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Chapter One: Where there’s a Will
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Malcolm’s phone rang. The caller was Roy, and he sounded far from happy.

‘When are you going to let me in? I’ve been stood here for ten minutes ringing your bloody bell.’

Malcolm shuffled to the front door and began freeing the locks and chains. Through the glass, he could see his old friend and spotted the angry expression on his face. He’d have to placate him and explain that he disconnected the doorbell simply to get some peace from unwanted callers. In the event that explanation wasn’t needed; Roy Leathard breezed in, beaming like a man who’d just won the lottery. He dropped his coat casually onto a nearby chair.[image: Gemini_Generated_Image_iy62dviy62dviy62.png]

‘Do you want to hear some good news for a change?’

Malcolm did not. Other folks’ good news depressed him. Maybe it shouldn’t, but it did. And similarly, their misfortune cheered him. He wandered off to the kitchen to make the tea. Roy followed and watched as his grudging host reached up to a high shelf, removed an ancient mug with a picture of Queen Victoria on it, then tipped the contents out onto the counter. Toenail clippers, tangled up in elastic bands, and several rusted paperclips fell out over the faded Formica. 

‘I remembered you like a mug to drink your tea out of,’ observed the oldster.

‘I do, but you might clean the bloody thing first, Malc.’ 

Ignoring this comment on his hygiene, Malcolm continued,

‘Come on then, let’s have it. I can tell you’re bursting.’

That was true. Indeed, nothing could suppress Roy’s eagerness to spill the beans. Even as he watched the old miser transfer a used teabag from his own breakfast cup and dump it unceremoniously into the grubby mug, he just had to share his good news.

‘You know Adrian Pickles, the old boy I regularly visit in the care home: the one I used to run messages for? Well, I’ve just come from the reading of his will.’

‘Is he dead?’

‘No, he’s in Switzerland scaling the North Face of the Eiger! Yes, of course, he’s fucking dead. How else would I be at the reading of his last will and testament?’

Malcolm said nothing, pouring boiling water into the mug and over the already spent teabag. Roy continued.

‘Adrian, or The Very Reverend Pickles as I should call him, was archdeacon at the cathedral, but I got to know him through his work at the Gaiety Theatre. Like me, he was a volunteer there. He used to give a hand behind the boards.’

‘So I understand,’ observed Malcolm, ‘until he got caught?’

Roy suddenly looked serious.

‘Anyone can make a mistake! The judge accepted that he was on medication and that the stage lighting triggered him.’

‘Funny how he didn’t need theatre lights to trigger him in the Pavilion Gardens.’

The two retired schoolmasters paused a while to reflect.

‘So,’ resumed Roy, ‘all good things come to an end, and he retired from the theatre. All that bending over had become too much, or perhaps it was the stairs, I’m not sure? Anyhow, next thing he sells his town house and moves into the care home. That’s where I started visiting him.’

Roy began to recount the litany of things he did for the old Archdeacon. He would sit and read the newspaper to him or chat about the past; write letters on his behalf, make phone calls, and do messages. Soon, he became indispensable to the venerable clergyman, and they were close friends. But Malcolm was not listening: he had zoned out of these reminiscences and was looking around the kitchen. He had a daily routine, and nothing, including others’ conversations, was permitted to interrupt it. It was time for his daily pill regimen. He lined up a collection of bottles on the counter, then tipped out a colorful array of vitamins and supplements, expecting, in a childlike way, his visitor to show interest. Then he could hold forth on the subject of vitamins for the next twenty minutes at least. But Roy did not take the bait; this was his news day. Oblivious, Malcolm fueled his mouth with a handful of cod-liver oil and zinc tablets, and slurping some water, garbled,

‘So, how much did he leave you, this vicar?’

‘Twenty thousand pounds.’

Malcolm’s throat spasmed: he choked, then coughed violently, pebble-dashing the kitchen cupboards with pills. Rat-a-tat-tat, they went, ricocheting off the melamine.

Roy’s eyes sparkled.

‘Thought that would get your attention.’

It had. Still spluttering and coughing, Malcolm cleaned up his mess, pushing away the supplements. He shepherded Roy through to the sitting room and sat him down.

‘Twenty thousand, eh? That was a lucky break, I must say. So you knew this fellow through the theatre; you know so many people. I’ve got nobody. Comes of being the only child of only children.’

Roy sympathized.

‘I get it, and at our age, we’re invisible. But you could consider doing voluntary work. How about hospital visiting? They’re always looking for folks to drop by and cheer up the patients. You could tell them about railways, travel, and all the places you wanted to visit but never saw, things you dreamed of achieving, but never did, people you... ’

‘Yes! You don’t have to lay it on with a trowel.’

Roy immediately regretted his suggestion. Don’t patients suffer enough without having to listen to Malcolm’s life story? But who knows? In a hospital, his sleep-inducing monologs might be soothing. In fact, the dreariness of his life might help them accept more readily their misfortune. Roy gave his friend time to process this, then waited for the conversation to return to his own recent windfall and what he intended to do with the money. But he suspected that Malcolm could not be less interested in that. Hospitality at Lilac Oval had run out, and its resident was now dyspeptic with envy. Roy had scored his little victory, and it was time to go. He walked into the hall to retrieve his coat. As he picked it up, a newspaper in the pocket stuck out. Malcolm, opening the door, turned.

‘I’ll have your newspaper if you’re done with it.’ 

Roy grinned.

‘Be my guest. I picked it up at the solicitors’ office.’

And he handed him the latest edition of ‘Mortuary Monthly.’

Malcolm was transfixed. He heard Roy close the door, get into his car, and drive off. Alone at last, he began to flick through the paper. Among the advertisements for undertakers and monumental masons were listings of those who had died recently. The old schoolmaster derived no small pleasure in recalling those he had outlived, and that list was growing. But, of course, he knew that one day it would be his turn to join the list.

He passed over the obituaries and settled on the section showing local deaths. Suddenly, he stared! There it was before his very eyes.

TRIPP, Henry Martin, 99, dear husband of Audrey, much-loved father of Irene and grandfather of Stacey and Nicholas. Funeral at the City Crematorium Thursday, the 17th. No flowers, donations to the Tripp family, cash preferred.

Malcolm read the announcement multiple times. He himself was a Tripp, so who was this character of whom he’d heard nothing? This Henry Martin Tripp who had almost made it to his 100th birthday? Tripp is an unusual name. He studied the text over and over again, and something was becoming clear: he must attend that funeral to discover who these people were. His own parents had been the solitary sort and made nothing of family, leaving young Malcolm to assume he had few close relatives. That’s just how it was. But what if?

He glanced over at Roy’s abandoned drink. The tea had not been touched. Malcolm grabbed the ancient mug and headed into the kitchen where he could hear the drone of a vacuum cleaner next door. 

‘Bloody woman! Why does she have to start this caper every morning? Those carpets must be sucked threadbare by now.’  

Just then, it stopped. The old curmudgeon, tipping out the tea, slammed down the mug on the drainer and began to wash the breakfast dishes by hand. The washing-up liquid had been watered down so much it was almost colorless. Malcolm was swishing the water, trying to create a lather when he heard an urgent knock at the front door. He was minded to ignore it but it came again, louder and more demanding. 

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ he muttered, as he dried his hands.

He peered through the glass of the door. Surely not? Not Ethel from next door? What did she want? He opened the door, dreading the outcome.

‘I think you need to get your bell fixed, Mr. Tripp. I’ve been ringing it like an idiot.’

‘Well, what is it?’

‘A bit embarrassing, I must say. I don’t know if you know, but Ernie has been off color for the last week or two. His back. Anyway, he was leaning out of the bed trying to bang on the floor to tell me to keep the noise down when he fell out.’

‘Well? Can’t he climb back in?’

Ethel looked around, conspiratorially, as though the whole neighborhood was listening and whispered,

‘Actually, he can’t. He’s got one of those ‘men’s problems.’ I don’t like to ask. It’ll be a great favor if you could help me get him back into bed.’

Malcolm would normally have scotched this request in a second, but still musing on his chat with Roy, and the suggestion that he should be doing more to help others, he weakened and agreed. 

His neighbors Ernie and Ethel Bartle were, physically speaking, a petite couple. Indeed, when they got married, if they had not stood halfway up a flight of stone steps outside the church, their heads would not have appeared on the wedding photographs. Now, in old age, Ernie weighed no more than 140 pounds, mostly sinew and gristle. All the same, Malcolm did not relish the task of lugging this decrepit load from the floor into the bed.

Ethel led her neighbor next door and upstairs. Her stranded husband was on the floor, for sure, but he appeared to have the telly remote in his hands and was flicking between channels.

‘Now then,’ said Malcolm, assessing the situation. 

Ernie was attired in pajamas, underneath which was an array of underwear of various sorts. In and of himself, he seemed well enough. Ethel sprang into action.

‘If I grab his legs, Mr. Tripp, can you get the top half?’

Malcolm thought for a moment.

‘But his legs will be heavier. Should I not do that?’

Ethel silently mouthed to her assistant,

‘I’m not sure he’ll want you connecting with his lower regions.’

This was a red line for Malcolm, whose microscopic amounts of human empathy were fast running out.

‘Beggars can’t be choosers! Do you want to get back into bed or not, Mr. Bartle?’

And without waiting for a reply, he grabbed the neighbor’s spindly legs and raised them off the floor before Ethel could connect with his shoulders. Ernie screamed in pain.

‘Christ Almighty! My fucking back! I’m in agony. Get him off, Eth!’

But Malcolm had picked up the geriatric load as if he were a rag doll. Ethel dropped to her knees to get a better grip and shoveled the upper half of her man onto the mattress.

‘Try not to fall out again!’ said Malcolm. Ernie glared at him.

Wife and helper then headed downstairs, where Ethel tried to smooth things over.

‘Can I get you a coffee, Mr. Tripp, or maybe something stronger?’

Malcolm declined and was set to leave when Ethel stopped him.

‘I saw that Mr. Leathard came to see you this morning. He looked very chipper, not a care in the world.’

Roy’s bequest was the last thing Malcolm wanted to think about, so he at once took the conversation in an unscheduled direction.

‘Aye, that’s right. He popped in to tell me about a relation of mine that has just died, a Henry Martin Tripp. I plan to go to the funeral, but I can hardly announce myself when I don’t know for sure if I’m related. I’ve never heard of the fellow and have no way of finding out who he is.’

‘Oh, but I have,’ smiled Ethel. ‘I’m on a family history site called ‘Dust to Dust’ and I should be able to log on and find your relation, no problem.’

Malcolm paused: would this cost him? Ethel read his thoughts.

‘And it won’t cost you a penny. Oh, and on the subject of something for nothing, I’ve got this you might like.’ 

She wandered off to the kitchen where there was the clattering of drawers being opened and closed, then she reappeared with a miniature bottle.

‘Somebody gifted us this scrappy little bottle of Baileys Irish Cream last Christmas. No use to us. I don’t like the stuff and it’s hell on Ernie’s prostate, so maybe I could let you have it.’

Malcolm rarely refused anything that he could either consume himself or trade, so he took it, adding,

‘I’ve heard it’s nice over Shredded Wheat.’ 

Back next door, the old man deposited the Bailey’s in his drinks cupboard and went to wash his hands. Ernie’s underwear could certainly have been fresher. Then he sat down to take stock of the morning. The retired schoolmaster hated being rushed into decisions and he liked only to deal with item b once item a had been taken care of. Such a lot had happened, and he needed to clear his mind of all distractions. He sat for a while, then made himself some tea and watched the news. He’d wash the car next; that would take his mind off things. He was just gathering together the items he needed when the phone rang.

‘Yes,’ he snapped.

‘Only me,’ piped Ethel. ‘I didn’t want to come round and stand at your door ringing a bell that isn’t there, so I’m phoning. I know you said your dad was an only child, but I’ve got news for you. Henry Martin Tripp was his brother, your uncle, and there’s no doubt whatsoever about it. You can check my research. His wife, Audrey, is deceased, but he is exceeded, or surpassed, or whatever they call it, by a daughter, Irene, who must be about your age. If you do go to that funeral, at least now you’ll know where you fit in.’

Ethel was far more savvy than Malcolm. She was determined and quick-witted whereas he was indecisive and wet. But as she put down the phone, she did not realize the impact her call had just had on her elderly neighbor. For Malcolm, Roy Leathard’s windfall now paled into irrelevance. It would take all he had to get to grips with what he had just learned.

‘What was that all about?’ asked Ernie when Ethel next appeared.

‘Just a call to him next door. I’ve just told him that some old geezer with the same family name as him who’s just died is his uncle.’

She chuckled to herself.

‘What the hell did you want to go and do that for?’ asked Ernie.

‘Don’t you remember? He’s the one that tried to cut down my eucalyptus tree. I don’t forget these things. You might, I don’t.’
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Chapter Two: Fallout
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Malcolm’s next few days were wretched. The interest aroused and optimism he felt after reading Mortuary Monthly had been crushed by Ethel’s claim that the Henry Martin Tripp referred to was not only a relative but was in fact his uncle; a family member either unknown or kept from him. Malcolm hardly knew which was worse. But he was furious with his ever-interfering neighbor, Ethel. Granted, he and she were not on the best of terms: yes, he had once tried to cut down her beloved eucalyptus tree, but he had not succeeded. The tree was thriving. And had she not avenged herself, reporting him to the police for playing around with fireworks and inadvertently setting fire to the city mosque? He now regretted ever saying anything to her about HMT (as he was now referring to the deceased Henry Martin). This whole affair was trying. Had this relative simply been a stranger, Malcolm could have attended the funeral incognito and no harm done. He would have been in control of the situation, which was essential to him. Ethel’s revelation, however, changed all that. And now if he showed up, he would meet at least one person, the daughter Irene, who might, not unreasonably, ask who he was.

So the old chap did what he usually did in times of personal crisis: he planned a train journey. It might settle his anxiety and clear his head. He wandered into the kitchen, planning to make a flask of tea and some sandwiches. No need to waste money buying overpriced refreshments at train stations! But he stalled. There was no point to his journey; why not just let things take their course? If he got hungry, he’d have to do something about it. He dressed, caught the bus, and made his way to the city railway station. He opted for a day return to Dalehead and so made his way to the booking office. It was crowded: workers, foreign students, holiday makers, and those, like nuns or rabbis, that you only ever seem to see in train stations or airports. The floor was littered with the backpacks of denim-clad travelers and the strollers of flustered moms. An official from the railway approached Malcolm. She smiled and was very businesslike.

‘As you can see, we’re very busy. May I ask where you’re going?’

She only meant to help. Malcolm eyed her up and down, scowling.

‘What’s it to you? I’m here to buy a ticket; that’s all you need to know.’

If the clerk was offended by this brusqueness, she managed not to show it.

‘It’s just that we can access most tickets from the machine over there. I’m here to help you.’

What she couldn’t know was that Malcolm’s relationship with money was a religion; the act of making a purchase, handing over cash, and getting stuff in return was the nearest he ever came to receiving the sacrament
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