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Authors Note

Most families have secrets  skeletons in the closet that are never spoken of. Sometimes the secret is so painful, and buried so deep, that it becomes forgotten by the family.

This is the story of Mandy, who wasnt aware she held the key to her familys dreadful secret until a crisis unlocked it.

AUTHORS NOTE: Attitudes to the administering of pain relief are slowly changing.




Prologue

Im sorry, Mandy said, stopping Adams hand from going any further. Im sorry. I cant. Not now.

Its OK, he said a little too quickly, moving away. I could do with an early night.

She watched him cross her bedsitting room to the chair where hed left his jacket. Throwing his jacket over his shoulder he continued to walk away from her  to the door. Stop him, now, Mandy told herself. Stop him before its too late. Adam? she said.

He turned. Yes?

She hesitated, and then shrugged. Nothing. Ill see you tomorrow?

He gave a non-committal half-nod. Ill phone.

She watched helplessly as he let himself out. Idiot! she cursed herself. Go after him and try to explain. Youve done this once too often. Itll serve you right if he makes it the last time and you lose him for good. But even if she went after him what could she say? She didnt understand why she behaved as she did, so how could she possibly explain it to him?

Tears stung the back of her eyes. She stood up, moved away from the bed and slowly crossed to the easel propped against the far wall. She stared at the canvas on it. It was entirely blank: an added testament to her failure. Failure as an artist; failure as a lover; failure as a daughter; failure even as a person. Her life was one long failure. She picked up the paintbrush and, deep in thought, stood for a moment holding it at either end, absently flexing the wood. It bent, and then snapped in two. The sound of splintering, cracking wood was satisfying in its finality. It was broken and could never be repaired.





One

Mandy woke with a start. The room was not as it should be; she could sense it. Something had woken her  something close and imminent. Something wrong? She raised her head and looked around. The room was empty, as it should be. Adam had gone and although he had a key he would never use it without asking her first.

Yet something had disturbed her. It was too early for her to wake naturally. The room wasnt properly light yet, and even the weakest of suns came through the thin and faded curtains. And the street noise filtering through the ill-fitting Victorian sash windows of her bedsitting room suggested very early morning. Mandy turned on to her side and reached over the edge of the bed for her phone. Bringing it to her eyes she peered at the time: 6.29 a.m.

What sounded like hailstones landed against the window and she guessed it was the hail that had woken her. Another wet day, she thought, and to make it worse shed argued with Adam. She closed her eyes again and hoped the day would go away. No rain followed the hail. She heard a car door slam and the engine start, and a lone police siren in the distance. Then another blast of hail.

A pattern of sound began to emerge as Mandy lay enfolded in her duvet, eyes closed, trying to keep the day at bay. A blast of hail, sand-like against the window, then silence, then another blast of hail. It gradually occurred to her in the half-light of her thoughts and consciousness that the pattern of noise was too regular, too neatly spaced to be hail. She decided it was more likely to be Nick from the attic flat, having locked himself out. As hed done once before he was now throwing gravel against her window to wake her to let him in, rather than pressing the main doorbell and incurring the wrath of the whole house  six residents in self-contained bedsits, or studio flats as the landlord liked to call them.

Why Nick didnt secrete a spare front-door key in the garden, as she had done, Mandy didnt know, but would shortly ask. She knew he had a spare key for the door to his room hidden not very imaginatively under the mat outside his door, but that key was obviously useless if he couldnt get in the outer door first. It crossed her mind to leave him there a while longer to teach him a lesson. But Nick had been helpful in the past  changing a light-bulb for her which had rusted into its socket, and disposing of a large spider lodged in a crevice of the window and out of her reach. Living this semi-communal existence had one advantage, she thought: they helped each other; that, and it went with the bohemian lifestyle shed chosen to try and make it as an artist.

With a sigh Mandy left the warmth of her duvet and felt the cold air bite as she crossed the room to the bay window. One of the disadvantages of this lifestyle, she quickly acknowledged, was that feeding the electricity meter for heating had to be discretionary  almost a luxury. Easing back one of the curtains she looked down on to the front path to check it was Nick and not their local down-and-out hoping for a hot drink and a bed, as had happened once before. From her first-floor room she had a clear view over the front garden and path. The only place she couldnt see was the porch  where Nick must now be, for the path and garden were empty.

She continued to look down, waiting for Nick to reappear. A moment later a man stepped from the porch and stooped to pick up more gravel. It wasnt Nick but her father!

What! Mandy exclaimed out loud, and tapped on the window to catch his attention. Whatever was he doing here?

Arrested half into the act of picking up another handful of gravel, her father looked up and, seeing her, straightened. He mouthed something she didnt understand, then he pointed to the front door and she nodded.

Dropping the curtain, she crossed the room and pulled her kimono dressing gown from the top of the dressing screen. What the hell? she thought again as she tied the kimono over her pyjama shorts and T-shirt. Her parents hadnt been anywhere near her bedsit (or her bohemian lifestyle, come to that) since shed taken a year off from teaching art to follow her dream of becoming an artist and paint full time. Now, here was her father, throwing gravel at her window to wake her at 6.30 a.m.! Shrugging off the last of her sleep she realized with a stab of panic something had to be wrong, badly wrong. And given it was her father who was here and not her mother, something must have happened to her mother!

Mandys heart raced as she ran down the threadbare carpet of the wide Victorian staircase. Arriving in the hall she turned the doorknob and heaved open the massive oak front door. Mum? she gasped, searching his face. His expression seemed to confirm her worst fears.

No, your mothers fine, he said sombrely. Im afraid its your grandpa, Amanda. Hes taken a turn for the worse.

Oh

He has left hospital and has gone to your aunts. I am going there now.

Oh, oh, I see, she said, relief that her mother was safe and well quickly turning to anxiety that dear Grandpa was very ill.

I thought, as youre not working, youd like to come with me, her father continued. Your mother prefers not to go while Grandpas staying at your aunts.

This came as no surprise to Mandy for, while her mother got on well with her in-laws, ten years previously thered been what her father had called a situation, which had resulted in her parents severing all contact with Aunt Evelyn, Mandys fathers sister, and Evelyns family. Now, ten years on, and with no contact in the interim, her father was going to his estranged sisters house! Mandy knew he would never have gone had his father not been ill and staying there; and her mother was still refusing to go.

Yes, Ill come, Mandy said quickly. Id like to. I didnt realize Grandpa was so ill.

Neither did I. Your aunt phoned late last night.

As he came in and Mandy closed the door behind him, she tried to picture the stilted conversation that must have taken place between her father and his sister  their first conversation in ten years. She wondered if her mother had spoken to her sister-in-law and decided probably not.

Is Grandpa very ill? she asked once they were in her room.

Your aunt said so, her father said stiffly.

So why is he at Evelyns and not in hospital?

He was in hospital but your aunt had him discharged. She said she could look after him better at her home than the hospital could. Your gran agreed. Shes staying at your aunts too.

I see, and what have the doctors said? Mandy felt fear creeping up her spine.

Im not sure; well find out more today. He thrust his hands into his trouser pockets and shrugged. I dont know, perhaps your mother was right and Evelyn is being hysterical, but I have to go and see him just in case

Mandy decided to make do with a quick wash rather than her normal shower so she turned on the hot tap, which produced its usual meagre trickle of lukewarm water. Sit down, Dad, she said. You havent seen my bedsit before. What do you think?

In the mirror above the basin she saw him cast a gaze over the 1950s furniture, which had clearly given good service. He gave a reserved nod. Is all this yours?

No, it came with the room. Apart from that Turkish rug. And I bought a new mattress for the bed. She squeezed out the flannel and ran it over her face and neck. Would you like coffee?

No, thank you. I had one before I left.

Taking the towel from the rail, she patted her face and neck dry and then crossed to the chest of drawers where she took out clean underwear, trainer socks and T-shirt. Collecting her jeans from where shed dropped them on the floor the night before, she disappeared behind the Japanese-style dressing screen. In one respect it was just as well Adam had gone off in a huff the night before, Mandy thought. It would have been embarrassing if her father had come in to find him in her bed. But she was sorry shed behaved as she had and if Adam didnt phone as he said he would shed phone him  and apologize.

Is Mum OK? she asked from behind the screen.

Yes, though shes worried about your grandpa, obviously. She sends her love.

And how are Evelyn and John?

There was a pause. Your aunt didnt say much really.

I guess it was a difficult call for her to make.

Through the gap between the panels of the hinged dressing screen, Mandy could see her father. He was sitting in the faded leather captains chair, hunched slightly forward, with a hand resting on each knee and frowning.

By the way Evelyn spoke, he said indignantly, youd have thought I hadnt seen my father in years. I told her Id have visited him in hospital again if hed stayed. Mandy heard the defensiveness and knew the peace between her father and his sister was very fragile indeed and only in place to allow them to visit Grandpa.

Dressed in jeans and T-shirt, she stepped from behind the dressing screen and crossed the room. She threw her kimono and pyjamas on to the bed and went to the fridge. Im nearly ready, I just need a drink. Are you sure you dont want something?

No thanks. He shook his head.

The few glasses she possessed were in the kitchen sink, and to save time, and also because she could in her own place, she drank the juice straight from the carton. Ready, she said, returning the juice to the fridge. She wiped her mouth on a tissue and threw it in the bin.

Her father stood and followed her to the door. Have you painted many pictures? he asked, nodding at the empty easel.

Mandy saw the broken paintbrush and wondered if hed seen it too. Yes, she lied. She took her bag from the hook behind the door and threw it over her shoulder. Yes, it was the right decision to give up work. I have all the time in the world to paint. Which was true, but what she couldnt tell him or Adam  indeed could barely admit to herself  was that in the seven months since shed given up work shed painted absolutely nothing, and her failure in this had affected all other aspects of her life. So much so that shed lost confidence in her ability to do anything worthwhile, ever again.







Two

Checking her mobile, Mandy got into her fathers car. There was no message from Adam but he would only just be up. She fastened her seatbelt as her father got in. On a weekday Adam left his house at 7.30 a.m. to catch a train into the City. Her heart stung at the thought of how shed rejected him and she now longed for the feel of his arms around her. Bringing up a blank text she wrote: Im rly rly sorry. Plz 4giv me. Luv M, and pressed Send. She sat with the phone in her lap; her father started the engine and they pulled away. A minute later her phone bleeped a reply: U r 4given. C u l8r? A x. Thank God, she thought. She texted back: Yes plz. Luv M. Returning the phone to her bag, she relaxed back and looked at the road ahead.

It felt strange sitting beside her father in the front of the car as he drove. Despite the worry of Grandpa being ill, it felt special  an occasion  an outing. Mandy couldnt remember the last time shed sat in the front of a car next to her father. When shed travelled in the car as a child her place had always been in the back, and later it had been her mother whod taken her to and collected her from university. When shed started work shed bought a car of her own which shed sold to help finance her year out. No, this was definitely a first, she thought. I dont think Ive ever sat in the front next to Father.

The hospital was pretty grim, her father said, breaking into her thoughts. Apparently its a brand-new building, but staffed by agency nurses. Your aunt said there was no continuity of care and your grandfather was left unattended. She suggested they paid for him to go into a private hospital but your grandfather wouldnt hear of it.

Mandy smiled. Thats my grandpa! Like her father, he was a man of strong working-class principles and would have viewed going private as elitist or unfair. She noticed her father referred to his sister as your aunt rather than using her first name, which seemed to underline the distance which still separated them.

I expect he wanted to be out of hospital, Mandy added. Its nice to be with your family if youre ill.

Perhaps, he said. As long as hes getting the medical care he needs.

She nodded.

Its good weather for the journey, he said a moment later, changing the subject. Not a bad morning for March.

March, she thought. She was over halfway through her year out  five months before the money ran out and she would have to return to the classroom.

Does Sarah still live at home? Mandy asked presently as the dual carriageway widened into motorway.

I dont know, your aunt didnt say.

It would be nice to see her again after all these years. I wonder what shes doing now.

Mandy saw his hands tighten around the steering wheel and his face set. She hadnt intended it as a criticism, just an expression of her wish to see Sarah again, but clearly he had taken it as one. When her father had fallen out with his sister ten years ago and all communication between the two families had ceased, Mandy had been stopped from seeing her cousin Sarah, which had been very sad. They were both only children and had been close, often staying at each others houses until the situation had put a stop to it.

It was unavoidable, he said defensively. It was impossible for you to visit afterYou wouldnt know, you dont remember. You were only a child, Amanda. It should never have happened and I blame myself. I vowed wed never set foot in that house again. If it wasnt for Grandpa being taken there, I wouldnt, and Ive told Evelyn that.

Mandy felt the air charged with the passion of his disclosure. It was the most hed ever said about the situation, ever. Indeed, it had never been mentioned by anyone in the last ten years, not in her presence at least. Now, not only had he spoken of it, but he appeared to be blaming himself, which was news to her. And his outburst  so out of character  and the palpable emotion it contained made Mandy feel uncomfortable, for reasons she couldnt say.

She looked out of her side window and concentrated on the passing scenery. It was a full ten minutes before he spoke again and then this voice was safe and even once more.

Theres snow forecast for next week, he said.

So much for global warming!

A few minutes later he switched on Radio 3, which allowed Mandy to take her iPod from her bag and plug in her headphones. It was a compilation  garage, hip-hop, Mozart and Abba; Mandy rested her head back and allowed her gaze to settle through the windscreen. The two-hour journey slowly passed and her thoughts wandered to the trips shed made to and from her aunts as a child. The adults had taken turns to collect and return Sarah and her from their weekend stays. Mandy remembered how theyd sat in the back of the car and giggled, the fun of the weekend continuing during the journey. Then the visits had abruptly stopped and shed never seen Sarah again. Stopped completely without explanation, and shed never been able to ask her father why.

They turned off the A11 and Mandy switched off her iPod and removed her earpieces.

Not far now, her father said.

She heard the tension in his voice and saw his forehead crease. She wasnt sure how much of his anxiety was due to Grandpas illness, and how much by the prospect of seeing his sister again, but Mandy was sure that if she hadnt agreed to accompany him, or her mother hadnt changed her mind and come, he would have found visiting alone very difficult indeed. His dependence on her gave him an almost childlike vulnerability, and her heart went out to him.

Dont worry, she said lightly. Im sure Evelyn will be on her best behaviour.

He smiled and seemed to take comfort in their small conspiracy. We wont stay too long, he reassured her.

They slowed to 30 m.p.h. as they entered the village with its post-office-cum-general-store. Mandy remembered the shop vividly from all the times shed stayed at her aunts. Auntie Evelyn, Sarah and she had often walked to the store, with Sarahs Labrador Misty. When Sarah and she had been considered old enough, the two of them had gone there alone to spend their pocket money on sweets, ice-cream, or a memento from the display stand of neatly arranged china gifts. It had been an adventure, a chance to take responsibility, which had been possible in the safe rural community where her aunt lived, but not in Greater London when Sarah had stayed with her.

Mandy recognized the store at once  it was virtually unchanged  as she had remembered the approach to the village, and indeed most of the journey. But as they left the village and her father turned from the main road on to the B road for what he said was the last part of the journey, she suddenly found her mind had gone completely blank. She didnt recall any of it.

She didnt think it was that the developers had been busy in the last ten years and had changed the contours of the landscape; it was still largely agricultural land, with farmers houses and outbuildings dotted in between, presumably as it had been for generations. But as Mandy searched through the windscreen, then her side window, and round her father to his side window, none of what she now saw looked the least bit familiar. She could have been making the journey for the first time for the lack of recognition, which was both strange and unsettling. Swivelling round in her seat, she turned to look out of the rear window, hoping a different perspective might jog her memory.

Lost something? her father asked.

No. Have Evelyn and John moved since I visited as a child? Which seemed the most likely explanation, and her father had forgotten to mention it.

No, he said, glancing at her. Why do you ask?

Mandy straightened in her seat and returned her gaze to the front, looking through the window for a landmark  something familiar. I dont recognize any of this, she said. Have we come a different way?

He shook his head. There is only one way to your aunts. We turn right in about a hundred yards and their house is on the left.

Mandy looked at the trees growing from the grassy banks that flanked the narrow road and then through a gap in the trees, which offered another view of the countryside. She looked through the windscreen, then to her left and right, but still found nothing that she even vaguely remembered  absolutely nothing. She heard her father change down a gear, and the car slowed; then they turned right and continued along a single-track lane. Suddenly the tyres were crunching over the gravel and they pulled on to a driveway leading to a house.

Remember it now? she heard him say. He stopped the car and cut the engine.

Mandy stared at the house and experienced an unsettling stab of familiarity. A little, she said, and tried to calm her racing heart.







Three

It was like dj vu  that flash of familiarity, sensed rather than consciously thought. A dizziness; a feeling of not being there. It was as though shed been given a glimpse of another life. It had been fleeting, and without detail, but as Mandy looked at her aunts house, panic rose. Shed been here lots of times as a child but couldnt remember any detail. It was like looking at a holiday photo in someone elses album of a place she too had once visited.

She read the old wooden signboard  Breakspeare Manor  and then looked at the house again. It was a large sprawling manor house with two small stone turrets and lattice period windows. The front of the house was covered with the bare winding stems of wistaria. Instinctively Mandy knew that in a couple of weeks the entire front of the house would be festooned with its lilac blooms, like the venue for a wedding reception at a far-off and exotic location. She knew it without remembering  a gut feeling  and also that the house was 150 years old.

Ready? her father asked after a moment, gathering himself. She nodded and, taking a deep breath, picked up her bag from beside her feet and got out. The air smelt fresh and clean after London but it had a cooler, sharper edge. Drawing her cardigan closer, she waited for her father to get out. He reached inside the car for his jacket, straightened and, pointing the remote at the car, pressed to lock it. Mandy looked around. There were no other cars on the sweeping carriage driveway, and the double garage  a separate building to the left of the house  had its doors closed. None of the rooms at the front of the house had their windows open and the whole house looked shut up and empty.

There must be someone in, her father said, echoing her thoughts. Grandpas here and were expected.

She walked beside her father as they crossed the drive to the stone arched porch. Mounted on the wall to the right of the porch was a black-on-white sign announcing Tradesmen, with an arrow pointing to the side of the house. Mandy didnt remember the sign but knew her aunt had insisted the butcher, housekeeper, gardener, newspaper boy, plumber and electrician used the side entrance, while friends and those arriving in big cars used the front door. She also remembered this had seemed strange to her as a child. At her house everyone used the front door, including those delivering goods and reading the gas and electric meters; the side gate was only used to take out the garbage.

Shall we let ourselves in the tradesmens entrance? her father asked, taking a step out of the porch and looking up at the front. I dont want to press the bell and disturb Grandpa if hes sleeping.

The gate is kept locked and the bell is even louder than this one. So they can hear it from the kitchen and laundry room. Her father looked at her, mildly surprised shed remembered this detail. She shrugged and hid her discomfort.

Mandy didnt know how she knew about the bell; her reaction had been instinctive, as though shed absorbed the information from being part of her aunts family during all the times shed stayed as a child. And while she still couldnt remember visiting the house as such, nor had the least idea what the rooms would look like once they were inside, she found she knew that breakfast and lunch were taken in the morning room and supper in the dining room, and that Wednesday was the housekeepers day off. Perhaps shed remembered this because it was all so very different from her own familys modest home and routine, she thought.

Her father pressed the bell and almost immediately the door opened. For a moment Mandy thought the dark-haired woman standing before them was her aunt, until she saw the apron.

Good morning. Please come in, the housekeeper said, clearly expecting them. Mrs Osborne is busy with her father. She smiled warmly and stood aside to let them in.

Although Mandy couldnt have described the housekeeper from when shed visited as a child, she felt sure this wasnt the same woman, but they clearly used the same polish. The faint but distinctive smell of beeswax drifted into the hall from the dining room, and Mandy instinctively knew that the dining table needed a lot of polishing.

Please come through to the sitting room, the housekeeper said, leading the way along the wooden panelled hall, which seemed vaguely familiar.

Mandy felt the same vague familiarity as she entered the sitting room, while not actually recalling ever being in the room. She looked at the off-white sofa and matching armchairs, the light beige carpet, curtains and soft furnishings, and wondered if she and Sarah hadnt been allowed in this room as children, which could explain her lack of recall.

Sit down and make yourselves comfortable, the housekeeper said, waving towards the armchairs and sofa. Im Mrs Saunders. Mrs Osborne will be with you shortly. Can I get you coffee?

Yes please, Mandy said, and her father nodded.

Thats not the same housekeeper who was here when I used to stay, is it? Mandy asked her father as soon as the door closed behind her.

No. That was Mrs Pryce. She left  He stopped as though he had been about to say something but had thought better of it. This one is new.

They sat for a while, both gazing out of the French windows and on to the upper terraces. Although it was only March the gardener had clearly been busy. Brightly coloured spring blooms dotted the terracotta pots on the patio and the neatly tended flower beds beyond. Instinctively Mandy knew that further down the gardens, out of sight on the lower lawns, there used to be swings, which Sarah and she had played on as children.

The room was quiet, save for the ticking of the brass pendulum clock mounted in the alcove by the fireplace. Indeed, the whole house seemed quiet; unnaturally so, Mandy thought. It was a sharp contrast to her studio flat where the comings and goings of the other occupants meant there was always noise of some sort.

I dont know why we have to wait here, her father grumbled after a moment. Ive come to see my father, not drink coffee.

The housekeeper said Evelyn was busy with Grandpa, Mandy soothed. Im sure she wont be long.

He harrumphed. Mandy could feel his tension and knew that unless he changed his attitude he was going to start off on the wrong foot when he met his sister again after all these years.

Has this room changed much? she asked shortly, still unable to place it and trying to cut the silence with conversation.

I dont know, he said quickly. He looked away, deflecting further questions.

They sat in silence again, gazing out of the window, until a knock sounded on the door and the housekeeper returned carrying a large silver tray with coffee, and biscuits arranged on a white porcelain plate.

Help yourselves, she said, placing the tray on the coffee table between them.

Thank you, Mandy said, grateful for the biscuits, having not had breakfast. Her father nodded.

Youre welcome. Mrs Osborne is on her way. She smiled and left the room, closing the door behind her.

Mandy put sugar in one cup and passed it to her father and then picked up the other cup and took a sip. It felt very odd sitting here drinking coffee with the sense that it was all familiar while not actually recalling it  like watching someones home movie. You saw the intimacy of their lives but werent part of it. The sitting-room door opened again and Evelyn came in. Mandy knew immediately it was her aunt: a smaller, female, and slightly younger version of her father. Her father stood as she entered and put down his cup. There was a moments hesitation before Evelyn came over and they air-kissed. Hello, Ray, she said, and then, turning to Mandy: Good to see you again, love, though its a pity its in such sad circumstances.

Mandy felt another stab of familiarity as she stood to kiss her aunt. Evelyn had always called her Mandy, as her friends and work colleagues did, while her parents still used her full name: Amanda.

Hows Dad? her father asked.

Evelyn took a step back and Mandy saw the anxiety in her face. Very poorly. Sit down while I explain what has happened. You need to know before you see him.

Mandy thought he was going to protest at being kept longer from his father, but he clearly thought better of it. He returned to the armchair while Evelyn sat on the sofa beside her. Drawing her hand anxiously across her forehead, she looked from Mandy to her brother, her face sad and serious.

Dad is very old, she began slowly, and his heart is weak. He was lucky to recover from the stroke last year, but it has taken its toll. His body is slowly closing down. As you know he was admitted to hospital two weeks ago with a chest infection. They put him on intravenous antibiotics. Although the chest infection cleared, his general condition deteriorated. She paused and Mandy thought she was choosing her words very carefully, as though trying to let them down slowly.

Dad had never been in hospital before, she continued, apart from when he had pneumonia as a child. He was very upset by the whole experience. He felt no one cared and he insisted he wanted to go home. Clearly it was out of the question for him to go to his house  Mum couldnt have coped, so I made the offer for them both to come here, which they accepted. Ray, Evelyn said, looking directly at him and her eyes misting, Dad wont be returning to hospital, nor to his home. He has come here so he can have peace and quiet among his loved ones at the end.

But I dont understand, her father said abruptly. You said Dad responded to the antibiotics, so why shouldnt he make a full recovery?

Evelyn paused and glanced at Mandy, almost for support. His body is slowly shutting down. Hes tired, Ray. Hes had a long life and a good one, and now its coming to its natural end. I dont know how else to put it, Ray, but Dad is dying.

There was silence. Mandy looked from Evelyn to her father, who was clearly as shocked as she was. He had gone very pale and was absently wringing his hands in his lap. Presumably Evelyn had had time to come to terms with the seriousness of Grandpas condition while they had not. Has the doctor said this? he asked at length.

Not in so many words, Evelyn said gently, but it will be obvious when you see him.

Id like to see him now, please, he said, standing. And I think we should leave the prognosis to the doctor.

Mandy felt embarrassed by her fathers curtness and hoped Evelyn appreciated it was a result of the shock of hearing how poorly his father was, and didnt take it personally.

Ill take you to him now, Evelyn said evenly, also standing. Weve converted the study into a sick room. Mum sits with him for most of the day. She hesitated and looked again to Mandy for support. Be prepared to see a big change in him. Hes lost a lot of weight.

Why? Isnt he eating? her father asked as they crossed the sitting room. Mandy knew he hadnt really grasped the implications of what Evelyn had told them.

He takes a little water sometimes, Evelyn said. But even that is getting less. Hes sleeping more and more. My hope is that in the end hell just fall into a deep sleep from which he wont wake.







Four

Mandy felt her pulse quicken as she followed her aunt and father along the hallway at the rear of the house. When her father had said Grandpa had taken a turn for the worse she hadnt for a moment thought he could be dying, only that he was ill. She was struggling to take in what Evelyn had told them; she could see her father was too. They walked in silence down the wood-panelled hall, which, like the reception hall and the other rooms they passed, seemed vaguely familiar. Evelyn stopped outside a closed door on their right and, giving a brief knock, eased it open. All right, Mum? she said, poking her head round. Ray and Mandy are here.

They followed her in. Gran was sitting beside a single bed, a little away from the wall, where Grandpa lay on his back asleep. Dont get up, her father said as Gran began struggling on to her walking frame to greet them. He went over and, kissing her cheek, helped her back down. Mandy saw his face crumple as he looked at the bed.

Hes asleep, Gran said protectively, her voice small and uneven. Hes very poorly. Im so pleased youve both come.

Her father nodded but couldnt say anything.

Mandy kissed Gran, hugging her thin shoulders, and then looked at Grandpa. She could have wept. It was only three weeks since shed last seen him and although he was in his eighties hed been fit and well. Hed taken her on a tour of his garden and had proudly shown her the spring bulbs and the forsythia which was about to flower. Now he lay on his back propped on a mountain of pillows, his previous ruddy complexion waxen and his cheeks hollow. His jaw had relaxed in sleep and his mouth hung open as his head lolled to one side. His right arm, thin and wasted, jutted from the sheet and Gran held his hand. It was pitiful how quickly someone of his age could deteriorate, Mandy thought. She looked at her father and saw her own pain reflected.

The nurse has just left, Gran said, her voice slight. Hell sleep for a while now. It tires him out being messed around with.

The nurse was washing him, Mum, Evelyn qualified. Not messing him around.

Its all the same to him, Gran returned smartly, ever protective of her husband of fifty-nine years.

They fell silent and all that could be heard for some moments was Grandpas heavy and laboured breathing. Mandy looked at her father, who was standing beside Gran, one hand resting reassuringly on her shoulder. She saw his creased brow and the pain in his eyes, and knew he was as shocked as she was by Grandpas physical decline. And perhaps, Mandy thought, he saw his own end reflected in his father, for they had been very much alike in stature and temperament, until now. Mandy looked at the outline of Grandpas wasted body beneath the sheets and could see none of her fathers strong and muscular frame, nor his pride and dignity. As she watched saliva ran from the corner of Grandpas mouth and dribbled on to the pillow. Evelyn took a tissue from the box on the desk and wiped the corner of his mouth. There, there, thats better, she soothed, as though tending a baby. Mandy cringed inwardly.

She looked at her father. Why dont you sit down, Dad? she asked softly.

He nodded. Evelyn took the chair from the desk and set it next to Gran beside the bed. Ill leave you to chat with Mum, she said, while I go to the kitchen to see Mrs Saunders about lunch. I take it you will be staying for lunch?

The mention of lunch in the sick room where Grandpa lay so ill seemed grotesquely out of place, but again Mandy supposed Evelyn had had time to adjust in the five days since shed brought Grandpa home from hospital, and of course they had to eat.

Mandy looked at her father, who gave a vague shrug.

Yes, please, she said.

Evelyn nodded and, straightening the sheets on the bed, went out of the study, closing the door behind her.

Mandy hovered for a moment at the end of the bed, unsure of what to do or say, and then sat in one of the two brown leather armchairs at the other end of the room. It was a large study, big enough to retain the armchairs, desk, coffee table, filing cabinet, and a free-standing bookshelf even with the addition of the two single beds. Grandpa was in the bed in front of her while Grans nightdress lay neatly folded on the pillow of the other bed, which was against the opposite wall. Her grandparents had lived in a bungalow for as long as she could remember and Mandy knew that although Gran could still manage stairs with her arthritis it was a struggle. Mandy had no idea what the study had looked like before the furniture had been arranged to accommodate the beds, nor did she have any recollection of ever having been in it. But that was hardly surprising, she told herself, for Sarah and she wouldnt have been encouraged to play in the study, and in all likelihood had probably been banned from it.

Mandy looked at her father and Gran sitting beside the bed watching Grandpa. All that could be heard was the sound of Grandpas laboured breathing, the breaths deeper than normal breaths, with more time in between; exaggerated, she thought, as though each breath was a statement of living that shouldnt be ignored or taken for granted.

Hows Jean? Gran asked her father quietly after a moment. She didnt come with you?

No. She sends her love, and apologies. Shell visit next time.

Dont worry, Ray, Gran said. I understand. Im glad you felt you could come. When Evelyn first suggested Dad and I came here to stay I was worried you wouldnt visit. Evelyn said she would phone you and make it all right. It would have been dreadful if you hadnt visited and been able to say goodbye to your father  She stopped as her voice broke.

Her father took her hand between his and patted it reassuringly. Its OK between Evelyn and me now, Mum. Honestly.

Mandy looked at them. What Gran had just said  her worry that the past would stop her father from visiting  was the most shed ever said in front of her about the situation. First her father had referred to it earlier, and now Gran. She wondered when someone was eventually going to tell her what had happened all those years before. At twenty-three she was able to deal with a skeleton or two in the family closet. She was beginning to resent her exclusion. She doubted that whatever had happened could be that horrendous, not in their family. They were squeaky clean. And Mandy now wondered, as she had before, if it had anything to do with her mother and Uncle John  Sarahs father. As children Sarah and she had giggled that they seemed to like each very much and always kissed each other hello and goodbye on the mouth rather than the cheek.

Her thoughts were broken by a change in Grandpas breathing. His breaths had suddenly become shorter, and then the next didnt come. She sat upright, senses alert. There was a short rasp followed by a dry cough. Hes waking, Gran said.

Mandy rose and crossed to the bed where she stood next to her father. They looked at Grandpa and his eyes slowly opened. Turning his head towards them, he smiled. His eyes were moist from sleep and his skin was so pale and thin it was almost translucent. Mandy could see the effort it took for him to speak. Hello, he said, his voice catching. Good to see you. Can you get me some water, please?

Of course, Dad, her father said, patting his shoulder.

Its on the desk, Gran said to Mandy.

Mandy crossed to the desk where a silver tray with a water jug was at one end, away from the laptop, printer and phone. On the tray, beside the covered jug, were a glass and a plastic feeding beaker.

Use the beaker, love, Gran said. He cant manage a glass any more. It spills down his front.

Mandy glanced over and saw the shock on her fathers face  that Grandpa could no longer drink from a glass but was reliant on what looked like an adult version of a toddlers training cup. She took the lid off the beaker and poured the water, then snapped the lid on and carried it to the bed.

Evelyn usually gives it to him, Gran said anxiously. I cant lift his head.

Mandy glanced at her father, wondering if he wanted to help Grandpa with the drink, but he shifted uncomfortably, unsure of what was required.

Grandpa, shall I hold the beaker? Mandy asked, leaning forward so she was in his line of vision.

He gave a small nod. Her father eased back his chair so she could get closer to the bed. Leaning over, she wriggled her left hand under the top pillow and slowly eased Grandpa forward and upright. His dry, lined lips closed around the funnel of the feeding beaker. Mandy gradually tilted it as he sucked and then swallowed. He took three sips and collapsed back, exhausted. Mandy lowered the pillow and moved to one side.

It took a moment for him to gather his strength again to speak. Im pleased you came, he said slowly, forming each word separately and with effort. Im not very good at present. Have you spoken to Evelyn and John?

Yes, Dad, her father said. Ive seen Evelyn and everything is fine.

Grandpa smiled, reassured, and allowed his eyes to slowly close. Mandy watched as his hand came from under the sheet, searching for his sons hand. Her father took it in his and his mouth quivered as he fought back emotion. Men in her family rarely showed their feelings; it wasnt considered the manly thing to do. It was more than Mandy could bear to watch her father and Grandpa exposed and their emotion raw. Thank goodness we came, she thought. Thank goodness Dad was able to surrender his pride and take the opportunity to see his father at his sisters house.

Is Jean with you? Grandpa asked as Gran had done, his eyes still closed.

No, Dad. She sends her love. Shell come next time.

If there is a next time. Im very tired, Ray, and the pain is getting worse. It was said without self-pity, but Mandy saw her father flinch.

Are you in pain now? he asked, sitting forward and still holding his fathers hand.

Grandpa shook his head.

The nurse gave him something, Gran said. But it wears off too quickly.

You shouldnt have to suffer in this day and age, her father said. Ill speak to Evelyn and well have a word with the doctor.

Grandpa nodded, but his eyes stayed closed. Then his breathing slowed and deepened as he drifted once more into sleep. Her father eased the bedclothes up round his neck with a tenderness Mandy found exceptionally touching. He stood. Im going to the bathroom, he said and Mandy knew it was to hide his emotion.

Will you tell Evelyn that Dad has taken some water? Gran called after him. Shell be pleased. Its a good sign, isnt it?

He nodded without saying anything, unable to give Gran the false hope she desperately sought. Glancing pointedly at Mandy, he left the room. Mandy moved into the chair her father had vacated, next to Gran and beside the bed. She looked at Grandpa, his chest rising and falling beneath the sheet as his laboured breathing once more filled the air. Until now hed always appeared much younger than his eighty-five years, but now his illness had aged him enormously. Mandy found it almost impossible to equate the upright, agile person that had been her grandpa a few weeks ago with the shell of a man before her now, who hadnt even the strength to raise his head for a drink.

It is a good sign, isnt it? Gran said again. Water is good for you. You can do without food, but not water.

Mandy gave the same non-committal nod her father had done, feeling the same reluctance to fuel what was obviously an unrealistic hope. She wondered if the seriousness of Grandpas condition had been explained to Gran. Had the doctors, Evelyn or John said that her husband wouldnt be getting better; if so, had she accepted it?

So tell me about your painting, Gran suddenly said, her voice lightening as she changed the subject. Have you finished that masterpiece yet? I want to be the first to see it.

Mandy gave a small, dismissive laugh. No, not yet, but I promise youll be the first to see it, if and when it happens.

You mean when, not if, Gran said.

Somehow, in the strange intimacy of the sick room, with Grandpas laboured breathing as a backdrop, Mandy now found herself able to share her thoughts and frustrations with Gran in a way she couldnt with her parents or even Adam. You see, Gran, she began, I think Ive got the equivalent of writers block. Its nearly eight months since I stopped work to paint and I havent painted anything. I might just as well give up the idea and return to work. When I had little time and I was under pressure, the ideas seemed to pour out. I painted at weekends and some evenings after work. Now I have all the time in the world I cant do anything. Ive lost confidence. I havent a single thought in my head.

Like me then. Gran smiled, lightly touching her arm. But, Mandy, the main thing is you tried, love. Thats so important. Even if nothing comes of it you had a go. And you know Grandpas favourite saying?

Mandy frowned questioningly. I dont. Hes got lots of sayings. Which one?

Gran paused, looked at Grandpa as though bringing him into the conversation, and then quoted: It is better to have tried and failed, than never to have tried at all. She looked again at Mandy, and there were tears forming in her eyes. Dont give up on your dreams, love. Stay with them or youll regret it for the rest of your life. Im sure youre talented, and I know when you find the right subject youll be able to paint. Then it will be from your heart and the painting will be perfect.
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