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Margot’s Cardigans

I caught sight of her at the back of the charity shop. She was always a dressy woman and I recognised the coat: cream mohair, leopard-skin collar and big fancy resin buttons with what looked like jet-black beetles trapped inside. I felt myself go a bit dizzy, like I used to feel before the doctor diagnosed me with high blood pressure and put me on the pills. I’d not seen Margot Houghton in years.

Only it wasn’t Margot Houghton, it was a plastic mannequin, bald as a coot, dressed up in Margot Houghton’s clothes, with Margot Houghton’s black patent handbag dangling from what looked like an oddly dislocated arm, as if Margot Houghton might have recently fallen off a bus.

I’d only gone in to look at a piece of Royal Worcester; I’ve been collecting china birds since I first got married. My sister Maeve got me started, she bought Bill and me two porcelain chaffinches perched on a stump of wood for a wedding present, stamped and everything. After that I was hooked. Don’t get me wrong, I’m not china-bird bonkers, I’m selective, although I did branch out into plates a few years ago and now I’ve got a whole wall of them, but I don’t buy fakes and I don’t buy chipped. It’s good to have a hobby – takes your mind off all the other crap.

Very nearly fifty years married, me and Bill. People were surprised when we got together because I was a bit of a live wire and he was a sensible man, very quiet.

I turned myself down a few notches for Bill. I knew he was a safe bet, steady with his drink, good driver, bit boring if I’m honest, but I didn’t want to live like my mum, I didn’t want Friday-night fights and black eyes and sending the kids round to Auntie Marion’s to get us out the way and keep us fed.

I wanted safe and I didn’t want any surprises, and yes, sometimes I could have screamed at Bill, the way he ate his boiled eggs, and his cod-liver breath, but I swallowed it all back and I kept a nice tidy house and we had one nice tidy kid who was never any trouble and still visits every other Sunday, even though he lives in Macclesfield and his wife is a bitch.

My sister used to come to the shops with me, but she died last year. I miss her and I think about the old days a lot, but I make sure I don’t just sit indoors and get morbid.

Let’s face it, there’s only so much daytime telly you can stand before you start yelling and telling the lot of them to ‘Shut your silly cakehole’, and that includes the big chap off Pointless.

Drives me mad, all them clever fellas, think they know everything. It’s only facts. I don’t think women care about facts, we care about the other stuff, the stuff that gets you through life: how to make a decent roast potato, which jar of pickled onions give the best crunch, how to get a grape out of a toddler’s throat when it’s choking.

I might not have any qualifications to speak of but I’ve got common sense coming out of my ears and eyes in the back of my head.

Which is why, twenty years ago, I didn’t trust Margot Houghton as far as I could throw her – because that’s another thing us women have: instinct. Instinct and imagination, we can put two and two together and see disaster.

Bill never had either. He’d never look out of the window and take a guess at the weather, he’d never sniff the air and reckon it might rain, he would give the barometer a polite knock instead. He relied on instruments, on science and experts.

I’m not like that, I get a feeling in my water and shivers down my spine; hairs prickle on the back of my neck, and sometimes I get a metallic taste at the back of my tongue.

I can always tell which way the wind is blowing. I’m like a rabbit – you know how they sit up and twitch, every nerve ending on guard? Well, I’m like that.

I’ve got a nose for trouble, comes from being brought up in a house where you could smell a bad mood before it came round the door and gave you a crack on the side of the head. I learnt to creep around when I was a kid, knew how to keep myself small so as not to be seen. I just hung back, listening and watching.

I notice things. Bill never noticed anything, unless I went mad and put a pair of red socks in his underwear drawer. ‘Oh no, Ivy, not red’ – he liked his socks plain navy, didn’t have an ounce of flash in him. ‘Got to watch the quiet ones’, that’s what my sister Maeve said, then she married a chap by the name of Neville Brewster. He could have talked the hind legs off donkeys for a living. Ended up doing a stretch for tax evasion; she said it was quite nice having the house to herself.

I like ornaments, maybe because we never had any when I was growing up. Anything my mum liked, he’d have broken, and she’d have to glue it back together. I can’t be doing with big seams of lumpy glue. Once something’s broken, it’s broken. It might as well be smashed to smithereens as have a tiny little crack in it.

I do the car boots and the charity shops and there’s plenty of them where I live. Ageing population, you see, not much what they call disposable income. We like a bargain, us old biddies. There’s hundreds of us round here, swarming around, sniffing for bargains.

Sometimes I buy the odd blouse or skirt, but really I’m on the lookout for china birds.

‘You can just get them off the internet, Mum’, that’s what my son tells me. He got me an iPad and showed me how to do eBay, but it’s too easy, there’s not the thrill of the chase. I believe in things finding you as much as you finding them, so I just keep my eyes open and sometimes … Bingo.

Today it was a kingfisher in the window of Cancer Research with a fish in its beak, price tag turned the wrong way round. They do that on purpose.

The trick is not to go in too keen. You’ve got to look like you’re not that fussed, don’t make a beeline for anything.

And then I saw pretend Margot and I watched myself go the colour of bleached linen in the shop mirror.

One of the lady volunteers – you know the type, never done a day’s proper work, still all at sea with the till – noticed me gawping at the mannequin. ‘Very swish, isn’t it, that coat? Lovely donation.’

‘We got a job lot of cardigans too,’ adds her fat little volunteer friend.

‘Cashmere,’ they chorused.
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‘In every colour.’

‘We’ve put a few out, but we’re saving some back.’

‘We don’t want a mad rush.’

They seemed to be taking it in turns to speak.

I wandered over to the knitwear rail and starting rummaging along the coat hangers. There was a pale pink cardigan, colour of a baby’s toenail, and I checked the label: 100 per cent cashmere. The one next to it was a deep plum colour, they wanted fifteen pounds for it and I couldn’t decide whether to choose the plum or go for a deep moss-green one with gilt buttons.

‘We’ve shoes too,’ said Tweedledee.

‘Very nice quality,’ said Tweedledum.

‘But she was a size six,’ I said, ‘and I’m a five.’

‘That’s right,’ they chorused.

They weren’t listening to me. One of them started ferreting under the desk. ‘And some costume jewellery.’ She puffed and brought up a tray of bits, brooches and earrings, nothing decent, just some beads, a bit of paste.

‘House clearance?’ I asked.

And off they went again: ‘Not exactly.’

‘Her son brought this lot in.’

‘She’s gone into the Hazelmere.’

‘He’s selling the house.’

‘Doesn’t live round here.’

I bought the plum cardi. I knew it would be a bit tight, she was a twelve, was Margot, slimmer than me and much taller. I didn’t bother with the kingfisher, then I caught the bus up to the Hazelmere.

Matron was most accommodating: as long as I signed the visitors’ book I was welcome to pop up and see Margot. Honestly, I could have been Harold Shipman in drag.

She was in a small room round the back of the nursing home. I knew the drill, I’ve visited other friends in this place – not that Margot is a friend, of course, but even so. I sat in the chair by the bed as she slept and breathed so quietly that I couldn’t be quite sure … although she was alive because her nightie moved a tiny fraction every couple of seconds, and we chatted.

Or rather, I chatted. I told her about the weather outside and how I’d seen a kingfisher this morning and for a bit I pretended it was a real one, then I confessed it was made of china and stuck in the window of the charity shop, and I told her how I knew her son was packing up the bungalow and I asked her how she felt about being dumped in a home and said how I thought my son would have the decency to invite me to see my days out at his house, even though his wife might not like it.

Nothing, she didn’t even flinch, and I knew then that she wasn’t going to wake up, so I carried on chatting about this and that while I went through her locker.

Everyone has a locker in a nursing home, a locker and a wardrobe, like a geriatrics’ boarding school, and I found the leather box very easily. No one had thought to disguise it or even hide it, it was just sitting there. Inside were her wedding and engagement rings, a double strand of pearls with matching drop earrings and a nice gold bracelet, simple but twenty-four carat, inlaid with alternate diamond and ruby chips.

It went over my wrist quite easily and I pushed it under my sleeve so that I could give Matron a cheery goodbye without drawing attention to the thing, and then I waited for a bus that would take me home.

I thought about getting off early and nipping into the fish shop to get some salmon fillet for supper but then I remembered how much I’d paid for the cardigan. Anyway, I’ve plenty squirrelled away in the freezer and Bill’s not fussy.

He’s a very undemanding man, Bill. Never been any trouble, apart from that one time.

I watched it happen with my own eyes, the first time they were having a coffee together right next to Bill’s accountancy office and I gave them the benefit of the doubt. It was business; Bill was being typically kind to that poor widow woman, Margot whatserface, the one whose husband dropped down dead at the Winter Gardens.

But then suddenly she was everywhere, buying a new hat in Stringers, in the library changing her historical romances, dancing with Bill at the golf club annual fundraiser. Then I saw him with her at Ken and Glenda Fellowes’s bonfire party. I watched him stroke her arm and just for a second I saw them hold hands. It was so quick I wasn’t sure if I’d imagined it, but then I saw him in Redfern’s the jewellers just before Christmas and I thought, What are you doing in there, you silly fool? I stood on the pavement, my feet like frozen turnips and I watched the assistant take a gold bracelet out of the window and he never put it back, and then Bill walked out with a stupid look on his face and in that split-second I knew.

I knew it wasn’t my Christmas present: he’d already given me the money for a tumble drier.

I could have turned into my dad, I could have drunk every bottle on our drinks table in the dining room and set about smashing everything up. I could have put my fist through his stupid barometer and pissed in his shoes.

But I didn’t. I made a resolution and I sat it out. I was extra nice to him and made him Scotch eggs of a weekend; I kept the house immaculate and always let him have the first bath. I gave him seconds of custard and dripped stories into his ear about expensive divorces and kids gone wrong from broken homes and I banged on about how well our son was doing, what with him coming from a stable, supportive background and not having anything to worry about while he sat his exams.

I became more willing in bed. I tried harder – not that he was the adventurous type, but I was extra loving, complimented him more, met him for lunch at the office. I made it impossible for him to slip away: I would always offer to go with him or give him a lift, I was like a shadow to that man, and eventually they must have run out of steam because she simply disappeared off the scene.

Apparently she went to live with her cousin in Spain. Rumour had it the climate suited her and she only came home a couple of times a year.

After supper (pork chops with a marmalade glaze), Bill and I sit on the sofa together and watch television. We have the subtitles on because neither of us hears very well, and occasionally he will hold my hand.

We are not a particularly demonstrative couple – we don’t go in for cuddling – but we are affectionate and tonight Bill strokes the sleeve of my cardigan as if I were some kind of pet that he is very fond of, and as his fingers touch the gold bracelet he lifts my wrist to his tortoiseshell glasses for closer inspection. He looks puzzled and asks ‘Is this new?’ and I say, ‘Yes darling, it’s my fiftieth wedding anniversary present from you.’

Then I go and get my husband and myself a mini Magnum from the freezer to celebrate. Almond for me, vanilla for Bill.

In a minute he might notice the bracelet again and ask me the same question, ‘Is this new?’

I could answer him anything; he won’t remember. My husband fell off a ladder five years ago redecorating the ceiling in the spare room. His balance has gone and his short-term memory has been badly affected. I still love him, but there’s a crack in his brain and no amount of glue can make him perfect again. I can tell him anything I like, he won’t remember. I don’t even think he remembers Margot Houghton, but I do.
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A Slight Alteration

I tell you, I’ve had it with this material. Some kind of taffeta, slippery and stiff, yards of the stuff. I’m taking the hem up by hand – I’ve been at it forever. I feel like I’m stitching round the moon.

She came in a few weeks ago, one of those breathy in-a-hurry, on-her-way-to-somewhere-else girls. Says her name is Imogen and can I sort this frock out?

It used to be her great-auntie’s: fifties, good quality, Bond Street label, very dark green with a purple sheen like a dragonfly. She wants it to fit like a glove. I don’t know why people say that; you can’t wear a glove.

I’ve always been good with a needle, right from when I was a kid in primary. Cross-stitch we did first of all, silky embroidery thread, little stitches in and out, then my nana give me a go on her old Singer and I soon got to grips with that, so I got a second-hand one for Christmas and I was off.

To be honest, I never wanted to do it full time, it was just a hobby. You get ever such a hunch if you sew all day every day, end up all bent over like a banana.

I used to make my Sally little summer frocks for when we went on holiday, and fancy-dress costumes: she won ever such a lot of first prizes. Of course nowadays it’s big business is fancy dress, and you can buy all sorts of things off the internet. I saw something the other day, little kiddie dressed up as a bowl of meatballs on noodles. You can’t make that sort of thing at home.

I used to work in the building society but a load of us counter staff got made redundant because people would rather do their banking online and who can blame them? Which would you rather do, spend your Friday lunchtime in Pizza Express or stand on your bunions in a queue?

So I set up a little sideline doing bespoke upholstery and alterations.

The middle classes like their things handmade, they like the idea of a little woman in Nunhead who runs up their Liberty-print fabrics.

I’m the little treasure that re-covers that sofa the kids have been eating their dinner off for years and makes it look like new. I’ve a lady in Camberwell, calls me ‘the transformer’. I don’t need to advertise, it’s all word of mouth and now I’ve got premises. I rent a space in a dry-cleaner’s – its useful for the big stuff, I’ve an industrial machine and because I’m in the window I get a lot of passing trade. Mostly alterations: some people literally can’t sew a button on. My daughter’s like that. I wish she’d learn, it’s good to be able to take your mind off yourself, might keep her hands out the biscuit tin. She could do with a job. I said to her, you’ll turn into that sofa one day.

I get lost in fabric. Bit of radio on in the background and before I know it another day’s done.

Apparently I come highly recommended. This Imogen’s mum knows someone in Highshore Road who I did some ‘smashing roman blinds’ for.

Apart from shortening this dress, I’ve to let it out at the bust and take it in at the waist. We did a proper measure last week, she popped in after the gym, five foot three, nine stone give or take, curvy yet petite. A pocket Venus, isn’t that the phrase? Her skin is creamy and unmarked, save for a small brown mole on the blade of her shoulder. Her stomach gurgled as I put the measure around her waist, twenty-five inches. ‘I should be able to get that down to twenty-four inches,’ she says, ‘I’m only eating low-cal hummus and carrots, and I’m going to the gym three times a week.’ But then her mobile phone goes off and she agrees to meet someone called Cam for a pint at the Queens. ‘Flatmate,’ she grinned, but not for much longer, and she twisted a diamond solitaire around her little-girl finger. That’s another thing I’ve noticed: some women never grow adult hands. I have, mine are capable, they have to be. I’ve put up with a lot.

I’m sixty, I’ve buried both my parents (not personally), been divorced, made redundant. There’s a lot of stuff goes round in my head, a lot of ‘what ifs’, and I’m glad the sewing machine drowns it all out, sat there on the table blocking out the light like a great big mechanical cat, jabber-jabber, its needle-sharp teeth biting into the fabric.

I made my daughter’s wedding dress. She was a size fourteen when we started looking at patterns and a size twelve when I sewed on the last seed pearl. I’ve never seen her so lovely.

‘Don’t go losing too much weight,’ I said to Imogen. ‘You’re just right as you are.’

‘That’s what my fiancé says,’ she giggled, and we agreed she’d come in the following week after her gym session and bring in the heels she wanted to wear with the dress.

‘It’s for my engagement party,’ she tells me. ‘I’m going to have my hair done all fifties-style.’ She’s got lovely hair, auburn and thick. She wanted to show me a photo of her auntie, swiped through her phone until she found one. Like a proper old-fashioned pin-up, this Eileen woman – imagine Princess Margaret, but even more of a goer – and as she handed me the phone for a closer look I accidentally swiped the screen and I saw him …

Cottage cheese and oranges, that’s all my Sall ate for months. Swimming, jogging, yoga – she said she had to be perfect for Nick. She had him on a pedestal; that was the problem. Don’t get me wrong, he was a catch: worked in corporate finance, dishy too. Our Sally hit the jackpot with Mr N. Bradmore, younger son of the Bradmores of Wandsworth Common, four-bedroom semi, gravel drive, off-street parking for his and hers Mercedes.

His parents weren’t mad on me, I was still at the building society back then. His mum didn’t work, she told me she was a ‘stay-at-home mummy to my two darling boys’. Well, Nick was twenty-eight and his brother was even older, silly cow. I think they were surprised by me, I think Sall had led them to imagine something a bit more classy. She made me park my car three streets away and she talked to Nick and his family in a completely different voice and laughed like she’d been practising a new laugh.

They never came to mine. Don’t get me wrong, my soft furnishings are top-notch, but it don’t matter how fancy your loose covers are, it’s still a two-bedroom ex-local authority on the Dog Kennel Hill estate. Sally’s always wanted more, always been a bit jealous. I think it comes from being fat as a kid and being bullied, it was like she had something to prove and Nick was the key to the life she wanted. It wasn’t like her dad was going to help out. First thing he did after leaving me was fall under a bus, useless lump.

I should have seen it coming, I’ve got eyes like a blimming hawk – I’ve unpicked seams that look perfectly straight to anyone else. I should have seen things had gone wonky and I’m not talking about sofa cushions here, I’m talking about real life.

She’s very chatty is Imogen, bubbly, she’s a PA for the directors of a global finance company. That’s where she met her fiancé and her face glows. Stinks of happiness, does Imogen.

They’ve hired the function room of a bowls club, she says, it’s all going to be retro, even the food, and they’ve got a swing band. She says her fiancé thinks she’s a bit potty but he just wants her to be happy. The shoes are vintage too, dove-grey suede with a bit of a platform. She’s got good ankles and I pin the dress to bang on the knee, and she starts giggling and says, ‘Of course, Nick likes the idea of me wearing suspenders too.’ She keeps laughing; a pin pierces my skin and blood bubbles up like a ladybird on the tip of my finger.

[image: image]

‘Occupational hazard,’ I say, but my head pounds and I feel sick. I’ve never been good with blood.

The dress is a tiny bit tight on the waist but she says she can drop at least two pounds if she sticks to miso soup and we arrange for her to pick up the dress next Thursday, after her gym session. I remind her I close at seven. I’ve got my own life to get back to.

Though some nights I’m tempted to stay here, curled up in the back room. Make myself a nest of scraps, let the fumes from the dry-cleaning solution knock me out.

I could put the radio on, but I don’t, I sit in silence sewing this endless hem and I can’t help going over old ground and feeling angry, because I liked him very much, and I was relieved because I thought, at last, someone else is going to be responsible for her happiness. I tell you, having kids is easy, but loving them is knackering.

My daughter’s wedding dress hung on the door of her old bedroom. Her last night spent in her little single bed. Late at night she knocked on the wall between our bedrooms and I knocked back, I love you. It used to stop her having nightmares.

And I lay there congratulating the two of us, thinking how we’d done it, how a fat little shy girl from south London had won the lottery. I wish she’d let me show him the photos of when she was a little girl, but she wouldn’t let me. I was so proud of her but she said he wouldn’t understand, she said he would think that was the real her, a fat kid in shitty homemade clothes. That hurt.

I think she made a lot of stuff up, stupid things like pretending to have a different middle name. I called her Sally Karen, but she preferred Sally Anne. She never told him she used a sunbed or that her dad had walked out before he got knocked down, daft little things really.

The car was coming to take her to the church at eleven. She didn’t want any breakfast but I made her have a slice of toast in her dressing gown while the hairdresser rollered up her hair. She was going for an up-do, with a little diamanté tiara across the crown. Another girl did her face; she looked like something out of a magazine crossed with a cake. Skin so smooth it could have been caramel icing.

I zipped her up, admiring my overlocking as the satin closed snugly against her golden back, every seam sat just so. Ivory duchesse satin, there was just enough room to breathe. I’d measured her to the last millimetre.

The telephone rang at ten forty-five. Landline; we both jumped. It was Nick’s father, he said there was a slight alteration to the plans and the car wouldn’t be coming. Nick had changed his mind. He apologised as if he were calling off a lunch date and put the phone down.

I didn’t have to tell her, she just said, ‘I knew it. As soon as he found out about my middle name, he stopped believing in me,’ and then she went into the kitchen, reached for the frying pan and fried herself bacon and eggs. She stirred up a tin of beans, put four pieces of toast under the grill and ate in her wedding dress. She ate like an animal, until the wedding dress was covered in greasy stains and bits of egg and bean and ketchup, and then she told me it was my fault.

There, that’s that done. I’ve gone round the moon and taken two inches off the hem. She will be here in the next ten minutes, little miss perfect with her Bond Street breeding and no doubt suitable middle name, and I’m sure she and Nick will be very happy. After all, it’s been three years since he jilted my daughter. I’m sure it’s time we all moved on, only Sally can’t seem to. She sits and eats and takes up space on my sofa and I know she’s not well so I can’t kick her out, but she never knocks on the wall any more, and I look at this dress and it’s such a symbol of celebration I can’t bear it. I can’t stand how happy other people can be, and I think about her and Nick together, him holding bright, funny, uncomplicated little Imogen in his arms, and I think about my own daughter and how damaged she is and how I dread seeing her all spoilt now under rolls of blubbery unhappiness. And suddenly I am so angry I start to pull at the seams of the dress, and the tearing noise is satisfying so I pull at the sweetheart neckline until that rips too, and suddenly I’m in a frenzy of ripping and I reach for my scissors and I gash the skirt. I slice and chop it until I am exhausted and I look at my watch. She should be here by now. I told her I finish at seven. I stride over to the door, lock it and turn the sign to closed, and then I put what remains of the dress on a dummy in the middle of the shop floor, switch off the lights and hide in the corridor behind the shop. At five past seven she rings the bell, shakes the door handle and bangs on the glass, and then I hear her shout through the letter box, ‘Maureen, it’s me, it’s Imogen,’ and then I push the door to the shop a bit wider open and the light from the corridor floods the dummy and that’s when I hear the crying. She howls and she wails and she screams ‘Why?’ and I hear her sobbing and it’s like the dress is ripping all over again. With every wail my heart feels calmer. She cries and she cries until I am bored of her sobs and I creep out the back way and I go home via the Chinese takeaway to my fat unhappy daughter, and just maybe tonight I won’t hear her sobbing through the wall.
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Fantastic News

It’s never easy, the first day, is it? First day anywhere really, school, new job, holiday?

John and I arrived last night, and it’s a very nice gîte, in a very nice part of France, I think. To be honest, I’m not sure exactly where we are. We seemed to be driving down a narrow dirt track forever.

I knew we’d get lost because we didn’t have a satnav in the hire car. Mind you, it wasn’t automatic either, which is what John booked, an automatic with satnav.

John showed the man the paperwork at the airport but he just did that thing with his shoulders the way French people do.

They’re good with their shoulders, aren’t they?

I actually saw a French woman in the car hire place balancing her jacket on her shoulders like you see in magazines. Now that sort of thing doesn’t come naturally to us English women: if I tried balancing my jacket on my shoulders I’d lose it, or trip over it.

Anyway, it was a very fraught journey and John and I did a lot of swearing at each other. I may have called him an ‘imbecilic shit’, but then he might have called me a ‘fat hysterical cow’, so I think we’re even.

To be honest, I feel a bit mean not going with him to the supermarket, which is either two roundabouts back and a left or three roundabouts back and a right.

We stopped off there on our way here last night, bought the usual basics: bread, wine, pâté, cheese – when in France and all that. John put a tin of frogs’ legs in the basket for a laugh, but I took them out at the checkout. I’m not wasting good euros on scraggy old frogs’ legs.

Let’s just say that yesterday was a long day and normally we’d spend today relaxing and normally I’d have plenty of battery left in my phone because I don’t make phone calls when I’m abroad, it’s expensive. But I must have used all the juice up finding this place on Google Maps, which wasn’t easy because I can’t really see the screen with my glasses on and I can’t really see it with my glasses off, so we were quite worn out by the time we got here, what with the flight being delayed by two and a half hours and the car hire business and the irritating woman with her jacket just so, and I bet she got the car we were meant to get – really, I could have given her a smack – so we just had some teeth-staining red wine and some cheese and bread and went straight to bed.

Not that I slept. Menopausal women in their fifties don’t, we just lie there in a permanent state of semi-consciousness, like a shark. Or a bull frog
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