a skull on an ivied plinth? And how could it have happened to Arthur, of all people – when he’d been so lively and affable, so fond of puddings and horse racing and of his tobacco pipe which had made a gentle put-put sound as he smoked it? He’d been young, too – in his mid seventies, which is no age at all. There are some here who are over one hundred years old yet it was Arthur Potts, not them, who was taken away in an ambulance and didn’t come back.

Florrie looks down at her lap. She misses her friend so much, at this moment, that she thinks to announce it, to say, I do miss you, you know, as if Arthur was sitting in front of her in his thinning corduroy trousers – which maybe he is? In an invisible form? If so, he’s smiling back at her. Florrie. You daft old thing.

Ah, well. For what can be done, now? Arthur is no longer living in the proper way of it – but Florrie still breathes in and out. Her heart still thumps, still wants to keep going; how glad she is, every morning, to open her eyes on to this Artexed ceiling with its pink tasselled lampshade, to know that there’s a whole new day ahead of her which will have wonders in it, for days always do – even now, at her age.

At this, the church bells start to chime for midnight. Florrie adjusts her bed linen; she lifts off her spectacles and sets them on her bedside table, alongside her novel and dried lavender, and counts the twelve, sonorous bongs of St Mary’s. She listens for the lovely, deep hush that follows them.

But tonight, the hush doesn’t come.

Rather, as the twelfth chime fades, a new sound takes its place. What is …? Florrie holds her breath to hear it better. It’s a trembling, curious sound – like wind on a wire fence, or a cello’s string. Or it’s the lonesome call of the tawny owl that lives in the beechwoods so that Florrie reaches, then, for her hearing aids and turns up the volume, hoping she may hear the owl more clearly – for she adores owls and has done since girlhood.

But it’s not the owl or cello music.

It is crying. There’s no mistaking it: someone is crying beyond her bedroom window – a tender, private crying, as if the person cradles an injured thing. The sound drifts between the parted curtains into Florrie’s room so that she stares, wide-eyed, and thinks, Who on earth can this be? Crying at midnight? On the white-painted bench outside her window?

But Florrie knows the answer.

It isn’t just Florrie who misses Arthur Potts.

Renata. How she must glow at this hour – with her white-blonde hair and pale skin. How tiny she must look on that bench – folded, angular, all wrists and collarbones; for whilst she has always been small, she seems even smaller than she did before Arthur died. Indeed, there’s such a sadness in Renata these days that Florrie would love to dismantle her, to take this sadness out of her as if it were an actual, tangible thing like a swallowed button or a kidney stone. For whilst they all mourn Arthur’s death and the way of it, Renata blames herself, too. Florrie knows this because she’s overheard her – murmuring, ‘I should have’, or, ‘If only’; at his funeral, Renata had pressed her fist to her chest as though it physically hurt. No one else thinks Renata is to blame. Yet it seems that, being the manager of Babbington Hall, she feels she should have foreseen the fall and prevented it, should have cleared the plinth of bindweed or nailed a sign to the crooked gatepost that said Keep Out or Be Careful, or roped off that weedy corner. But what difference would it have made? Arthur didn’t die because of bindweed or rickety brickwork. A shoelace had been the cause, in the end: Arthur died for the lack of a lasting double knot on his left shoe – so Arthur himself had been to blame.

Poor Renata. Dear creature.

What to do? Florrie wants to help. She wants to take Renata’s hand and comfort her; she’d like to dab those crying eyes with a cool flannel whilst murmuring, There, now – as a mother might. Perhaps she should call out through the window? Or she could pull the emergency cord that’s installed in the corner and summon the night staff so they could rush to Renata, arms out, and lead her inside – and, briefly, Florrie considers this idea. But then Renata cries here, of all places – in the darkest corner of the courtyard, near the potted hosta and crumbling wall where the wren makes her nest; nobody lives in this part of Babbington except for Florrie herself, who is hardly any trouble, being eighty-seven, one-legged and as deaf as a saucepan without her hearing aids. She suspects, therefore, that Renata doesn’t wish to be helped.

So Florrie doesn’t pull the cord. Instead, she unhooks her hearing aids, sets them down and takes a sip of water. She adjusts her bed linen until she’s satisfied – and turns out her bedside light.

This, she decides, is how she can help: she will give flowers. Tomorrow, Florrie will wheel herself out into the grounds of Babbington Hall Residential Home and Assisted Living and pick some flowers for Renata Green. It’s only a small gesture; but whose heart cannot be lifted with a flower or two? Also, isn’t late June the finest flowering time? These gardens aren’t perfectly kept, it’s true; but this has allowed for a tumbling of buttercups and ox-eye daisies, for lavender and larkspur, for cornflowers and poppies to self-seed from the margins of the neighbouring farmer’s field, and there’s an abundance of dog rose in the hedgerows, and near the church gate there’s a thick, lovely bed of borage which hums and shakes with bumblebees – and all of these would look quite beautiful in the old chutney jar from the village fete that Florrie’s kept for just such a purpose.

Yes. She is pleased with this idea. And, on turning on to her left-hand side, Florrie remembers, too, that tomorrow is midsummer’s day – the longest day, full of warmth and sunlight. There can be no better day for her small, flowery task.

With that, Florrie sleeps. She dreams of old, past things – of her childhood garden, of rain against a window, of Arthur put-putting on his pipe. But there is something else, too, in this dream. A person? It seems to be – although Florrie can’t quite tell who this person is, being too far away to see clearly. There’s a mist also – soft, autumnal – so that she might be staring at a gatepost and not a person at all.

She says, Hello? Can I help?

There is no answer, at first. But then the mist thins to reveal Pinky Underwood – which is rather unexpected, but unexpected things can happen in one’s dreams.

Pinky (is it Pinky?) does not answer. She only smiles, says, This is the beginning.

Florrie frowns. The beginning of what? How? For even in this dream, she knows her age and circumstances: there can’t be many beginnings left, in Florrie Butterfield’s life. But Pinky (for yes, it’s clearly Pinky, now – with her bristled fringe and chipped incisor, the wise, loving air she always had) is perfectly certain about it.

A beginning? Really?

You’ll see, Butters – you’ll see.
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The Gathering of Flowers
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Until sixteen months ago, Florrie had not required care of any kind. She’d been living on her own in a cottage called Far End – with hydrangeas, a freestanding bath, a hedgehog in her garden and a view of the Malvern Hills from her upstairs loo. Every day, she’d walk into town with her stick. She’d take coffee in the Coffee Pot, flirt gently with the greengrocer; she’d wave across the street at acquaintances. But then at Christmas, Florrie fell. It had been entirely her fault. She’d been barefoot in her dressing gown and, excited by carollers at the front door, had tripped over her own feet. In the act of falling, she’d slopped a pan of mulling wine – with cloves and cinnamon sticks – on to her left shin, which scalded her so badly that, in time, it exposed the bone. The burn became infected; the infection only grew worse. No injections or pills could help it. In the end, the surgeons removed Florrie’s left leg, or the lower half at least, on Valentine’s Day, which seemed a rather unfortunate date for the dissolution of a partnership that had, for the most part, worked very well for over eighty years. She cried, afterwards – from pain, from shock, from fear of being dependent, which seemed such an awful, dark-coloured word. She mourned, too, her left leg. (I never got to thank it, she thought; I never said goodbye.) But, in time, Florrie steeled herself. For didn’t she still have her right leg? Which had, in fact, always been the slightly better one? And anyway – it might be nice to have a little daily help.

The help was called Vera – with her bright, gossipy nature and talcum-powder smell. She made a fine cup of tea, too – leaf, not bag. But Vera, in the end, had not been enough: the cottage still had its stairs and narrow doorways; taking a bath had become impossible. (Aren’t there any relatives? Vera had asked, softly. But no, there hadn’t been.) So, in the spring, Florrie and Vera began looking for residential homes. Mostly, it was a disheartening affair: very few places accepted wheelchairs and those that did tended to overlook multistorey car parks or petrol-station forecourts; a curious odour, like luncheon meat, seemed to hang in the air. Florrie, being Florrie, would look for positives: how friendly the staff seemed, or how jolly the fabric flowers were on the reception desk. But, in truth, such efforts did not stop her deep despondency. They didn’t prevent her wondering, in the car, how on earth it had come to this; how she was looking at care homes for the elderly when she still felt twenty years old inside, still believed she could do headstands, and when there was still so much that she wanted to do with her life – like swim the English Channel or ride across plains with proper cowboys, learn the trumpet or walk the Camino de Santiago with all her belongings on her back. How might she do these things now? Where had the time gone? What was left of her one, brief life? One afternoon, she came away feeling so desolate that Vera, sensing this, ground the gears of her rusty Fiesta and took Florrie to the Coffee Pot where they ordered two huge fruit scones with cream and blackcurrant jam and ate them slowly, watching the rain.

That night, Florrie conversed with her reflection: ‘Don’t lose heart, Florence; come on, now.’ For she was still alive, at least; she still had her wits, such as they were. She would make the most of whatever lay ahead of her – even with one leg, even if her windows looked on to electricity sub-stations. She reminded herself of her various family mantras (there is joy in the world; there is so much still to come) and these roused her, as they always did.

A few days later – quite by chance – Florrie heard of a place that accepted wheelchairs in the village of Temple Beeches, in rural Oxfordshire. It was mentioned in passing, in Mrs Pringle’s Book Bazaar, and that name – Temple Beeches – appealed to Florrie instantly so that she took out her pencil and wrote it down. She imagined deep, autumnal beechwoods, a certain reverence. Her childhood, too, had been spent in Oxfordshire so there was a pleasing symmetry to the thought of returning to it. Excitement simmered in Florrie, like milk in a pan. She put on her best brooch for the visit. She made cheese-and-pickle sandwiches for Vera and herself, which they ate in a gateway, looking at sheep – and, on arrival, they pulled on the handbrake and wondered if they’d been given the wrong address or if the little talking box on Vera’s dashboard had offered the wrong directions entirely. For this place was glorious. It looked more like a university college than a residential home – with deep-red brickwork, sash windows and a long herbaceous border. A nearby church clock chimed midday. And as Florrie wheeled herself towards the gates, a tortoiseshell cat emerged from a bush, tail up and mewling; it rubbed itself against her remaining leg. And Florrie felt so very grateful – for the cat, the church, the weathervane, the brickwork, the elegant font on its gold-edged sign that said Babbington Hall – that she had to dab her nose with her handkerchief. What could be better? Where? It would be costly, yes – but Far End, she knew, would sell quickly. (Victor, too, had been so kind.) And what better way to spend her savings than on a place where a talkative cat slept in the undergrowth? Here, she’d thought. This place.

Florrie recalls Renata, too. How polite she’d been – meeting them with an outstretched hand, asking about their journey, offering tea and remarking on the jackdaws that squabbled near the chimneypot. She’d seemed so delicate, even then – radiant, ethereal, as neat as a pin in her matching skirt and blazer. She wore a gold badge that said R. GREEN – MANAGER. ‘You’re in luck, Ms Butterfield,’ she’d said. ‘One accessible room has just become available – and, truth be told, I think it’s the loveliest room of all.’

***

The next day, Florrie wakes, rises and opens the curtains on to a hot, brilliant morning. The wren fossicks in the undergrowth; the white-painted bench looks back at her. ‘Splendid,’ she says to the waking room.

Little by little, Florrie washes and dresses herself. Such things were far easier with both legs but she has learned of momentum, of the usefulness of elbows. Also, she responds very well to her own commentary: ‘One, two … three!’ Nothing can be done quickly or with grace. But she performs these tasks herself, at least – opening her curtains, her daily ablutions, making herself toast in her kitchenette with the radio on so that she could almost be back at Far End with its view of the Malverns and its flagstone floor.

In fact, Florrie’s breakfasting routine is much the same as always. She is in assisted living; this means, therefore, that Florrie is allowed to boil her own kettle, cook an egg if she chooses to – and she can eat her meals from her own crockery, which is mismatched and chipped but it’s hers, all the same. In these rooms they’re allowed their own furniture, too – so that Florrie can still have her rosewood writing desk, and her Nepalese prayer flags strung up across her bookcase; she can still sleep beneath her own linen with its broderie anglaise trim. Indeed, the only real difference in Florrie’s life these days is that she has support – a word which has changed its meaning with age. In her youth, support had meant family money or a good brassiere. Now, it means emergency cords, a folding plastic seat in the shower, the Babbington Hall minibus rides into Oxford and back on Mondays and Thursdays, a laundry service, various communal spaces and weekly entertainment nights. There’s a dining room, if she feels like being cooked for. And there are carers, too – in pale-green uniforms, as fresh as peppermints – who breeze in and out with medicines and clipboards. Florrie knows all their names. She likes all of them, of course. But, in truth, there is one carer of whom Florrie is particularly fond.

And at this moment – as if Florrie has summoned her – this very carer arrives. There’s a casual knock on the door and Florrie is greeted – ‘Miss Florrie?’ – in an accent that’s as thick and dark as treacle. With that, Magda saunters in. And what an extraordinary creature Magda is – with kohled eyes, thumb rings and hair the shade of an overripe plum. She has, too, tattoos of stars on her inner wrist, fingernails of a midnight hue, and there are various hoops and bolts in her ears that Florrie would rather like to fiddle with. All in all, Magda carries the air of a nonchalant warrior queen.

She sets down a paper cup. ‘Your pills.’

‘Thank you, dear Magda. How are you this morning?’

The carer shrugs with one shoulder. ‘I do not like this weather. It is too hot for me – too hot in the day and too hot at night. And my skin – look. I turn red like meat. I will get you water.’ Magda drifts into the kitchenette, led by her hipbones; she returns with a glass that she passes over. ‘And it makes people cross, too. Some people are not nice in hot weather. You notice that? There is one lady this morning … I tell you, she is too rude. I say this to her face but she only says bad words back to me. I do not like her – nie.’

It would not, Florrie feels, be polite to press further. But, in truth, she does not have to. Several residents are known for their disconsolate natures but there’s one, in particular, who’s as sour as a lemon with her words. Marcella Mistry arrived in December. She’d ignored greetings; she’d disliked the paintwork; she’d pushed away her food and declared it was poison, not fit for dogs, which made quite an enemy of Clive the cook. Marcella has quietened, now – but Magda is not one to forget readily. ‘I wonder, Magda,’ offers Florrie, ‘if Marcella is merely sad.’ After all, any recent death will bring a sadness to the corridors. And growing old (heaven knows) is not an easy thing.

But this means nothing to the girl. ‘Sad? She is sad about no one. And anyway, I tell you this: a sad mouth can still say, Thank you, Magda.’

Florrie can’t argue with that. She takes the paper cup of pills.

‘Also, I have headache. I have bad headache in the middle of my head and this morning my nose bleeds – and you know what this means?’

Florrie does not. She swallows a pill, entranced by the silver piercings.

‘Thunder. It will thunder later – I know it. My babcia calls me witch for this. The sky will break by night-time – you will see.’

Florrie considers this. Rain has not been forecast. She peers through the window, thinking, Surely not? But as she wheels herself outside – in a floppy sunhat with a pair of rusty secateurs in her lap – she acknowledges that there is a certain tension in the air. Certainly, rain is due. For five weeks now they’ve had the baked, dry heat of other countries, in which one perspires by elevenses and keeps one’s curtains closed. At first, the residents had welcomed this sunshine; they’d sat against south-facing walls and looked up, their faces following the sun’s trajectory as sunflowers do. There’d been, too, a new, genial air between the residents: bowls began to be played on the lawn; deckchairs were taken into the orchard – and one afternoon, amongst those deckchairs beneath the apple trees, Florrie had talked with Stanhope Jones until the shadows lengthened, until the first star appeared above the church and they’d both agreed it was getting chilly and time, perhaps, to go in – and those had been such a lovely few hours.

But rain is needed now. The few spit-spats (as Prudence would have called them) haven’t been enough for Babbington’s grounds. Nothing is dead, as such; but certain places have a rather thirsty look about them – the lavender patch, the weeds that sprout between paving slabs, the nettlebed that marks the end of Babbington land. And wouldn’t it help the residents? This heat has meant, at best, an increase in their grumbling. At worst, there’s been heatstroke, a fiery exchange between Babs Rosenthal and the Ellwoods about nothing in particular – and last Tuesday, Velma Rudge fainted dramatically, with one hand to her forehead, clattering into the cutlery table in the dining room with a proclaimed, ‘Oh my!’

As for Florrie herself, she doesn’t mind the heat. She has, after all, known far hotter places. She knows to keep the windows closed till evening, to pop a damp flannel in the icebox of her fridge and apply it, in the evenings, to various parts of herself. She has learned, too, the importance of a sunhat; for Florrie has what was known as the Butterfield complexion – that is, she inherited her father’s freckled, rosy appearance, the reddish hair that would (in her younger days) turn, in summer, to the hue of buttermilk. A childhood of blisters and calamine lotion has meant, for Florrie, an adulthood of sensible summer clothing: long, voluminous sleeves, linen dresses, chiffon scarves to protect her décolletage; for a time, she even owned parasols – wandering through spice markets or botanical gardens feeling not unlike a Victorian lady, albeit with a little more girth. She opts, in heat, for the paler colours, too – pinks and mauves, powder-blues; but then these were always Florrie’s favourite shades, regardless of the season, believing their femininity and grace might compensate for her own personal lack of either of those qualities. For Florrie has, too, the Butterfield physique – which is a gentle way of saying that she is short and round. She’s always been so. And whilst, in her early days, Florrie had hoped for the adjectives that accompany diminutive women – petite, elfin, dainty – it’s largely been others that have come to her: comely, ample, even matronly. (At Miss Catchpole’s school she was called oafish – by Miss Catchpole, no less – and who forgets oafish? Or Florrie Butterball?) For a while, Florrie despaired. Oh, to be a great beauty! To not have thighs that clapped as she ran! Couldn’t she have inherited the Sitwell physique instead? For yes, her mother was clumsy and forgetful, and yes, she sometimes thought it was Wednesday not Thursday – but what long limbs Prudence Butterfield née Sitwell had had. What height, what prettiness! What hair, as shiny as a conker! What a clearly discernible waist!

Never mind. What could be done? Other than try to soften this dumpy appearance with sweet-pea colours and a favourable neckline? The sort of skirts that fill, bell-like, when one tries to pirouette? Thus, the teenaged Florrie came to accept both complexion and stature. She made friends with her pendulous bust, with her bottom that stretched fabrics so much that, on bending down, floral prints appeared misshapen, or polka dots grew wide. I am fortunate. She told herself this and believed it: capable was better than cute or gamine. Hers would, after all, be a body that could withstand all the adventure she was hoping for: crossing deserts on camelback, hacking her way through jungles or summiting the Eiger in winter conditions; a body that might bear children one day. It might not be pretty, as such, nor fast – but it would be enough.

And it has been. It’s served her exceptionally well, all in all. And it also happens to be a physique that’s adapted very well to a wheelchair. Florrie is nicely anchored, unlikely to tip; the upper arms that had once been described (again, by Miss Catchpole) as meaty are adept at propelling the rest of her so that she can, if necessary, travel at quite a pace. And so Florrie (indeed, the marshmallowy Florrie, as she was described by Sybilla Farr to the mah-jong group a few weeks back so that they’d all tittered behind their fingertips), with her sunhat, her freckles and tremulous bosom, pushes herself onwards, away from the bay windows, past the Grecian urn and between the crisped box hedging. She turns corners adeptly, reverses when required.

Prudence. During her better spells, Florrie’s mother might be found in the garden. She’d talk to everything in it: to earthworms or earwigs, to a freshly pulled carrot; she’d commend a honeysuckle for a particularly good show. It was Prudence who’d introduced her daughter to the real, tiny joy of flowers in a chutney jar and so Florrie thinks of her mother – not Sybilla – as she snips at buttercups, at the borage and daisies, as she inhales an apricot rose.

She snips until her lap is wholly covered.

‘Well, look!’

Pleased with herself, Florrie turns towards Babbington Hall. And it’s only as she approaches it that she realizes she’s no longer alone in its grounds. Breakfast is over; other residents are emerging, taking their exercise before the sun gets too high – or before the thunder comes. The Ellwoods walk arm in arm, chattering like magpies. Babs Rosenthal does her flamboyant stretches near the horse chestnut tree. In the orchard, Florrie spies Aubrey Horner setting out his easel in his precise, regimented way, laying down his brushes in descending size order and cracking his knuckles in preparation. Marcella Mistry – Magda’s bête noire – has claimed the shade of the old pergola and sits so still that she might be a sculpture, with her gold-rimmed sunglasses, Good Housekeeping and a fixed, exaggerated pout. Reuben – one of the carers – is talking to the Lims. Florrie notes, too, the absences: Odelle Banks and Sybilla Farr are on a cruise of the Danube at the moment, which means the mah-jong club has been temporarily disbanded. Bill Blewitt, too, is visiting somewhere. (A model-railway convention? Florrie can’t recall.) And isn’t Stanhope Jones near London, visiting his son? But it is someone else’s absence that she feels most keenly: she slows, to see a particular empty chair – wrought iron, with its matching table, tucked against the ivied wall. For Arthur used to sit there. He should be sitting there now – with a frothy coffee and a copy of the Racing Post, dabbing his forehead with the creased gingham handkerchief that he’d also use for blowing his nose in such a loud, trumpeting fashion that Nancy Tapp had yelped, once, with the shock of the thing.

Arthur. These things happen – so said the Ellwoods, who’d never cared much for Arthur anyway. But do they happen? In all Florrie’s lifetime, no one else has ever died from an untied shoelace. And for her, the Arthur-shaped spaces feel no less than they did a month ago; she still notes the silences that his single boom of laughter (ha!) would have filled. And with Arthur in mind (and a wish to avoid the Ellwoods), Florrie suddenly changes direction; she pulls sharply on her left wheel so that she pivots, turns her back on Babbington Hall and takes a narrow path beyond the old sundial which leads her to the furthest, wildest, most forgotten part of the garden. There’s no gravel or brickwork to speak of; it’s a track, that’s all – through waist-high grass that patters against the backs of her hands.

At the path’s end, Florrie puts on her brakes. And as she catches her breath, she considers the place: a half-moon of fir trees encloses her; the cherub – mostly hidden in ivy and bindweed – stands in the middle on its fractured plinth. But it’s the ground that Florrie studies most of all. She seeks the indentations that were, perhaps, made by the knees of staff members – Magda, Georgette, Reverend Joe – as they tried to help her darling friend, saying, Hold on, Arthur. Do you hear? She looks, too, for any sign of him.

But there is no sign. There is only moss, that foxy smell and no view to speak of except that, where the fir trees have thinned, Florrie can see a tiny portion of St Mary’s church – its north-west corner, its vestry door, its downpipe secured by ornate, greenish brackets. If she straightens in her chair, she can see the church path. Reverend Joe is standing there, at this moment, with his hands on his hips, staring into the yew. He’s admiring the bird feeders he hangs on its lower branches – peanuts, mealworms, sunflower hearts.

Why here? What on earth had Arthur been doing here? There are far lovelier parts of Babbington in which to smoke one’s pipe. Why this place, above all others? Florrie has no idea. Nor had Nancy Tapp, who’d clutched Florrie’s forearm in the aftermath and said, ‘What was he thinking, Florrie? I can’t begin to guess at it.’ Poor Nancy – for whom dainty would be the right word. She’d witnessed Arthur’s fall; she’d screamed for help like a deer in a trap.

Florrie will probably never know why Arthur Potts came here, with a trailing shoelace – not now.

But there is another question that troubles her far more. Ever since he died, it has hovered near her, fly-like, and with such persistence that she’s thought, at times, to physically swat it away. The question is: what did he mean? For in the hours before his death, Arthur had passed Florrie in the dining room – whilst carrying a tray of peach cobbler and custard so that he’d been unwilling to linger for long – and said, ‘Florrie, I’ve uncovered something. About someone here.’

Uncovered something? She’d blinked at him. ‘What is it, Arthur?’

He’d shaken his head, glanced left and right. ‘Not here, Florrie. I’ll find you later.’ But he didn’t find her.

Florrie gazes up at the church tower. How handsome it looks, against the blue sky.

Some questions will never have answers; she has learned that much, in her eighty-seven years. Things happen. Loss comes. Hearts stop loving and cells divide. Sometimes there is no explanation and yet Florrie wishes – oh, how she wishes – that she could know what Arthur had longed to tell her on that airless May evening; what had made his eyes glitter like gems, behind those spectacles, in the hours before he’d died.
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Miss Renata Green
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Half an hour later, Florrie finds herself wheeling past sun-warm bricks and window boxes with a chutney jar of flowers wedged between her thighs. And, as she goes, she acknowledges – not for the first time – her lasting gratitude to the stranger in Mrs Pringle’s Book Bazaar who’d mentioned this place as he’d browsed the historical-fiction section, fourteen months ago. Babbington Hall is more than Florrie could have dreamed of, in those early one-legged days.

It is, at its heart, a small stately home. The oldest part, to which she is heading, is nearly three hundred years old. Here, its corridors are wood-panelled. There are tapestries and marble fireplaces; certain rooms have that wonderfully dense, musty smell that one finds in churches or bottom drawers. Here, too, there are portraits of various Babbingtons, to whom the hall had been home for nearly three centuries, so that to roll through its reception hall is to pass beneath their black-eyed stares and stiff collars. The family money (as Florrie understands it) came from the invention of a certain type of piston that advanced the ventilation of mines. But he, the inventor, was not the only Babbington of note. There was also a Babbington actor, a Babbington fraudster who died at Tyburn, a Babbington mistress of King Edward VII and (Florrie’s personal favourite) a Babbington breeder of pigs.

Yet there had, too, been a Babbington gambler – and so their family seat was sold, in the end. In the last months of the old millennium, it became a residential home. The oldest part – its entrance, ornate staircase and most of its ground floor – remains exactly the same. But elsewhere, there have been changes: old rooms have been swept and reconfigured, and the disused outbuildings (a stable, a coach house, a host of enormous pig sties (‘How big,’ asked Vera, ‘were those pigs?’)) have been transformed into a dozen or so little homes. Of these homes, one is Florrie’s. It had, years ago, been the Babbingtons’ apple store – smaller than other buildings, but with large enough windows to let the wind blow through, keeping the apples crisp and dry. Those apples are long gone. In their place are a kitchenette, a shower room and a main room (which is to say, a sitting room and bedroom combined), all of which are designed for Florrie’s new dimensions. She can wheel herself from room to room without her knuckles skimming the paintwork. Sinks are the perfect height.

In short, whilst Babbington retains its sense of history, it has also been modernized. There are door-release buttons, lifts with glass doors, ramps that will adjust their gradient electronically and little white boxes that deliver hand gel by sensor; place one’s hand beneath this box and it whirrs, clicks and drops a translucent blob into your palm – and such things are remarkable, to Florrie. (How on earth does that little box know?) Every time she pushes a button to open a door, she shakes her head at its cleverness.

It is all extraordinary, really – this technology. And Florrie hears there is even more equipment on the upper floors. For Babbington Hall is divided into two. The ground floor and the outbuildings are for the assisted-living residents: sixteen of them, at full capacity. Several of these adapted homes are designed for couples (or, in one case, for a pair of gossipy sisters-in-law); but most are singly occupied. These ground-floor residents have their physical restrictions, such as arthritic hips or a missing left leg, yet they’re otherwise perfectly able. On the first and second floors of the main house, however, are those who are not so able. Those residents have both carers and qualified nurses to hand. For they have dementia, in varying stages. They are still themselves, inside; their hearts still beat and their chests still rise and fall but their minds have thinned, as cotton can, so that they’ll look into the middle of a room blankly or be unsure of the names of people who love them. Florrie will see them sometimes – guided into the quieter corners of the grounds by their spouses or children, held by the elbow. Some seem strangely radiant. Others seem emptied so that if the wind blew over them, as it might blow over a discarded bottle on a low-tide beach, she believes she would hear a single, quavering note.

Florrie slows. She looks up at the upper floors as one might look up at a stained-glass window: wide-eyed and with reverence, with an enormity of love. For whilst Florrie loves many, many things – such as owls and good metaphors and crystallized ginger, the still-life painting of a bowl of lemons that hangs above her bookcase, the French language (which has, she feels, all les mots justes), sweet-pea-coloured clothing and proper leaf tea – she has a particular love for the residents on the first and second floors. She feels tender, just thinking of them. How can she miss her leg? Or mind her loss of hearing? Or ever feel disheartened about her receding gums or the apple-brown skin on the backs of her hands? How can she ever feel lonely – as she does, sometimes? It is by chance, no more, that she’s able to live on the ground floor. It is by chance that her memory has stayed by her side, like a faithful dog. And sometimes, at night, Florrie imagines packing this love of hers into a parcel, wrapping it in brown paper and sending it up to the first and second floors where it might unwrap itself, like magic, and enter their thoughts and dreams.

There is also a third floor. But it has only one resident: up in the eaves, the old servants’ quarters have become the manager’s lodgings. Renata wakes there in the morning; she retreats to it at the day’s end – and she hardly ever leaves her third-floor flat, even at the weekends, so that the Ellwoods have whispered, ‘What on earth does she do up there? And what must it be like? What on earth is wrong with her?’

Florrie glances there now. Its dormer window is closed; Renata’s curtains are drawn against the day’s heat, which is how she, Florrie, used to leave her own curtains when she lived in various equatorial countries in her thirties and forties, which feels like both a whole other lifetime and five minutes ago.

Indoors, Florrie ascends and descends a carpeted ramp, presses various door-release buttons and knocks on the polished oak door. MANAGER, says the brass plaque. The door opens cautiously – a few inches, no more, through which a single blue eye appears. On seeing Florrie, the eye widens.

‘Florrie?’ Renata steps back, opens the door fully. ‘Come in.’

Initially, the manager seems as she always does. That is, she appears so composed and tidy in her navy-blue dress and pinned hair that Florrie wonders, briefly, if she imagined the midnight weeping on the white-painted bench. But once inside the office, Florrie inspects her more closely: she notes the pinkish eyelids, the slight slackness in Renata’s posture, as though her muscles are too tired to hold herself fully erect. So no, she didn’t imagine it.

Florrie retrieves the flowers from her thighs, proffers them. ‘For you. I thought they might be cheering.’

At first, Renata merely stares at Florrie with the pale, expressionless beauty of a Florentine sculpture so that Florrie wonders if Renata heard her at all. But then the blue eyes blink; they see the ox-eye daisies. ‘Gosh. Flowers? For me?’

‘For you. From here. The south borders, mostly. The buttercups – I think they’re so cheery, don’t you? Like little lanterns – are from the boundary with the farmer’s field.’

‘There are so many of them …’

‘I know. The weather helps, of course. All this sunshine! It goes on and on. Mind you, Magda said it might thunder later.’

‘Really? I can believe it. The air is so …’ But Renata abandons the sentence. Her attention is entirely taken with the chutney jar and its perky, fragrant contents. ‘Daisies. A rose. And this is a petunia, I think? What a colour. It’s too pink to simply be pink, don’t you think? How lovely it would be to wear something that shade … A dress, perhaps’ – said in sad wonderment, as if owning a bright-pink dress is as unlikely for Renata as a trip to the moon. The manager glances up. ‘Cheering … You think I need cheering?’

‘Perhaps we all do a little. After Arthur.’

‘Perhaps. Well, thank you, Florrie – they’re lovely. Too lovely, really, to be kept in here.’

Florrie looks around: the manager has a point. Her office – being hers – is immaculate. There isn’t an atom of dust in here, nor a crease. But it is, too, a rather gloomy affair. The wood panelling makes it so – but there are also dark tapestries, heavy red curtains that are held back loosely with gold-tasselled cord, and the window itself is half covered with Virginia creeper so that the baked light of late June doesn’t find its way here. Also, the furniture is dispiriting: filing cabinets and cardboard boxes, a black leatherette chair on wheels. The only part of the room with any vibrancy is Renata’s desk, to Florrie’s right. Here there are various bits of paper: letters, reminders and pamphlets, to-do lists and thank-you cards – all laid out methodically. Looking down, in the wicker wastepaper bin, Florrie sees a magenta envelope, as luminous as the petunia itself, with For Renata Green written on it in dramatic, Gothic script. Above this, there’s a noticeboard where the building’s fire-escape plan and emergency numbers have been pinned, and a calendar on which dates have been highlighted or blocked out with Post-it notes or circled in felt-tipped pen. This calendar, she sees, is of Parisian scenes; June, specifically, is of Le Jardin du Luxembourg, as viewed from the south – and Florrie makes a small, private ‘Oh!’ on seeing it so that Renata looks up from the flowers and follows Florrie’s gaze.

‘Paris? I’ve never actually been there, would you believe? But ever since I was little, I’ve had dreams of walking by the Seine, of having coffee and dainty pastries in a cafe near Notre Dame. “La Vie en rose” on an accordion. La Rive Gauche with a handsome man on my arm … Clichés, I know. But even so … We all have dreams, don’t we? Even I have them.’

Florrie had not expected this. Renata offers so little of herself; any glimpse of the woman (as opposed to the manager) is a rare, transitory thing, like a mouse running the length of a wall. Yet here she is, speaking of childhood dreams and handsome men so that Florrie turns to examine Renata more closely, as if to make sure this really is Renata Green. She notes the white-blonde hair, the neat nose; she studies the lightly pencilled eyebrows that have been plucked into tidy, identical crescent moons and the vertical creases between those brows that suggest her life has, so far, contained her share of private contemplation. Is she forty years old? In her early forties? Renata certainly isn’t old. Yet there is the weary, wise sense to her of someone older than that.

Even I have them. It seems a strange thing to say. Why shouldn’t Renata have dreams, too? Everyone has hopes and ambitions – or a right to have them, at least; and Florrie opens her mouth to say this when Renata carries on.

‘Those gardens? I’ve had daydreams of sitting there – in that very chair, to the left. And the museums! The galleries … I’ve daydreamed of those, too. But lately, I’ve been wondering if I should finally stop all this daydreaming and actually go there – to Paris. To be in it properly, I mean, and not just in my head.’ She looks back to Florrie. ‘Have you been?’

‘To Paris? Yes. I lived there for a time.’

‘You did? When?’

‘Oh, a long time ago, now. I wasn’t much more than a child, I suppose. I typed letters for the British Embassy, took minutes – that sort of thing. I lived in Montmartre, on the Rue Seveste. I could see Sacré-Coeur from the bathroom window. And I fell in love—’

‘With a man, Florrie?’

‘No, no – well, not in Paris, anyway. No, I fell in love with almond croissants. Let me tell you, there’s nothing quite like one of those! Dusted with icing sugar and just …’ – Florrie shimmies her shoulders, remembering – ‘délicieux.’

She wants Renata to smile. Yet Renata does not. Instead, she stands very still – with her left hand pressed against her sternum as if she’s eaten too quickly. Her eyes seem to glaze – and Florrie wonders if she’s not, in fact, in Babbington Hall at this moment but opening shutters from the top floor of a Parisian apartment or eating an almond croissant for herself, on her own terms. Does her right hand tremble a little? Do the buttercups nod their heads?

‘Paris isn’t so far away,’ Florrie offers. ‘And there’s the train these days – that goes under the sea! What a thing. One could pop down to London, to St Pancras, and …’

‘Ah, Florrie.’ How sadly she smiles! ‘It’s not quite as easy as that.’

Florrie doesn’t fully understand; but she leans forward in her chair, lowers her voice. ‘Miss Green? Renata? I hope you don’t mind me asking, dearest, but are you quite well?’

The manager stares in surprise. ‘Am I well? It’s been a long time since anyone asked me that.’

‘I don’t mean to pry, honestly. It’s just …’ Florrie dithers: does she mention the white-painted bench? The private weeping, like a cello’s sound? The sadness Renata seems to carry, like a kidney stone?

‘I know that. I know you don’t pry, Florrie – not like the others. I know what people say about me. A cold fish: I heard Babs Rosenthal say that – and I know the Ellwoods have little good to add. Am I well? I don’t know. I’ve not been sleeping much. Last night I ended up walking round the grounds at midnight.’

‘The heat?’

‘Yes, partly the heat. It’s worse – up in the eaves. But it’s more than that. I just feel so … full. Full of thoughts; thoughts, turning over and over.’

‘Arthur,’ Florrie offers, ‘wasn’t your fault.’

‘Wasn’t it? I should have roped off the stone cherub or asked Franklin to cut that bindweed down. If I’d done that—’

‘If you’d done that, Arthur would simply have fallen somewhere else. It was his shoelace. A shoelace, of all things! I wish he hadn’t died but it wasn’t your fault, and everybody knows it. Even the Ellwoods. Even the mah-jong group.’

Renata’s smile is small but grateful. ‘You were fond of him?’

‘Arthur? Yes. Very much.’ We were, she thinks, so similar – being the last ones left, of our friends. We were both on the edge of things.

‘See, Florrie? You’re kind. You’re so cheerful, all the time. I remember thinking that when you first arrived; most new arrivals are downhearted, which I understand because they’re giving up freedoms; they see they’re growing old. But you? You were excited to be here. We talked about the jackdaws – do you remember? You wore such a pretty dress.’

She does remember. They’d discussed the intelligence of corvids, how Florrie had known a woman called Middle Morag who had tamed a hooded crow by leaving cake crumbs on the kitchen windowsill – and yes, Florrie had been excited to be at Babbington Hall, so much so that she’d flexed her five remaining toes with happiness (a trait which, like her complexion, comes from her father’s side).

‘It’s more than Arthur, though. Today? Midsummer? I find it a hard day. And it’s here, too. It’s this’ – she looks up at the ceiling so that, momentarily, Florrie thinks Renata means the Artexed paintwork and ceiling rose and wonders what’s wrong with either. But then she understands: Renata means being here, in general – here, at Babbington Hall. ‘I’m feeling … awake? Yes, that’s how I feel: I’m not sleeping yet I’m also intensely awake – seeing and hearing things for the first time. I’ve been here for four years, now – long before you came – and in the beginning, I thought that if I just worked hard, if I threw myself into a job that mattered, that helped people, that would be enough. And it has been enough, I suppose. I live a quiet life, I know that; I’ve tucked myself away and that’s been my choice; I’ve never minded it. But lately … Oh, lately, it’s not been enough at all. And I’ve found myself thinking of what else is out there – because there is so much out there, isn’t there? There’s so much more than the third floor of Babbington, more than Oxfordshire. And why shouldn’t I see it? Why shouldn’t I go to Paris? I don’t want to leave my job – at least, I don’t think I do. But I want more, Florrie – more adventures, more life. Before it’s all too late.’

Florrie thinks, Oh, dear sweet thing. Because she understands these feelings exactly. She had them in the house in Vicarage Lane; she had them in Soho, in a cocktail bar. In her childhood, when adventures were seen as a male’s prerogative, the six-year-old Florrie had stamped her foot and announced, emphatically, that she, too, would fly a plane or swim with whales or become prime minister – because why shouldn’t she? (Even at six, she’d sensed there was so much to do.) And she has a sudden, huge longing to reach out to Renata. She wants to fold her hand – her crooked, mottled hand with its prominent knuckles and pea-green veins – over this smaller, delicate one and to tell her that the Ellwoods and Farrs and Mistrys of this world are not to be listened to; that Renata may think herself awkward or small or less somehow, but she isn’t those things – not in the slightest; and that one’s time on this earth whittles down so quickly that we close our eyes on our twenties and open them again to find we are sixty or seventy or eighty, with rheumatoid arthritis or varicose veins that can be prodded, like blancmange, with a single fingertip, and that Renata must enjoy it all now, whilst she’s able. She must laugh and run and cartwheel whilst she can. Do not cry on a white-painted bench. Above all, Renata must forgive herself, for Arthur. She must move forward and leave the guilt behind her. Please don’t be haunted by it. But who on earth is Florrie to say these things?

Renata looks down to the flowers. She turns the jar slowly, admiring each one. But after a moment, her eyes flicker back up to meet Florrie’s and she gives a shy smile. ‘Not in Paris, you said. When I asked if you fell in love with a man, you said not there. So you’ve been in love elsewhere, Florrie? Do you mind me asking?’

In love. To hear the words causes something to stir in Florrie; it lifts its head, as a dozing horse might when somebody whistles or calls its name. ‘Me? Oh, a few times. Here and there.’

‘What was it like? Or what is it like? I’m sorry to ask – it’s all so personal, of course.’ Renata puts one hand to her cheek. ‘You see, I’m in love, Florrie – I am. Me! That’s why I ask. It’s why I feel so … different. I’m in love – and I haven’t been before.’

‘Oh, Renata, dearest! How lovely!’

Renata sets down the flowers, glitter-eyed. ‘He is lovely, Florrie – he is. He is so … Oh, I don’t know the words for it. I don’t know what to do and I don’t know how to be. I thought being in love would be easy.’

‘Oh, my dear. It never is.’

Somewhere, in the distance, a door closes. Nearer, a woodpigeon calls. And Florrie thinks, How different we must seem: one woman is in her early forties – blonde and buttoned-up, with a translucent quality to her skin; the other nearing ninety, as soft as butter with a few missing molars, in a pale-yellow dress with an elasticated waistband. They couldn’t, she’s sure, appear less alike. And yet Florrie feels wholly connected to Renata, at this moment – as if a thread has been tied between them both, tied from rib to rib, and that, by having spoken of Paris and life and being in love, that thread has been tugged so sharply that something’s revealed itself in both of them. A trapdoor has bounced down on its hinges. (Florrie imagines the singular sucking sound that comes with the breaking of an airtight seal.) And Renata must be feeling this, too, because she’s looking at Florrie directly, without embarrassment. She is examining Florrie’s face, as Florrie’s examining hers. In doing so, Florrie can imagine the child that Renata must have been, with a serious, removed expression. A little lonely, perhaps.

‘Would you mind, Florrie, if I talked to you?’

‘Talked?’

‘Yes. I mean, I’m talking to you now, I know – but properly? About … love? Men?’ She blushes. ‘It all sounds so pathetic, doesn’t it? But it sounds like you have stories and I think you’d understand me.’

‘Me? Gracious. I’m not sure I’m the right person. Don’t you have someone nearer your own age? A friend who—’

‘No. I don’t have anyone to speak to about this. And no one must know, either – not yet. But Florrie, the fact that I’ve said this much to you already makes me think that you are the right person. You brought me flowers. You know Paris. You don’t play mah jong.’ They share a smile at that. ‘Would you? Talk to me about your … experience of things? Advise, even? I’d be very grateful.’

Florrie nods. For didn’t she want to help Renata? Hadn’t that been the purpose of the chutney jar?

At that, Renata smiles freely, with relief. ‘Oh, thank you! Tomorrow, maybe? I’ll be feeling more myself tomorrow, I’m sure. And would you mind if I asked about Paris, too? Because I’m going to go there in the autumn, Florrie. I am. That will be a start, at least, won’t it – of being in life and not just looking on? Would you be able to recommend places? Where to buy those almond croissants, perhaps?’

Florrie could do much more than that. It’s been seven decades since she lived in Montmartre; most of the cafes and jazz clubs must, surely, have gone. Yet she could still offer the best hour of day to see Sacré-Coeur; she could find, on any map, the street corner on which she’d paused, once, looked up and watched the pigeons roll out across Paris – and cried, for how lovely it was. ‘Oui, ma chérie. Bien sûr.’

How much lighter Renata seems, now! How much colour is, suddenly, in her cheeks and eyes! ‘We could meet on the terrace, perhaps? Clive does excellent pink lemonades, if I ask him nicely; we could pretend that we’re already on La Rive Gauche. We could parler en français. I’ve been learning for years and never used it – not once!’

It sounds so delightful – so new. And they smile at one another – fondly, with ease, as if they’ve been friends for years and one has murmured to the other, Remember when …? They observe the face of the other as simply and quietly as one might observe the moon.

‘Tomorrow, then – at two o’clock? And thank you again for the flowers, Florrie; that was so thoughtful of you.’
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The Keepsake Box or Thunder Comes

[image: ]
Florrie returns to the old apple store. She closes the door behind her, removes her sunhat and sets it on the bedknob.

‘What a thing.’ None of that had been expected. Earlier, as she’d wheeled herself along towards the manager’s office, Florrie had only supposed that Renata would take the flowers and thank her; there might be a light, passing conversation about Arthur and the weather, how fragrant the rose was – but nothing else. There’d been no possibility of Renata saying, Florrie, would you mind if I talked to you?

She doesn’t fully know what to make of it. Yet as Florrie makes herself a pot of tea, she is aware of a growing happiness. She tends towards happiness anyway. (She had, indeed, loved those jackdaws; she loves them still – squabbling on their nest between the chimneypots, streaking the tiles white.) But as the kettle rattles to a boil, and as she pops a spoonful of tea into the pot, Florrie finds that she’s feeling that quiet, rather girlish happiness that comes with being chosen, as when a sparrow will take crumbs from her saucer – hers, not someone else’s. Renata picked me.

What’s more, as she pours water into the teapot, Florrie also considers how long it’s been since anyone asked her a proper question – that is, one that doesn’t concern her sleep patterns or bowel movements, her various aches and pains. When was she last asked for advice? Or visited at all? Mostly, no one sees beyond what Florrie has become; they assume she’s always been a one-legged woman in her late eighties with (if not careful) a whiskery chin. Florrie learned, long ago, that society forgets an old person was ever young. It can’t believe a pensioner who shuffles across the road or fumbles for their change, apologetically, was ever sprightly or articulate, or could dance till sunrise; it can’t believe that thinning hair was ever lustrous, or long. Has Florrie ever thought this way? As a child, perhaps: to her, Mrs Fortescue next door had always been rickety; Mr Patchett, the shopkeeper, had never had front teeth. But then she grew older – and, in doing so, Florrie came to understand that everyone on earth has been physically young, at some point; also, that nobody ever believes their age. And this morning, Renata saw in this Florrie the Florrie she used to be: boisterous, healthy, capable of vaulting a gate or of drinking a pint as quickly as a man; the woman who’d fallen in love more than once – and, on occasion, been loved in return. That Florrie isn’t really gone. She’s still inside this one – with her silver-rimmed bifocals and hearing aids, whose skin on her upper arms has acquired the thin, pluckable texture of a deflating balloon. And isn’t that quite something? That Renata saw that adventurous, bright-eyed Florrie? Who is, one might argue, the real and proper one? To be seen. It feels so invigorating – and so very kind that, in truth, it makes Florrie a little emotional. And heaven only knows when she last had pink lemonade.

Florrie pours tea into a teacup and wheels herself back to the sitting room. There, she sets the teacup down, counts to three and manoeuvres herself into the armchair she loves for being the rich, dark, iridescent green of a mallard’s neck. She flexes her toes with contentment as she takes her first sip.

But there’s another feeling, too.

Beneath the happiness, she senses it. It’s dark and slow-moving; it’s watchful, like a pike. And Florrie, not wanting this feeling, pauses in her sipping. What is it? Fear? Shame? But she knows exactly what it is.

Florrie looks down.

Beneath her television stand, on a shelf, there sits a wooden crate. It’s small – two shoeboxes in height and width, no more. It has a snug wooden lid with Botley and Peeves embossed on it; beneath this, in elaborate script, it says Excellent Cheesemongers – Est. 1816. It had, once, contained cheeses and pickles; but it doesn’t contain cheese now.

These days, it is her keepsake box. In it, there are fragments of everything that she’s loved; from her favourite rag doll, as a child, to her grandparents’ Bible, to a fading photograph that was taken at Vicarage Lane on the very last day before Bobs went to war so that all four Butterfields are in it, smiling and healthy. (Even Gulliver is there, performing his toilette with a vertical back leg.) This box holds Herbert’s police badge. It holds Prudence’s fruit-cake recipe – a Sitwell secret – written out in pencil. There are postcards and birthday cards and all of Victor’s letters; there’s a drawing, in crayon, from Pinky’s youngest boy. There is the woven bracelet of scarlet thread which a Buddhist monk had tied to Florrie’s wrist, as a blessing, and which she’d snagged on an apple tree in Dorset so that it snapped and fell off her wrist, thereby removing the blessing entirely. (She’d kept the bracelet, nevertheless.) There’s a dried Scottish thistle. A pale-blue silk cravat.

All this love. A whole box of it: nearly ninety years of love condensed into something that’s probably about eighteen inches by twelve, if she measured it. Parental love, filial. Agape – which is, she knows, a love for everyone. How lucky she’s been. How full her heart has been.

But Renata hadn’t been speaking of agape.

Romantic love. Erotic, even. Those are the sorts she’d meant. And if Florrie were to reach further into the crate – to plunge her hand into its deeper parts, past the rag doll and cake recipe – she knows her hand would close around small, private treasures that she hasn’t really talked about, not even to Pinky Underwood. It sounds like you have stories. Oh, Florrie has. She’s felt all






















































The Night in Question

Topics and Questions for Discussion


	Florence Butterfield is eighty-seven years old, when we meet her – and she is mostly surrounded by people of a similar age. How much do you think her age matters, in this book? What do you feel the author wanted to say about age, and the ageing process? Has it changed your own thoughts about getting older, or older people in your life? Discuss, too, her disability: how does the fact that she’s a wheelchair user impact the story (or not)?

	The precariousness of life – how easily and quickly it can change – is a theme in this book. Indeed, towards the end of the novel, Florrie reflects on the amount of luck she has had. What examples of her luck (either good or bad) can you give? What small decisions or moments have had the greatest impact on her life? And if those moments or decisions hadn’t been made, what sort of life do you think Florrie might have ended up having?

	In Chapter 36, Other Holy Places, Florrie sees that her life has been full of love. (‘But the love! Oh, the love in it!’) Who has Florrie loved, in her eighty-seven years? What different kinds of love can you identify in the story? Who – or what – do you think has been the greatest love of her life? And is there a particular love story (romantic or otherwise) which is particularly relatable or moving to you?

	Florrie’s secret – which she has never spoken of – is that she had a daughter in her teens, Joy, who she was forced to give up for adoption. How do you think this event impacted the rest of Florrie’s life? What choices or behaviour (both good and bad) do you think came about as a result of her relationship with Teddy Silversmith, and giving birth to Joy? What did this event bring to Florrie – and what did it take away?

	The expectations of society on a woman – her appearance, her demeanour, her life choices – are all examined in this book. Florrie herself feels that she doesn’t conform to any of these ideals – and, at times, this frustrates or upsets her. (‘It was no use that she’d seen elephants feasting on a marula tree, danced the salsa on a Cuban balcony, or spent her life trying to be generous or good; this was not how a woman’s life was measured by the world. [Where was the husband? The children? The house?’]) But how, firstly, do you feel about Florrie, and how she’s lived her life so far? Secondly, how do you think she is viewed by other characters – by Jack Luckett, for example, or Pinky’s three unnamed children, or by the other residents of Babbington Hall? Also, consider the other female characters in the book: how have they conformed, or otherwise – and who do you feel might have been most satisfied with their life? Discuss society’s expectations of women today: are they still the same?

	Invariably, at eighty-seven, Florrie has known loss in her life. Her family have all died; many of her friends have also passed on. How is grief examined in the book? Which character’s death or absence has been the most affecting to you? Florrie, too, considers her own mortality in The Night in Question: how do you feel she feels about dying? And do you think that attitude changes at all, during the course of the book?

	Forgiveness is a central theme in the novel – not least, the ability to forgive oneself. The obvious example of that is with both Florrie and Renata/Maeve: they both must come to terms – at last – with a single traumatic event in their teens. But where else in the book can you see examples of forgiveness, or a need for it? Which characters might be carrying resentment, still – and which may, perhaps, have set that resentment down? Are there any characters whose behaviour, in this way, is particularly understandable, impressive or moving to you?

	In her twenties, Florrie gets married to Victor Plumley. What reasons did they have, do you think, for marrying each other? Also, whilst not seen by either of them as a conventional marriage, the Plumley union lasted for nearly thirty years: what was missing from it and what was in abundance? What were they able to offer each other, as ‘Mr and Mrs P’? Think about other marriages in this book and compare them to Victor and Florrie’s; which, to your mind, is the most successful and why?

	Since childhood, Florrie has been able to see the beauty in life – despite personal tragedies and loss. In particular, she is able to observe the smaller, beautiful details: for example, how sunlight gradually moves down the wall of the landing of her childhood home, the taste of malt whisky or the snapping sound of Nepalese prayer flags in the wind. Are there any of Florrie’s observations that felt particularly resonant to you? Is there any scene, or moment, that you identified with? If you feel able, consider sharing any of your own personal observations with the group.

	The idea for The Night in Question came within the first week of coronavirus restrictions in the UK. The author – like the rest of the country – wasn’t allowed outside for more than an hour a day. She was also living alone, at this time. Knowing this, does it affect your understanding of the book? Which parts of it might have been borne from a time of restriction, anxiety and disease? How might the creation of Florrie’s character and story have helped the author, at this time? And lastly, if there is a message in this book – about life, and how we live it – what would you say that message is?
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