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April

April 3

An email told me that I might have missed lots of ‘activity’ on Facebook, so I gingerly logged in. (Having forgotten my password, I had to reset it and plumped for one of a long line of European kings – work that out, snooping burglars!) And arriving at my page, I discovered I had four requests to become ‘friends’. One was James. One was Penny. One was Marion and one was some mysterious Singhalese man called Wu who I’d never heard of. He didn’t have a picture of himself, just a photograph of a brass bell. I ‘confirmed’ them all. What the hell. 

Next, I thought I’d take a peek around other people’s pages. But oh, the misery of looking at them! Golly, what rubbish they post! Marion had several holiday snaps, mainly of meaningless mountains, and an incredibly dreary picture of a snowflake with the words ‘Amazing what nature can do!’ written under it. She also had an image of a rainbow under which she’d written, simply, ‘Wow!’ Several of her other friends had clicked ‘Like’ underneath. 

Even Penny let me down, with a photograph of a statue with a pigeon on its head, underneath which someone had written ‘hahaha’. There was a cartoon reproduced from the New Yorker of a cat on a desert island. Couldn’t make head nor tail of it. And a video of a penguin being tickled and making an odd noise, which she commented was ‘hilarious’. 

Later she’d written, ‘Happiness is something that sometimes comes through a door you didn’t know you left open.’

I scratched my head. Then I checked her name. Yes, it was Penny. My Penny. Amusing, witty, sympathetic. And there she was writing incredibly soppy things about happiness. Last month she’d posted the Serenity Prayer. Crikey! 

Glad to see, however, that she had ‘shared’ the Facebook Valentines that her daughter and husband had sent each other. Presumably, then, they’re not getting divorced. 

April 4

It seems most of the committee can make the residents’ meeting, which is going to be here, next month. Will have to think of things to talk about – though Sheila the Dealer can usually be relied on to regale us with accounts of her sister’s many operations and Marion can bore for Britain about the filthy state of the streets and the fact that she’s found used needles in her garden. Drug users seem always to select Marion’s garden as the one in which to dispose of their paraphernalia. I’ve never found a used needle in mine. It’s not fair. 

April 5

Met Marion at the National Gallery. Very tactfully, I dragged her scarf out of the charity cupboard and, gritting my teeth, draped it round my neck. She’d said she wanted to see an exhibition of Goya drawings, which interested me, but it soon emerged that the whole outing was really an excuse for her to sit me down over coffee and offer me advice on how to cure the ‘cancer’ she’d decided I’d got, by any method possible except for ones proven by drug trials, doctors and science, all things of which she is deeply suspicious. Rather than have an operation to cut a tumour out, she prefers coffee enemas. Rather than admittedly clumsy but often effective chemotherapy, she prefers sticking tincture of wheatgrass up your nose, and lying slathered with damp sage leaves for hours on end. 

‘Look, I don’t even know if it’s cancer, yet,’ I said. ‘It’s probably nothing.’

‘This friend of mine, she was told she was going to die in two weeks, but she got this book, I’ll get the title if you like, and she followed the instructions to the letter and she’s been alive now for two years! Every day she gets up at 4am and meditates for an hour, then she has a coffee enema, then she liquidizes 17 different fruits and drinks them all in a special order, then she meditates again – this time visualizing the cancer as a block of ice, which melts as she radiates these golden vibes over it. She’s cut all her nails because they store all the toxins, and turned all her furniture in her house round so she’s sleeping to face west . . .’

‘Marion!’ I said sharply. ‘I am not going to get up at 4am, meditate, bung coffee up my bottom or anything. I would rather die,’ I said firmly. ‘Do stop it. Anyway, ten to one, the lump will turn out to be benign.’

Whatever that means. When people say they have a lump that is ‘benign’, it means it’s simply nothing at all, that it’s not malign. But I always consider the word ‘benign’ to mean that it’s actually doing good. I’d love it if this lump were to turn out a happy, friendly, jolly lump that had arrived at just the right time to protect me from my enemies. A benign lump that made me tea in the morning and said of course I was right when everyone else said I was wrong, and who sang me to sleep and produced extra tenners when I was short. 

Marion looked very disappointed when I refused to listen to any more mad remedies, commenting, as a final barb, that I wasn’t looking at all well (would anyone, wearing an orange scarf, except for some proud Namibian tribeswoman?) and I changed the subject to when the next residents’ meeting should be held. 

April 8

‘Water to be rationed by next year! “One shower per week if lucky!” predicts Minister’ (Daily Rant)

April 9

I didn’t tell anyone I was having a scan today. I couldn’t bear the idea of Marion insisting that she came along and either taking over the whole thing, as if I were a child or worrying herself sick and shaking and holding my hand. And no doubt trying to persuade me not to have the scan at all, since, she would assure me, it was full of evil rays that far from detecting anything would actually give me cancer. I didn’t even want Penny there chattering on about nothing ‘to take my mind off it all’. James would have been okay, but somehow it was something I wanted to do all by myself. No fuss, that’s me. 

I’d parked with difficulty in the exorbitantly expensive hospital car park – it was in Fulham – a vast area with practically no spaces at all. Being an old parking hand, I spotted a man cautiously wheeling an Asian lady swathed not only in a burka but also in bandages, down an endless aisle of cars, and noticed he had car keys dangling in his hand so I followed him, very slowly. I’d been right. He opened his car, and I waited for him to lift in the patient, then fold up the wheelchair and stash it in the boot – quite a process – before he got into the driving seat and switched on the engine. (I could tell that when the rear brake-lights came on.) But what is it that drivers do between turning the key and actually pulling out? Quite honestly, this one had enough time to dial a phone-in radio show and give his detailed thoughts on MPs’ expenses before he decided, at last, to reverse out. 

I finally managed to park and, pulling my coat around me because it was a bitterly cold day – bleak and wretched, just right for a scan – I plunged into the hospital, past scores of sickly smokers puffing away outside the entrance, some even attached to drips, others in their pyjamas and nightdresses, shivering with cold. 

Hospitals are like foreign countries, and there were signs for all kinds of departments I’d never heard of: Ancillary X-rays (GSA), Orthopaedic Gynaecology (P2), Paediatric Genesis (xii). Eventually I showed my letter to a bored woman at the desk who was glued to her screen (no doubt ‘liking’ a picture of a crocodile wearing an apron on Facebook). And she, naturally enough, told me I was in the wrong building. She gave me a baffling map that was the sort of thing that Jack would construct for Gene’s friends on a birthday treasure hunt. ‘You are here,’ she said, jabbing a fat finger in the middle. So I set off. 

By the time I arrived at the Scanning Centre, I was ten minutes late and frantic. It was no bad thing because at least I’d forgotten all about the lump in my panic. But of course I was made to wait another hour until I was seen. I noticed, on top of a cupboard, a sinister box on which was printed ‘Cervical Spectroscope with Locking Nut’. Yikes. 

Finally a nurse showed me into a cubicle and – after I’d taken off all my clothes, stashed my watch, my ring and my specs into a locker, and put on a gown – she sat me down to grill me. 

‘Do you have any metal fillings?’ she asked. ‘Any pacemakers? Pins in your legs or anywhere in your body?’ She had to ask this because, apparently, the scanner is hugely magnetic and if you have anything inside you that’s metal, it either drags it out of your body, through your flesh, or sticks you to the roof of the machine, leaving you there until the thing’s turned off. Once, a patient suffering agonizing stomach troubles had an MRI scan to find out what was wrong, and practically died of pain when it transpired that a very sharp scalpel had been left inside her during her last operation. You can imagine what happened. Or so goes the urban myth. 

‘Any tattoos?’ 

Tattoos? Apparently there is metal in some of the tattoo ink. Not much fun when the carefully etched tiger on your chest starts slowly to pounce, pulling all your flesh skywards. 

‘Nothing at all. The only bit of metal in me is a will of iron,’ I said.

‘A will of iron?’ she asked, looking up briefly, puzzled. 

‘Don’t worry. Only a joke. You’ve probably heard it before,’ I said, though clearly she hadn’t.

Next she said, ‘Now, I have to ask you this. Is there any reason to think you might be pregnant?’

Feeling immensely flattered that anyone could possibly imagine I was pregnant at my great age and congratulating myself yet again on the result of the facelift I had a couple of years ago – which still doesn’t seem to have collapsed – I jokingly replied, ‘No, of course not! Unlikely anyway, because I’m 103.’

Far from laughing lightly, she really did start at this revelation. ‘You’re not!’ she said, staring into my face. ‘Not really?’

‘No, not really,’ I said, suddenly flattened again. ‘Come on, let’s get this over with.’ 

Taking me into another room, she hoisted me onto a bed, positioned just outside an enormous white metal tube. She placed various lumps of plastic around me and told me that the whole thing would take 20 minutes. ‘You must stay still,’ she intoned. ‘If you move a fraction of a millimetre, the scan won’t work. So even if you have an itch, don’t move. And I suggest that, since many people find this rather claustrophobic, you close your eyes.’

She gave me a flex with a soft plastic bulb attached – which I was to press if I couldn’t stand it – warned me that the whole procedure was incredibly noisy, and left to switch the contraption on. 

I had decided, long before submitting to this torture, that I would keep sane by counting the number of seconds in 20 minutes. It would keep my mind occupied and stop me freaking out, thinking, ‘How long have I been in here? Hours or days? What if there’s a fire in the hospital and everyone’s evacuated and they forget about me? What if my particular nurse has a heart attack and dies and no one finds her body till the following morning, when they’d discover me scanned to a crisp inside the machine, all my fillings embedded in the lid.’ 

And was it noisy! (Imagine operating a power drill in the middle of Oxford Street without protective earphones.) But after a while I started to get into it. I discovered that there was something utterly blissful about lying there, the centre of attention, with nothing, absolutely nothing, to do. I felt like a much-loved sleeping baby being stared at by its adoring relations. 

In fact, when it was all over and I was hauled out, I said, ‘God, I could have stayed in there all day!’ and at that point the nurse looked even more astonished than she had when I’d said I was 103. 

‘No one’s ever said that before in all my ten years here!’ she said. ‘They usually come out absolutely gibbering!’ 

The results will be ‘posted to my doctor’, she said. So I suppose it will be next year before I get any news. 

April 10

Ate an entire Family Pack of Maltesers. Felt very sick. 

April 11

Had a really scary thing happen to me today. I went to the newsagent to get some more milk, but when I looked for my purse I couldn’t find it. I told him I’d go back and get it but when I got back home, there was no sign of it. I was almost certain that I’d had it last night, and even this morning, but couldn’t for the life of me imagine where I’d put it. All my credit cards were inside so being without it would have been the end of the world. 

Then I thought maybe I’d got it in my hand when I went to the newsagent and put it on the counter, and then looked in my bag for it – a kind of batty move. So I went back. Nothing. I returned home again and scoured the house, even looking in rooms that I haven’t been into since last week. And looking in weird places like the lavatory. And pockets of clothes I hadn’t worn since last year. But nothing. I started to imagine that someone must have nicked it from my purse between here and the newsagent and I realized that I’d have to ring up the bank pretty soon and cancel all my credit cards. Otherwise at this very moment people would start ordering flat screen televisions and exotic handbags on my account. Then I thought, ‘Maybe it’s in the car!’ It might have fallen out onto the floor. So I went out and had a look – but nothing.

Back I came to the house and again looked in every room, under every chair and bed and cushion, even in the garden, mad as it was. I was just about to ring my bank to cancel the cards – I was holding the receiver and looking for the number in my address book – when I suddenly thought, ‘Why don’t I pray to St Anthony, the patron saint of lost things?’

So even though I have no religious faith at all, I bowed my head and sent up a fervent prayer to Old Tony. I sat down for about a minute to give him a chance to find it and then, giving up, turned to the telephone again. But as the number was ringing I was hit by a sudden thought. Perhaps it was in the pocket of my dressing gown? 

I went upstairs, put my hand in the pocket, and blow me, there it was! What it was doing in there I have no idea. Why would I put my purse in my dressing gown pocket? Honestly, the power of that monk. 

Still, oddly, even though I’d found my purse, the panic chemicals that had gone whizzing round my body remained with me until about teatime. 

April 13

What a brilliant day – or so it seemed to me – though actually it was no more brilliant than yesterday. I couldn’t understand why I was so happy, but I felt all spring-like and energized and for some reason all the aches and pains I usually have in my body had simply vanished. I actually ran up the stairs for the first time in weeks. In the garden the first daffodils were out and when I leaned down to smell them I was exhilarated. Even Pouncer, not known for his leaping abilities, was jumping about on the lawn like a spring lamb, trying to catch a baby frog no doubt. 

And, thank God, no noise from the dog. Actually, haven’t heard it for a while now and hoping, rather selfishly, that it’s either been taken away or died. Either way, I wouldn’t have to hear it suffering any more. 

April 14

I was just sorting out my freezer when the bell rang. Sorting out the freezer is rather like Christmas for me. I discover things I simply can’t remember ever buying – and they’re usually, by now, whitened with freezer burn around the edges. There was a packet of chicken livers (maybe; they might just as well have been a collection of benign and cancerous lumps placed there by some strange surgeon who was passing and saw the door open). Also a French loaf that was brittle with age – at least I think it was a French loaf, it might have been a thin leg of lamb – plus a pack of extremely old what-looked-like-stewing-steak. Then there was a rigid green cardigan I’d stuffed in months ago, to try and cure it of moths. Forgetting this, I’d later spent hours ringing up theatres, cinemas, restaurants and friends to ask if I’d left it on their premises – little knowing that, like a woolly mammoth lodged in the permafrost, it was here all the time, buried in the ice. 

What else? Some iced lollies I’d made for Gene, about six packets of frozen peas and a plastic box of something brownish-grey with a label on it which started ‘Delicious . . .’ and was then smudged beyond recognition, so I’ll never know what it was. No good serving it up as a pudding and finding that actually it was guacamole or aloo gobi. There was one sad chicken leg – can’t imagine what I was going to do with that but I kept it anyway, for stock in the future – and, triumph of triumphs, a ring that my lovely Archie gave me years and years ago. It wasn’t anything like the valuable one he’d given me, which I’d sold to help pay for the facelift, but a cheapie from the early days. It must have fallen off when I was stuffing the cardie in the freezer drawer.

Anyway, as I say, I was just wiping the drawers out, and about to put everything back in some kind of order and make a list of what was where, when the bell went. 

Cursing, and wiping my frozen hands on my apron, I opened the door to find an alarming creature on my doorstep, dressed in flowing green and gold, with wild curly red hair bursting from beneath an elaborate flower-laden straw hat, covered with rings and emanating a powerful smell of patchouli oil. She – I imagined it was either a ‘she’, or a very elaborate transvestite – wore bright red lipstick, was clasping her hands in front of her in a pleading gesture and had on her feet an enormous pair of blue Crocs. For one moment I thought the Romanian gangs that the Daily Rant insists are waiting to pounce on vulnerable middle-class women had well and truly arrived, and that this supplicating figure was just stage one in a dastardly scheme to appropriate my house. But this person didn’t look too dastardly. She was bursting with smiles and, the moment she saw me, reached out both hands, took mine in hers and pulled me forwards to embrace me, kissing me warmly on both cheeks.

‘Surprise!’ she said. ‘I’ve been told all about you! Straight away I knew we’d be friends! And now I’ve seen you it’s true! Oooh, your hands are cold!’ she said suddenly, pulling hers away and making a face.

‘Sorry, I was just cleaning out the free . . .’

‘I need to ask you a teeny favour,’ she said, ‘before you ask me in.’

My mind was whirring, riffling through the files, trying to imagine who the hell she was. Her voice was low and intimate and at the same time powerful, like one of those old actresses who, despite having drunk gin and tonics all their lives and smoked like chimneys, still have whispers that carry to the gallery. 

Then suddenly the penny dropped. It must be the new neighbour! 

‘Oh, you’re Melanie from next door!’ I stammered. 

‘Indeed I am!’ purred Melanie. ‘We have so much in common! You’re David Sharp’s ex, aren’t you! Oh, I remember David. We had a little fling a long time ago. Before he was married,’ she added hastily, giving a naughty smile and then covering her mouth coquettishly. ‘Terrible in bed, wasn’t he? Now, my removal van’s waiting at the end of the road – he’s a darling and so cheap – but we can’t park the van because your little old car is in front. If you moved it, there’d be just enough room.’

‘Of course!’ I said, going back into the house to get my keys. But how on earth did she know it was my car? And what was all that about David? I’d always enjoyed sex with him. Very much, actually, as far as I could remember. However, I resolved to keep an open mind. And in order to shift the power balance further in my favour I graciously asked if she’d like to come to supper tonight. (She could always have that weird brown thing called ‘Delicious . . .’.) 

‘My dear, you’re an angel!’ she said. ‘There is nothing I’d like more. I shall be exhausted! I’ll pop over at 8.30 just after I’ve done my meditation. And you won’t mind if we park some of my pots in your front garden just temporarily, will you? No, I know you won’t. Word of your great kindness has spread far and wide. I’ve just got so much stuff. Stuff. Isn’t it dreadful! It’s the curse of our age group.’

Pots in my garden? I was certain my hackles were rising, but unfortunately I have no idea what or, indeed, where, my hackles might be. We could sort it all out later.

Will she make a new wife for David? I think not!



Later

Melanie arrived half an hour late, a brilliant, jangling, gasping burst of smells, bells and scarves. She carried a nearly dead spider plant in a pink and white striped pot. The earth was as dry and brown as something out of my freezer.

‘I brought this for you, darling,’ she said, handing it to me. (Then she deposited an overflowing straw bag by the door and unfurled a lacy shawl from her shoulders, hurling it onto the stairs before she came into the sitting room. Rather unnervingly, she didn’t remove her hat.) ‘I found it behind the kitchen door and I thought, ‘if there’s one person who can bring this back to life, it’s the lovely Marie. I hear you have a wonderful way with plants.’

I thought back to the time, a few years ago, when I’d ordered vast quantities of flowering plants from a garden centre and only one had come up, but if she’d heard I had green fingers, so be it. ‘And I’ve brought you this as well,’ she added, producing from her bag an already-opened bottle of white wine which had about a third left. ‘I’ve been drinking it all day to get through and I thought it was a shame to waste the last bit. No . . . you have it all. I’ve had enough.’ Melanie had already followed me into the kitchen. I poured the remains into a glass and took a great gulp while she deposited another glittering golden stole over a chair and then somehow managed to open the garden door at the back, allowing a huge draught to blow in. I couldn’t work out how on earth she knew where the key was. Even though it was pitch black, she started to poke around, jumping up to see over the wall into her own garden. 

‘I’ve got such plans for this place, Marie,’ she yelled through the open door. ‘I’m going to gravel over the lawn, and make a maze of box hedges at the bottom, and then put the hot tub at the end, and a great mirror so we can all see ourselves – you must come over when it’s summer, we’ll have such fun, you and I – and I’m getting a sprung dance floor laid in the kitchen, and I’ve got this marvellous old jukebox . . .’

‘But how can you have a maze when it’s only a small garden?’ I shouted, turning the potatoes on. 

‘Oh, anything’s possible,’ said Melanie, airily, as she came back in. ‘You just have to ask your angels.’ She shrugged off a scarlet scarf and draped it over one of the kitchen chairs. ‘I’m like a child, you know, Marie,’ she added. ‘I have these child-like qualities and I bring out the child in everyone I meet!’ 

‘I see,’ I said coldly, thinking privately that it would be a long time before she brought out the child in me.

I opened a new bottle of wine, to which she gladly helped herself. And discovering, after a slightly precarious tasting moment, that the “Delicious” was a bit of old kedgeree I’d made a couple of years ago, I perked it up with some cream and lemon and it wasn’t bad. Over coffee in the sitting room, Mel, as she insisted I call her (‘Mar and Mel, we’ll be like Starsky and Hutch or Laurel and Hardy’) flung off her shoes and swung her feet onto the sofa. I heard about her three failed marriages, her daughter in rehab, her disastrous pottery venture in the South of France, and the time she was asked to give evidence at a Parliamentary Committee on homeopathy. She’d also lived in Nigeria, escaped prison when she was with a heroin dealer in Paraguay and done a course in reflexology. There was nothing she hadn’t done, no one, it seemed, she hadn’t slept with – she’d had one lover for every year of her life, 60 in all – and no experience she hadn’t had. I felt like an unadventurous and spinsterish old pudding. She also told me about her two children – the rehab one lives in the US and the other in Delhi. Can’t blame them, frankly. I imagine the moment they turned 16, they booked tickets for countries as far away from their mother as possible. 

She has three grandchildren who naturally have no idea who she is, since she can barely afford to visit them and they hardly ever come here. But she announced she hadn’t given up on men: ‘You never know, do you? There’s life in the old girl yet! The pilot light hasn’t completely gone out, if you know what I mean!’ 

At this point I informed her that any idea of sexual relationships with men was completely out of the question as far as I was concerned and she raised her eyebrows till they disappeared under her hat. 

‘Never say never, darling,’ she said. ‘You might get lucky any time. Fate is a wonderful thing. You and I still scrub up pretty well, and wouldn’t look too bad on a dark night with the moon behind us, as my grandmother used to say. We’ve just got to look stylish enough. You know what the saintly Mandela said, a natty dresser if ever there was one: “Appearance constitutes reality.” What say you and I go out on the pull one night?’

Finally, ‘Enough about me,’ she said, bestowing a charming smile on me as I opened another bottle of wine. ‘You must tell me all about you. I hear you’re a brilliant artist. Now, for a start, how are we going to cheer up this dreary street? I was thinking of starting a Residents’ Association once I get settled, but then I heard that there is one already, but it must be pretty dozy, to be honest, because it hasn’t done anything for the . . .’

‘I am the chair of the Residents’ Association,’ I said, acidly. Melanie was momentarily nonplussed. But she recovered quickly, waving a hand covered with rings. ‘Well, that’s marvellous! We can do great things! We’ll transform the street! Parties! Hanging baskets! And we must do something about the appalling parking situation! Is there a date for the next meeting? I want to be on the committee!’

When she finally got up to go at midnight I was exhausted. Then, while she kept me chatting in the cold outside my front door, to my immense fury, James passed by on his way back from dinner somewhere. He hung over the gate and naturally he had to be introduced and Melanie turned to me and said, ‘You’ve kept him hidden from me! You have such a dishy neighbour, you lucky girl. And he’s got a beard! I love beards, they’re so, so sexy!’ She reached out her hand to stroke James’ stubble, giving a kitten-like growl as she did so. 

‘Sadly, I’m gay,’ said James, half-flattered and half-embarrassed. She opened the gate and pulled him onto the front path, putting her arm through his. ‘We’ll soon see about that, darling,’ she said. ‘But I promise not to try without your permission. Otherwise I might be said to be “inappropriate”. Dreadful word that, isn’t it? Inappropriate. I love being inappropriate, don’t you, Mar? Now I must be off. We’ve had the most wonderful evening, Mar and I. I have talked most selfishly about myself the whole time, but I’m so happy to be here and have Mar as a neighbour – and you as, I hope, a new dear friend when we get to know each other better.’ She made a ‘mewing’ face at James and finally, making her way past all the pots she’d dumped in my front garden, wound her way to her house and shut the door.

‘What an absolutely lovely person!’ said James, through his beard, his eyes glittering delightedly. ‘So warm! And she obviously adores you! Aren’t we lucky to have her here! You must be thrilled! Better than boring old Brad and Sharmie, nice as they were!’ 

‘Hmm,’ I said. 

‘She must have been very pretty when she was young,’ he added as he left.

When I came back into the house I found Melanie (I refuse to call her ‘Mel’) had left a silvery scarf on my landing, and the whole place reeked of her patchouli oil. She was like a cat, I decided, marking out her territory. Pouncer was probably having a fit. Indeed, he was sitting on the middle of the carpet looking distinctly cross. His fur was all smoothed back, and he looked as if he’d been hiding somewhere while she’d been round. Now he ventured up on the sofa where she’d been reclining, giving disapproving sniffs from time to time. I’d have to watch out for her, I thought. ‘Mar!’ ‘Dear friend!’ ‘Must do something about the street!’ What a nerve!

As for her being pretty when she was young, I know quite a few people who everyone thinks must have been pretty when they were young but when you look back on the old photographs they often looked like the back of a bus. I bet she was one of those. 

April 21

‘Ketchup cancer cure claims “rubbish”, say experts’ (Daily Rant)

April 22

Maddeningly, at midday, when Graham moved in, who should be in her front garden fiddling about but Melanie herself? She draped herself over the wall, gawping as he and another young man unloaded boxes from the back of a large car they’d double-parked outside. 

‘And who are you?’ she asked, from under her hat.

‘I’m just moving in to Marie Sharp’s house as her lodger,’ replied Graham, nodding to me. 

‘Oh, are you?’ said Melanie, giving me a horribly sly look. ‘Giving up men, eh? That’s what she was saying last night, and now look who she’s got moving in. He’s just gorgeous,’ she added, to me. ‘Very fit. You like them young, don’t you! Only teasing!’ she added, seeing Graham’s laughing grimace as he staggered in with yet another box of books. 

‘Do forgive her,’ I whispered to him in the hall. ‘She’s only just moved in. She’s an absolute nightmare!’

But Graham for some reason simply grinned. ‘Oh she’s a game old girl!’ he said. ‘Doesn’t mean any harm. Must be lovely to have her as a neighbour. So warm.’ 

I bridled. Presumably these men only say that Melanie is warm compared to icy old me. Or was I just getting paranoid? Quite possibly. Or could it be that she is literally warm? There she was on a freezing April day, standing outside with only a dressing gown on as far as I could see, happily gossiping away, while I was inside the house covered with vast jerseys, my teeth chattering. 

Anyway, Melanie refused to leave them alone as they humped box after box into the house. 

‘You don’t do it by halves, Mar, do you!’ she purred. ‘I think you two gorgeous hunks need a drink after all that work.’ And she slipped inside her house, arriving back with two beers, which she handed to them. They downed them gratefully. I was left feeling ungrateful, and mean. 

‘Can I offer you a cup of tea?’ I said nervously when they came into the house. And bless them, even if it was just to humour me, they both said that was what they really wanted. 

‘Mar!’ yelled Melanie, from the front. ‘Mar!’

‘What?’ I asked tetchily, as I peered round the door. 

‘Forgot to ask . . . do you think I could borrow your hunks to move a bit of furniture around here? I’ve got a large wardrobe that needs lifting upstairs and an old oak chest that doesn’t look right on the top floor . . .’

‘Melanie!’ I said reprovingly. ‘Give them a break! You ask them if you’re so keen.’

‘What are they called?’ asked Melanie. 

‘Graham and William,’ I replied. 

‘Gray and Bill! Gray and Bill!’ she shouted through my door. ‘Will you come and help a damsel in distress!’ 

‘By the way, when are you going to move your pots?’ I asked.

‘Oh, very soon,’ she said casually. ‘But I think they look lovely in your garden. Makes the house look really chic. Still, don’t worry about them. What I want to know is: what’s that dreadful barking? Does it come from across the road? That house with the alley down the side? It sounds as if a dog is being murdered on an hourly basis.’

I’m afraid to say that the dog hasn’t gone away. I’ve been kept awake for the last two nights, first by its barking and then by just thinking about its horrible situation. ‘Oh, it’s ghastly, isn’t it?’ I said, relieved that at last we could share a mutual outrage.

‘Well, personally, if it goes on like this I’m tempted to get some poison, inject it into a steak and chuck it over the garden wall,’ she said. ‘It makes such a racket! Particularly when I’m trying to meditate!’

‘I was thinking more of rescuing it,’ I said nervously. ‘But I don’t know where I’d keep it.’

‘I’ll keep it,’ said Melanie. ‘For five minutes. Then I’ll take it to the local vet and get it put out of its misery. But seriously – do you mean what you say about rescuing it? I’m game, darling. Tonight?’

‘No, no, not tonight,’ I said, hastily. ‘I’ve got people coming round, I’m busy . . . let’s talk soon if it doesn’t stop.’

April 23 

Today is St George’s Day, which the English have never worked out how to mark. 

The Daily Rant celebrated in its own way with the headline ‘Britain will be “Little Romania”! Ruthless gangs invading!’ 

Underneath was a photograph of a group of unspeakably unsavoury characters, some with knives in their clenched teeth, boarding a boat and bearing a banner on which was written, ‘Brian! We coming!’ 

Think they meant ‘Britain’.







August

August 1

This morning, I was just in the middle of doing my exercises, which involve lying on my back stretching a long blue strip of what looks like an enormous rubber band around my knees, when there was a knock on the bedroom door and it was Graham, asking if he could borrow some of my milk. 

Felt a total chump lying there like a maniac.

August 2

Thought I’d clear out all the junk email on my computer. And couldn’t resist having a peek to see what it was. It all appeared to be emails from people promising to make my penis longer. ‘Make her scream when she sees your dick!’ said one. Another, oddly, asked me, ‘How do you feel about enriching yourself by means of war? It’s the very time to realize this. As soon as the military attack Syria, oil prices will rise as well as MONARCHY RESOURCES (MO_NK) share price!!! Go make cash and buy MO_NK shares!!!’


Later

I was just popping out to buy some dog food for Chummy when who should I see coming down the road towards me but Melanie! For some reason, I simply couldn’t face her. I didn’t want to have to stand there with her moaning about how guilty she felt about throwing chocolates over to the dog and as I was just passing my lovely Fiat, parked by the kerb, I gave a friendly wave to the old monster, hopped into the car, revved up and drove off. I was waiting at the lights, wondering how long I had to drive around before Melanie got into her house – a minute or so – when I noticed a string hanging out of the glove compartment. I turned into the Uxbridge Road, trying to open the flap – but failing in that, tugged at the string. To my horror, the air was filled with an ear-shattering shriek. The whole road turned to look at me, because clearly the racket could be heard outside. 

To start with, I thought that maybe the car had caught fire and the alarm had gone off, until I remembered it didn’t have an alarm. Then I realized what I’d done. I’d pulled the string of the rape alarm, which I’d stuffed inside the glove compartment. I couldn’t stop in the main road because everyone would stare at me, so I turned off into what would have been a peaceful side-street had I not been there. Feeling dreadfully guilty, I opened the car door, flung the shrieking rape alarm into the gutter and shot off as fast as I could, hoping that no one had noticed me. 

Came home and let myself in. Could still hear the rape alarm from several streets away, although the battery appeared to be running down. I felt awful, imagining the people who lived in that street and had now had their day ruined. Perhaps some of them were asleep after gruelling night shifts, or in bed recovering from operations, or worrying about dying loved ones, or dying themselves. And perhaps there were babies woken up from afternoon sleeps, their poor mothers staggering around looking for milk bottles, the dads grumbling and an argument brewing.

Still, I got over it eventually.

August 3

‘Orphan sex slaves on offer in high street!’ (Daily Rant)

August 5

Keep feeling awful about leaving Chummy when I go out. Every time I shut the door he sets up such a wretched howling that I want to turn back and simultaneously shoot him and hold him in my arms, breathing sweet nothings into his pointed furry ears. God knows how Melanie can stand the noise but she’s been surprisingly understanding so far. I should think so too – considering, for all her whinges, she never did a thing to help us rescue him. 

Even though school has broken up, they’re continuing weekly holiday art classes for those whose parents are working. There’s also chess and sport, and gym and break-dancing, and the atmosphere is much more fun and relaxed. The only problem with all this is that there’s less time to do any of my own work. But I must say it’s all tremendously jolly. 

Today, when the class was over and Zac was still sitting there – everyone else having gone off to have their packed lunches in the playground, as the canteen was closed for the hols – I pulled up a school chair next to him, feeling rather silly because the chair was about half normal-size and my knees were up to my chin. 

‘Why doesn’t he go out and play with the other children?’ I said, pointing to the child in his picture and coming over all therapeutic. 

Zac turned his pale face to me and stared at me with watery blue eyes. He didn’t look as if he’d washed his hair for a while or even combed it, and his clothes were crumpled as if he’d slept in them. 

‘He doesn’t want to. He’s sad,’ he said. Not being a therapist, I didn’t really know how to move the conversation along, though I felt I had grazed an emotional seam. 

‘What would make him happy?’ I asked, gently. 

Zac was silent. 

‘Would seeing his mummy or daddy make him happy?’ I asked, feeling like a terrible psychic bull lumbering into this little boy’s china shop.

Zac stared at me again, gave a bleak smile and turned away. 

‘His daddy doesn’t love him,’ he said suddenly. ‘And the little boy doesn’t love his daddy.’

Poor Zac. I wished I could do something more for him. I wished I’d been trained as a genius therapist so that I could guide his feelings somewhere but I couldn’t. Despite dire warnings from the school about not getting too close to the children, I instinctively put my arm round his cold, bony little shoulders and hugged him. 

There was absolutely no response from him at all. I released my grip. 

‘I hate coming to school,’ he said suddenly. 

‘I know you do,’ I said, after a pause. ‘I used to hate going to school. But it won’t go on for ever. And this isn’t really school, is it? It’s holiday school,’ I added, pitifully trying to put a happy gloss on the fact that his mother was working her socks off during the day. 

‘I don’t mind art,’ he added. I wasn’t sure if he was just being polite. I assumed that he meant it and put my hand over his on the desk. I was struck by how big and wrinkly my fingers looked compared to his slim and delicate little ones.

‘Thank you,’ I said. ‘Well,’ I added, hesitantly, ‘I very much enjoy seeing you every week.’ 

I felt utterly hopeless. All I’d done was to go crashing into his emotional interior with no idea of how he worked and now I was leaving him high and dry. And the worst thing was, what I’d said wasn’t even true. I didn’t enjoy seeing him every week. He was like wretched Chummy had been – every bark had tapped into some uncomfortable bit of me that simply felt guilty and frustrated that I couldn’t do anything to help.

Zac looked up at the clock. ‘I’d better eat my lunch,’ he said, with no particular enthusiasm, hoiking from his backpack a lunchbox covered with pictures of Shrek. (One of the more loathsome cartoon creations.) ‘But I’m not hungry.’

I nodded and paused before speaking.

‘Some time soon, I’m hoping to have a chat with your mum, so tell her I’m looking forward to seeing her,’ I said. I hadn’t thought this out but, as I said it, I realized it was a good tactic. The woman hadn’t even agreed and there was the risk that, if she knew I’d told Zac I was going to see her, she might become even more furious. But perhaps, I thought, that fury would propel her in to school, if nothing else. 

‘Are you going to talk about me?’ he said, and for a moment his eyes met mine, flickering with interest.

‘Yes,’ I said. I had the strong instinct that few people in the past had ever been honest with him. ‘I am.’

But he’d slumped again into a kind of affectless stare.

‘It won’t make any difference,’ he said. 

‘No harm in trying, is there?’ I said. ‘I think you’re sad because your dad’s gone away. For the moment,’ I added – and as I said it, I realized I might be letting too much hope steal in. But all the same, I was determined that he should at least take on board the possibility of a meeting with his father.

Zac turned his head and stared at the wall. I got up, ruffled his hair, and said I’d see him next time. And as I got to the door Zac spoke. ‘I don’t want to see my dad,’ he said. ‘He’s not my dad any more. I hate him. He promised and promised he wouldn’t go away again and he broke his promise.’

As I walked down the corridor my heart was breaking. But I was glad I’d had that conversation. It gave me something to fight for. And having spoken to Zac, I felt there was hope somewhere. He had opened up to me a little bit. I could see the crack in the door, even though it was on a heavy chain. Maybe it would never open again but I had spotted a glimmer of light, even if I hadn’t got very far at all.

August 13

Just had lovely card from Gene. He’s gone to a summer camp in the Lake District on his own and is having a ‘brilliant time!!!!!’ Apparently they spend all their time singing camp songs and whittling sticks. Whittling sticks! For some reason I feel incredibly proud of him, being able to whittle a stick. 


Later

Came back from school to find that Chummy had not only chewed through my copy of the Rant, which I’d been looking forward to reading over a cup of tea, but also appears to have eaten Gene’s card. God, no wonder that woman kept him howling in the garden all day! But I realized that it’s no good – I can’t have him prowling round the house. He’s too big and slobbery and every time he wags his tail he breaks something. Pouncer is absolutely miserable, poor chap, and just sulks around the edges of the walls or hides under the sofa, scared out of his poor little feline mind. The only place he’s really happy is my bedroom because I won’t let Chummy in there, so Pouncer sticks around on my bed. I’ve even had to put a cat-tray in there – which is, of course, totally disgusting. I hear him in the middle of the night sometimes, scratching away, throwing those tiny bits of grey rubble all over my carpet, but it’s a small price to pay. 

Not sure how long he’ll want to stay at home, actually. 


Later

Rang Sylvie and Harry to see if they’d like Chummy. They’re used to dogs, so it wouldn’t be difficult for them to incorporate another one into their life, I’m sure. But they were away, so then rang David who said he’d be delighted to look after Chummy – temporarily, at least – until we can find someone else to have him. He’s coming up to London in ten days on some business errand, so he’ll pick him up on the way back. Only a few more days till Chummy goes, then. I’ll be glad to see the back of him. 

August 17

Got back from my weekly trip to Waitrose not only to find a letter from the hospital giving me the date next week for an ultrasound scan – relief! – but also to get a call from my cousin Bella who lives in Suffolk. She rang to say she’d found my old doll’s house in her attic – she’d inherited it when I’d grown out of it – as well as a shoebox full of furniture and little people. 

‘Is there a bendy man in it?’ I asked, trying not to sound too excited. He’d been the ‘father’ of the house, with brown wool bound round his tiny wiry limbs. Brown, of course, because he was a man and in those days men never wore anything but brown. ‘And a dressing table, with a tiny round bit of glass stuck on?’

‘Yes, it’s all there,’ she said. ‘Next time you come to stay we’ll play with it together!’ she added, jokingly. 

I was thrilled. But whatever she’d said, one of the major problems about being an adult is that you can’t play with things. I suppose you could, self-consciously, in an earnest therapy group. But every time your teddy hit another person’s stuffed rabbit, a ponderous counsellor would be on hand to tell you that it signified the rage you felt for your father. Thanks!

A lot of my granny friends clearly don’t go in for playing. Marion, for instance, loves her grandchildren but, beyond a bit of colouring or making biscuits together, she can’t join in the fun. She’s quite prepared to go to the park and feed the ducks, or read endless books to them. She’ll help them collect dried leaves and stick them into a chart and buy them toys galore. But she won’t actually play with them. 

I remember, when Gene was small, pretending the sofa was a boat, and the cushions we’d thrown on the floor were fish. We used a string bag to catch them with and every so often he’d dive onto the carpet to kill a shark, which I would then ‘cook’. (This always involved a stirring motion over a pretend pot.) After putting it in the ‘oven’ – under the footstool in front of the fire – we’d take it out and eat it. Unless, of course, the shark escaped from the ‘oven’, as it so often did, and we had to start all over again. 

Once, we built an entire city out of cardboard boxes on the lawn. There was a prison (his) and an art gallery (mine) and a hospital and a post office, and luckily I took a photograph before a huge monster (Gene) came down from the sky and destroyed it all by jumping up and down on it until it was flattened. 

When Jack was tiny, we used to play dinosaurs in the bath, into which I’d poured gallons of bubble stuff. I’d make my hands into a couple of these creatures – my little, ring and index fingers and thumbs as legs and my middle fingers as their waving heads. This pair would walk along the edge of the bath making rude remarks, occasionally pushing each other into the water and constantly demanding hats and coats from Jack, who’d obligingly cover them in bubbles. Jack talked to them as if they were real, in a completely different voice from the one he used to me.

I think that, until they’re about six, children do regard their grandparents not as adults like their mums and dads, but as huge playmates. Gene was always saying things like, ‘You be the bad bear, Granny, and I’ll be the good bear.’ Or ‘Watch out, Granny! He’s coming to eat you up! I’ll save you!’ 

But I’m afraid those days are over now. (I borrowed that phrase from an elderly friend of Penny, who says she uses it whenever she’s asked to something she doesn’t want to go to. Rather a chilling remark really, and sad, but incredibly useful. I think a lot of ‘those days are over now’ for me too.)

August 18

Went to the hospital to have the fabled scan. I lay in a darkened room until a woman finally came in and introduced herself as my radiologist. She rubbed some gel on the lump and passed a kind of plastic wand over it, all the time staring at the screen. 

‘Any monsters in there?’ I asked, genially (but inside, of course, frantic with worry that there were monsters in there). 

‘It has rather an unusual structure,’ she said, frowning at the screen. ‘But I don’t think you have anything to worry about. You’ve had an MRI scan, haven’t you?’

‘Yes.’

‘And you’re having a laparoscopy?’

‘Yup. A peek and shriek,’ I said, so nervous I could hardly stop the jokes coming. 

‘You’ve been to see Mr Melchett,’ she said, turning to me and smiling. ‘He’s dreadful, isn’t he? He shouldn’t talk like that to the patients.’

‘To make things even odder, he was a friend of my son Jack, and I used to pick him up from school occasionally and bring him home for tea. Rather strange to find he now has the power of life and death over me,’ I said. 

There was a long silence and she seemed absorbed in staring at a screen while she rolled the scanner over my tummy. The gel was cold. 

‘I know – you’re not looking at my tummy at all,’ I said. ‘You’re catching up on the latest episode from your boxed set of Breaking Bad.’

Finally she turned and gave a wry smile. She put her instruments away and handed me a tissue to wipe the gel off my tummy. 

‘Thank you so much!’ I said as I climbed down from the table. ‘What a relief. But back to the lump – nothing creepy?’

‘Not that I can see. But you’ll have to talk to Mr Melchett about the results. I’m not really meant to tell patients what I see. But when patients are really worried, like you, I sometimes break the rules.’

‘How did you know I was worried?’ I said. 

She paused. ‘Happy face,’ she said with a sudden look of kindly sympathy. ‘Jokes. Always a sign.’

August 20

I didn’t sleep well. Was it because of what the radiologist had said? No matter how reassuring she’d tried to be, the phrase ‘unusual structure’ kept playing over and over in my mind. Did she mean some weird cancer or something like a building by Zaha Hadid? I know she said she can’t see anything wrong but I have a feeling that, although I’m not aware of being very worried, I am deep down. It would be odd if I weren’t. I’m just so exhausted these days. I start to worry about whether it’s the cancer – if, indeed, it is cancer – that’s making me knackered or, more likely, the anxiety about the cancer. I keep waking up in the middle of the night, aching all over and with what feels like an incipient migraine. 

August 21 

This afternoon I took Gene to see a matinee performance of The Mousetrap as his birthday present. It’s been running, incredibly, for over 60 years – in fact for so long that I realized my own grandmother had taken me to see it when I was about Gene’s age. Indeed the audience was jam-packed with grannies bringing their grandchildren as a holiday treat. 

I found it a bit tedious because I knew all along whodunnit the second time round – and it was very old fashioned and slow – but Gene was captivated. He loved booking the drink at the bar for the interval, browsing through the programme, getting the opera glasses out of the little gadget in front of the seats. He’d finished the tube of Pringles we’d bought before the curtain went up (something we’d never had in my day and very noisy) and as the lights went down and the sinister music started, he reached out and squeezed my hand. In the interval, after our drink, he queued for ice-creams by himself – proudly handing me mine and showing me where to find the little plastic spoon which was, mysteriously, hidden in the lid under a piece of cardboard.

A huge success and we came back on the Underground saying, ‘I loved the bit when . . .’ and ‘I thought it was the old woman at first, didn’t you, Granny?’ It was so peculiar to think that, all those years ago, my grandmother and I probably had exactly the same conversation. Only of course in those days we’d have come back in a cab. 

August 22

This morning I did what
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