
Evie, wonder of science






Evie is not sure why she is in the lane near her house. Nowadays, it takes a while for the back story to fill in, like water flowing into a rippled tide bed. 

She stops, breathless. And sure enough, the events leading up to this moment present themselves. She remembers leaving the Old Vicarage early with a hard-boiled egg in her pocket. She feels for it now, a smooth pebble wrapped in a serviette. There’s even a twist of salt in a screw of paper. Philip would approve.

The thought that she is missing her thirty-eighth brain scan, and that Dr Bhati will be cross with her, has not yet emerged. Evie has become blasé about seeing her brain, its zones radiating colours like satellite pictures of planet earth. She is tired of being questioned, prodded and resonated, tired of having her blood taken, nurses chasing her shy veins.

‘Foxhole Lane,’ she whispers. She had taken pride in saying these words to the bus driver. He didn’t even check my pass, she thinks, disappointed but relieved too, because it wasn’t actually hers but one of a random collection they kept at Reception, belonging to defunct residents. Funny how ancient those photos make you look, she thinks, forgetting that she herself is ninety-two. 

It's a bit chilly, but Evie feels like ripping off her coat to expose herself to this precious substance all around her – fresh air, unfiltered, unbreathed by anyone else. She takes a long sniff. Pungent, she thinks, enjoying the word along with the sensation. 
Evie navigates her walker carefully over the uneven surface. Although she has skipped breakfast, she doesn’t feel hungry – just a sense of elation at having made it this far.
Wait till I tell Philip about the hard-boiled egg, and the bus pass, she thinks, but the idea is accompanied by a little shadow she doesn’t want to examine right now.

Dr Bhati explained that it would take a while before things could get back to normal. He talked about astronauts when they re-enter the earth’s atmosphere. Like them, Evie would need to build up her strength. Re-entry. Into your own life. 

Evie stops to marvel at a perfect spider web – a necklace strung with tiny droplets. She touches it and a mottled spider sidles over. Recognition. A sentient creature, responding to her signal. It doesn’t happen often. Most people step round her, as if she is a shadow herself.
Evie feels again for her boiled egg. 

‘Extra hard please’ she had whispered to the cook.
‘But Evie, you’ve always been a three-minute person!’ 

Some things don’t change, the cook had implied, but this was different. She had changed. Since the surgery, since the therapy and the thirty-seven brain scans.

‘Keep it under your hat,’ said Dr Bhati. ‘It’s all still ongoing.’






*

Evie had moved into the Old Vicarage because Philip couldn’t cope any longer. Cooking, shopping. Other things too – things that nobody liked to talk about.

She watches the spider move back to the edge of its web and something catches at her throat. 

Philip. He hasn’t been to visit her lately. Not like him to stay away.
That thing you can know and not know. Evie tries to swallow, but the thing is firmly lodged there.

Her daughter Caroline had talked about Philip’s funeral, of which Evie remembers nothing.

‘You were smiling at everybody. Like it was a birthday party.’  

Caroline sometimes tells Evie other things she did during that shadow time, until her husband shushes her.

Evie had blinked back what felt like tears, although her eyes were dry. With this new found awareness, the ability to feel pain. Perhaps she does remember something of the funeral? A face smiling down at her, someone stroking her hair like a baby. But babies cry and she hadn’t – she was certain – cried for Philip.

Evie tries to swallow. I could just eat one of those blackberries, she thinks, stepping carefully over nettles and cow parsley. But the plump one she is reaching for falls off before she can grab it. 

Better get on. Mustn’t keep Philip waiting.

Knowing and not knowing. She can see her chimney now. And as an age-old reflex to being close to home, the urgent need to pee. Soon. Right now. 
Squat down here and hope nobody comes past.

But getting up’s not so easy, clutching at – ouch! A thorny branch. Grappling with the three-wheeler which is trying to collapse on top of her.

As Evie brushes off the mud and bracken, she almost wishes there had been somebody there to witness this little victory. A big black car whooshes past and she steps back, startled. It crosses her mind that somebody will have noticed her absence by now.

 ‘A wonder of science, that’s what you are, Evie,’ Dr Bhati had said, ‘but it’s going to be a long process. We mustn’t raise false hopes.’
Evie knows that her husband Philip is waiting in their home. But at the same time, she knows he died four years ago. And that she never said goodbye.

*

Wonder where that car was off to, thinks Evie. The lane finishes in a cul de sac after the church.
‘Nearly home’ she mutters, trying to banish the shadows which lurk in her peripheral vision. Out of focus, like dust twitching on the edge of a film projector.

Getting this far, washing, dressing herself, has been like the game of shipwreck Evie and her brothers used to play. Grab rails, hand holds, clinging onto the bus, never letting go, never letting yourself slip back into that ocean, never giving up until you reach home.

*

Evie is standing in front of her house, where she has longed to be. But she is puzzled. When had they ordered this iron gate with spikes? The old one was wooden, with the paint flaking if you didn’t sand and coat it with royal blue every couple of years, which Philip always did. And while the neighbour’s garden looks unaltered, hers has been paved and gravelled to accommodate a shiny black car.

‘Land Cruiser,’ Evie reads aloud. She has a fluttery feeling in her tummy. She stumbles a bit, then points her three-wheeler past the cottages, past the pond. Nobody about. When she reaches the church she sits down on the bench by the lych-gate.

My house … she thinks, pulling her coat around her because the day hasn’t warmed up yet, and there’s a pinch of Autumn in the air which she had been enjoying up until now. Then, from an anxious tangle of thoughts, a scrap of information emerges. 
There had been talk of her house being rented out, so as not to leave it empty.
That must be the tenant’s car on the driveway. Perhaps I should introduce myself, thinks Evie, but instead she starts reading the church notices aloud, relishing every syllable. Reading is something she hasn’t been able to do for many years, not until Dr Bhati came to claim her for his research. 

The words evoke a sensation of lemon drizzle cake. Evie closes her eyes, tunnelling back through her own life, to church fetes and bazaars. If I could just get inside my house, she thinks.

The sun has moved round but Evie’s bench is still in shadow. She shivers as she starts back towards the house, pressing heavily on her three-wheeler. It must be nearly dinner time and she hopes Philip has got something in, although not knowing she was coming today – 

Baked beans’d be nice, she thinks, the two interlocking threads running side by side. Knowing and not knowing that Philip won’t be home, waiting for her.

The black car has gone now. As Evie walks round the back, she notices that the mare’s tail, which Philip used to spend hours digging out, has come back – vigorous and wiry. In place of the back door there is a conservatory.
 Left open to all comers, she frowns as she pulls the glass door open. 
First things first. The toilet - it should be here, but the landscape of the house has changed and it is now at the opposite end by the front door. Catching sight of herself in the mirror, she remembers that she is missing her shampoo and set today, with Rhona. 

Rhona had been surprised when Evie asked after her pregnant daughter, whose partner was in jail.

‘I’ll have to watch what I say to you’, she said as she put Evie under the drier, ‘most of my ladies forget everything straight away!’

 ‘Will he be out in time for the baby?’ said Evie, hungry for any kind of information to stuff up the gaps in her mind. 

Evie is looking around for the wedding photograph, but there is no mantelpiece. In the fireplace there is a pot of dried flowers, dyed blue.

‘I do hate it when people move things around,’ grumbles Evie. I suppose it’s only to be expected when you rent out your house, she tries to reason, but the anxiety remains – tiny filaments unspool inside her, catching at other, larger threads of unhappiness. The shadow is there too, keeping her company. 

She finds some teabags almost straight away, and starts looking for her Crown Derby teapot. It’s not where it should be – there are many more cupboards than she remembers. She pulls open the fridge and something falls out and smashes.

Exhausted and tea-less, Evie sinks into a leather easy chair she does not recognise. The old one had a pattern of roses entwined with oak leaves. Wonder where it’s gone? So comfortable, Philip always falls asleep in it.

Her head drops sideways and her mouth falls open. 

‘Evie’ her mother is calling her in a dream. The way she says her name feels like love collecting around it – viscous, like honey ...
*

Debbie has spotted the smashed jug and the pool of milk on her Umbrian tiled floor.

Bloody cat, she mutters, then notices the back door is wide open. She tiptoes into the living room, feeling for the phone in her bag, wondering if she should get the cast-iron frying pan from the kitchen.

Muddy wheel tracks on her oatmeal carpet, lead to her leather armchair where a baseball-hatted figure sits, hunched over, motionless. 
‘Christ’ says Debbie, as she edges forward.

Not a crack-crazed junkie but an old woman. Head lolling, slack-jawed. Handbag contents spilled over the floor – pills, loose change, a bus pass, which she studies.

Debbie dials 911, unsure whether to ask for police, ambulance or both. The voice on the other end tells her to put her head close to the victim and feel for escaping air. She has just, very gingerly, placed her cheek near the sunken face, when the old woman’s eyes suddenly flick open. 

‘She’s not dead!’ Debbie sounds more horrified than relieved.

                                                             *

There’s a strange woman leaning over Evie. She can smell a musky perfume which is not unlike the air freshener they pump out at the Vicarage.

A woman with black hair, scraped into a topknot, like those ponies they used to have at the big funerals, thinks Evie, and death flits across her mind.
‘The ambulance is on its way,’ says the woman. 

Evie scrabbles for her possessions on the carpet. 
‘I missed my scan – had to get home.’ 

‘Home?’

‘Have you seen my teapot? I expect it’s been packed away, on account of the lodgers.’ 

‘Lodgers?’ says the woman.

Outside, the flashing lights of an ambulance in the lane.

 ‘Mrs Marshall?’ a young man in a high visibility jacket studies her bus pass. 

‘Mrs Marshall’s dead,’ says Evie.

‘That’s a good start’ he smiles.

‘That’s her pass I used this morning. The driver didn’t even notice,’ said Evie, sipping her tea which has about ten sugars in it. ‘For shock’, the woman had said, though she had looked a good site more shocked than Evie.

‘Better and better, like Midsomer Murders!’ says the paramedic, winking at his colleague, who has a small butterfly tattoo on her neck. 

‘You don’t look too bad to me, but we’re going to have to do some checks. Do you know where you live?’ There is a submarine voice coming out of the man’s radio, but it’s hard to make out individual words.

‘I live here’, says Evie.

The man speaks into his radio and is rewarded with more crackles. He shines a pen-light into her eyes and feels for a pulse.

‘Don’t you want to take blood?’ Evie rolls up her sleeve in readiness, ‘You generally do, before the MRI.’

‘The MRI?’ the paramedics look puzzled.
‘Magnetic Resonance Imaging …’ Evie is wondering why she should need to explain this.
‘Magnetic Resonance? She doesn’t seem confused at all,’ says the man.
 ‘I was booked in for my thirty-eighth scan today, but I had to get home. I forgot the house has been let to strangers,’ Evie glares at the woman with the ponytail, who gets up suddenly.
‘Oh my God,’ she says, ‘I think I know who this is.’

 ‘I know who I am,’ says Evie.
                          


 *                                  

Evie waves the ambulance off then shivers, although the room is warm.

‘Evie, my name is Debbie. I know your daughter, Caroline. It’s lucky I still have her number from when the house went through.’

Went through? Evie wishes she had not been left alone with this strange woman. 

‘Your daughter said that you were –’    
‘Gaga?’

‘that you had … dementia.’   

In her mind’s eye Evie sees the pictures of brain tissue that Dr Bhati showed her. Scar tissue, eating away memory. But now – regenerating. A revolutionary treatment. A wonder of science.
‘Keep it under your hat,’ he had said. Evie tries to change the subject.
 ‘I couldn’t find the teapot – Crown Derby it is. I expect it’s been packed away.’

 But Debbie isn’t listening. She has started muttering to herself about Power of Attorney. Deeds, lawyers – competency. She mentions the sum of £450,000. She looks agitated, twisting heavy rings round plump fingers. 

Not married, thinks Evie. I don’t think I’d wear leggings with that outfit either – a bit brassy. 
 ‘I think I’d like a window open,’ she says and Debbie jumps up and begins to fiddle with the locks. Evie thinks back to the casements, how they rattled in the wind, how they used to collect beer mats to wedge in the gaps. It makes her smile and she wonders, just for moment if Philip really isn’t about. 

 ‘Perhaps you’d like to see what we’ve done to the rest of the house?’ calls Debbie, as Evie wanders out into the hallway.

Evie sniffs. It’s not the new furniture or the relocation of the downstairs bathroom, but the absence of her own smell, hers and Philip’s, that tells her that this is no longer home. 
‘We had to rip out this wall –’
‘I need the toilet,’ Evie wanders into an en-suite bathroom. She spends a long time watching herself in the mirrored tiles.
‘Are you alright in there?’ Debbie is hovering outside. ‘I’ve called your daughter again. She’s making arrangements to pick you up.’  
‘I don’t need picking up,’ she says, glaring at her own reflection.
                                                             *

Caroline’s face after that first successful operation. Behind all the attentiveness, a kind of rage. How many more years of this? This bloody train wreck. I want my life back.
Caroline’s thoughts were written clearly for Evie to see. She thinks back a smaller Caroline, who howled at every nappy change. But this was different – a gap where love once was. 

‘Nothing will be quite as you remember it,’ says Dr Bhati. He has been trying to persuade her to see the counsellor. So far it hasn’t gone well.
                                                             *

An hour has passed. Evie is dozing and Debbie is watching the garden gate, checking her phone and I-pad.

‘So, you’ve … recovered from dementia. I didn’t know that was possible – perhaps it was a mis-diagnosis?’  says Debbie, catching Evie off guard.

‘Dr Bhati says I’m to keep it under my hat.’

‘Your hat, yes’ says Debbie in a made-for-children voice, whilst typing into her I-pad.
Evie catches fragments of Debbie’s lament about her own mother, who has crash-landed back into her life. Gas left on … falling over every other day. Can’t leave her alone …
 ‘What’s it like at – your home?’ asks Debbie.
This is my home, thinks Evie, but this time she doesn’t say it.

‘I don’t think Philip would like what you’ve done to the garden,’ says Evie, trying not to think about Caroline and the two vertical lines on her forehead which deepen when she is angry, ‘and you’ll never shift that mare’s tail – it’s millions of years old, and its roots go down to the centre of the earth’ 

‘I wonder where your daughter’s got to,’ says Debbie. 
Evie is wondering if now is the time to bring out her hard-boiled egg.

Evie is dozing and Debbie is doing a Google search for Dr Bhati, which is spelled in many ways. Batty, Bhatti, Bahtti, so many of them, all over the globe – plastic surgeons, dentists, GP’s. She has just found a picture of a Dr Bhati on the local hospital website when the doorbell rings.

The man from the photo is standing on the doorstep.

Evie’s heart gives a flutter of relief when she hears the doctor’s voice. 

‘Doctor! I’m so glad it’s you and not –’  

‘Your daughter called me,’ he says. 

‘This is Debbie, my lodger.’

Evie usually enjoys a positive reaction from Dr Bhati when she remembers people’s names, but today he looks troubled. Debbie is doing a little dance around him, trying to take his coat.

‘I’ve heard about the interesting work you’re doing,’ she says.

 ‘Oh?’ Dr Bhati sounds surprised.
 ‘Won’t you stay for tea?’

‘She lost my teapot,’ whispers Evie to Dr Bhati. 
‘I gather that Evie is part of some kind of research project –’ 
‘I didn’t tell her,’ says Evie, ‘I kept it under my hat.’

 ‘Only my mother has dementia and –’ 
‘So sorry, we really must be going,’ says Doctor Bhati as he manoeuvres, first the three-wheeler, then Evie, into his small and sporty car.

                                               *
Evie tries to explain that she does know that her house has been sold. She knows too, that she won’t see Philip again. But knowing this is not as simple walking in a straight line. It’s more like jaywalking across a busy road then doubling back and trying again at another intersection.

‘£450,000,’ she mutters and Dr Bhati makes a mental note. One more tick on the side of her cognitive recovery. He’ll write it all up in the next report.

‘£3,200 we paid for that house, and we had to go down on bended knees to the bank,’ says Evie. ‘I wonder what happened to all that money,’ she adds.

 ‘I suppose the Old Vicarage doesn’t come cheap,’ says Bhati, Evie notices his frown and wonders if he is angry with her for missing her appointment.

But Dr Bhati is not angry with Evie. He is just wondering whether they’re doing the right thing, playing with an old woman’s life like this. Sliding her ancient body in and out of the machine like a pizza into the oven, when all she wants to do is go back home, and just in that moment Evie has become his own grandmother. Would he have put Nana through all this? 
‘Thirty-eight scans,’ he says out loud.

‘Thirty-seven, not counting today’s,’ says Evie, feeling for her boiled egg, suddenly hungry.
*
Dr Bhati thinks about his Head of Project, who will soon be trotting the globe presenting their findings. He will barely mention the name of the research fellows and medical staff who have helped with the breakthrough, let alone this one old woman scattering eggshells on the floor of his car.

Evie caresses the steering wheel, which is clad in cream coloured leather.

‘I used to drive an automatic,’ she says. 
But what Evie really wants is to ask Dr Bhati if he could take her back to the house again, sometime soon. It would be easier in a car like this, so silent and purring. Easier to creep up on the house, to surprise it into being its old self again. And although she knows better than to tell Dr Bhati this, she feels sure that if they could just arrive at the right moment the house would be as it was, the front garden with its dahlias and hollyhocks, and Philip too, painting the gate or digging out fronds of mare’s tail, even though he knew it would be no use, their roots went much too deep.
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