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For Esme

(With only love and no squalor.)


Ad vitam


Write what you can’t bear to admit.

Anonymous

To be, or not to be, that is the question.

William Shakespeare


A Note to Readers

This book includes content about suicide and suicidal feelings.


Slice 1

I am thirteen years old.

I have cycled to the big huge beach. It’s early morning. I want to be on the beach alone. I know I’m not supposed to do this. I have my bodyboard strapped to my back, my wetsuit in my backpack. I park my bike close to the slipway that leads down to the sand. I take off my jumper and trousers. I put a plastic bag over my bare right foot and pull the wetsuit on to my leg, then I slide off the plastic bag and do the same to my left foot. I breathe heavily and moan as I struggle to get the suit over my shoulders but I do eventually, and I zip it up the front all the way to the high neck, where there is a popper. My feet and hands and head are open to the air. I pick up the foam board and walk barefoot down the slipway until my feet are in the sand. I keep walking forwards until the sand becomes wet and firmer. My toes are aching with cold. The air catches in my lungs and I blow out my cheeks. The sun is up, but only just. No one else is around. Exactly what I wanted. I don’t want anyone to watch me be so bad on my board. I have to keep practising so that I can eventually have a proper board, not this children’s starter one. It’s embarrassing.

I stub my toe on a rock. Ow.

It’s not bleeding so it’s OK, but it really hurts.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I limp a bit but it’s manageable.

I come to the water’s edge and the water bites me. How is it so cold?

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

Keep going. Deep breaths. In, in, deeper, until I’m up to my chest. Let some water into the wetsuit, up the legs. Up the sleeve. In the neck. So cold, but it will make a warm layer.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

Start swimming. Heart beating fast. Waves rolling in. Jump over them. Slide over them, holding on to the board. I try to swim a bit further out so I can find a wave to ride back in on, but the swell is strong and keeps dragging me back. I get tired very quickly but I came to find a boss wave and I’m staying until I do.

The wind is up. The waves are getting higher. There are A-framers with the white peaks on top. No. I want a mushy wave, a beach breaker I can climb on to.

The water is milky green turning dark grey every time the sun hides behind the clouds. There is seaweed around my feet. I don’t like it. I have to tell myself it’s only sea vegetables. Nothing to bite or spike me. I look out to the horizon. There are a couple of steeper breakers approaching. I start to swim out towards them, towards the rising sun and the darker purple water. I look back to shore. I’m quite far out. Still no one on the beach.

It’s perfect.

I’m getting accustomed to the cold water now, and I can breathe more deeply. As I swim out, I get a good rhythm going and I can feel I’m making headway. My body is moving through the water like a fish. Everything is working in harmony. Arms, legs, lungs, torso, all pushing against the tide.

One big wave approaches. I duck under the water on my board. I can’t get too deep down but I avoid the strength of the very top of the wave, and bob up after it has passed. Another one comes quickly, I don’t have much time to get my breath, and I try to go over the top of it, but it’s bigger than I thought and it crashes on to me, pushing me backwards and deluging down on top of me.

Now I’ve gulped some water.

I’ve lost my rhythm. I’m flailing around a bit. Where’s my board? I let go of it in that last wave.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I’m much more buoyant with it. Now I feel heavy, struggling to keep a smooth stroke. I’m looking around for my board. I see it floating in the distance, too far to fetch.

OK. I’m on my own. I’m not surfing today.

Best to head back.

I turn, and start paddling to shore.

Just then, I feel the pull back. I look behind me.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

That’s a huge monster wave. A rogue. Where did it come from?

I’m facing the wrong way. No time to reposition. It gathers itself up, towers above me, hovers for a terrifying still moment, then … smack … the whole mighty stack of giant solid water slams down on me.

It’s too heavy, I have no chance of fighting it, so I go limp, surrender.

I haven’t taken in enough breath. Any I had was pounded out of me when the wall of water plunged down.

I’m being battered underwater. I’m in freefall.

I see light, dark, light, dark. I’m rolling.

There’s no bottom I can find to push off.

There’s no top I can flap towards.

I’m in a whirlpool, ramming me anywhere, everywhere. Around. Over.

My lungs are empty. I suck in the ocean.

I suck it all in, try to empty the entire sea out, to find the floor.

I can’t breathe.

I can’t keep going. It’s impossible.

My eyes are open, but now everything is black.

Oh. I see. This is it …

I’m going to die, here alone in the big sea.

Bugger. Bugger. Bugger.

I don’t want to.

I want to live. I love living. I love my life.

But it’s done. Ends now. In this frothy grave. On my own.

Then, my back hits something. It’s the hard sand shelf by the shore. I’ve been carried in by the huge, swirling, churning wave. Dumped back. I find the surface. I gulp in the first lovely full breath. I’m alive. The sea delivered me back. I stumble up the beach. I cycle home. I tell no one that I died.


CHAPTER 1

Matins. 5 a.m.

‘Wake up, little bean. It’s the day of days. Let’s not waste a single minute, come on …’

Etta was leaning over her five-year-old granddaughter’s softly sleeping sweetie-smelling body. Pearl had somehow turned herself sideways in Etta’s big flumpy bed in the night. She was sprawled like a starfish, with her kicky feet still pointing like the barbed weapons they were, directly where Etta’s body had lain beside her the night before. Sleeping with Pearl was a perilous activity. Not for the faint-hearted. The risk of injury was great. Etta had been thumped and scratched and jolted through countless nights. A 68-year-old woman needs her sleep, and any day after a battle-kip with Pearl rendered Etta bone-tired. Yet Etta relished every chance to do it, so heavenly were the rewards. The snuffles and mutters as she drifted off, the snatches of her busy singing mind, the grasping of her tiny hands to pull her grandmother, her ‘Titi’, in close, so as to fold into her for warm safekeep. All of this made the collateral damage worth it. Pearl yawned, stretched and rubbed her huge brown eyes, blinking up at Etta curiously.

‘Why you doin’ dat?’ she mumbled.

‘It’s early morning …’

‘S’not. Still dark. I’m doin’ dreamin’, there’s dragons.’

‘I know, Pearlie, but you will want to see this,’ Etta whispered.

‘What is it?’

‘Get your dressing gown on and come downstairs.’

Etta patted Pearl’s back to encourage her, pulling her own old towelling dressing gown off the back of the bedroom door and leaving the room.

The house was quiet, also still asleep.

Not even the seagulls were awake yet outside.

Etta padded up the creaky corridor and stopped at the first bedroom to knock at the door gently. She heard a mumble from her daughter inside.

‘Mmm? C’min.’

Etta opened the door as Dolly turned towards her, blinking and squinting into the shard of newly let-in hallway light, disturbing her deep sleep.

‘Everything OK?’ she asked her mother, her voice croaky with dry.

‘Yes, but please can you get up? I want to show you something.’

‘Umm, OK … What … now?’

‘Yes, now, darling, no need to get dressed, just come down as you are. Maybe a jumper …?’

Etta closed the door and continued up the corridor, acutely aware of how lovely the old carpet felt between her toes with each muffled step. It had been this carpet in this hallway her whole life.

It must’ve been bright orange once, and a thick shag. Now it was terracotta-coloured, with a flat rivet all the way down the middle where it had been trodden into smooth submission by four generations of Etta’s family.

The next room she came to was her own old bedroom, as the giant wooden ‘E’ on the door still staunchly reminded everyone.

Etta’s parents had bought this ramshackle old cottage in the dunes when they were young and had a surprise win on the premium bonds. It cost five thousand pounds in the early sixties, and the whole family had spent every holiday and any weekend they could there ever since, until Etta decided to move in full time after her separation from her husband, Rob. Back then, thirty-five years ago, it had felt like the wraparound comfort home that she needed to retreat to with her young son. It was where she healed her failed marriage wounds and where she reinvented the single self she eventually came to truly like being. So mended was she that, when Rob became ill and eventually died, it happened in this very house under the aegis of Etta’s generous care, and all her limitless forgiveness.

Rob.

Silly unfaithful Rob. A piece of work.

Rob and Etta made a son, Vernon. He was thirty-six now, and asleep with his wife, Lizzy, behind this door with the wooden ‘E’ on it, in the very bed that Etta had done most of her childhood dreaming.

Etta tapped softly on the door and waited.

There were creaks and mumbles within.

The door opened and sleepy Vernon, confused and borderline annoyed, poked his head out.

‘Mum. What’s up?’

‘Nothing’s wrong, Verne, don’t worry, but … I’d love it if you could come downstairs?’

‘Now?’

‘Yes, now.’

‘Are you shitting me? Now?’

‘I was hoping now, yes. With no shitting. And bring Lizzy. Also no shitting.’

Vernon threw his mother a grumpy glance and closed the door with a purposeful thump that caused the ‘E’ to shudder.

Etta smiled. Her boy. He’d been in some form of ill-temper since he burst into life wriggling and wailing all those years ago. It was ‘his vibe’, as he constantly reminded her, and he’d made it a virtual sport, in which he saw himself as an Olympic champ.

Etta padded on down to the end of the corridor, where she threw a glance back at all the doors,

behind which

were her most beloveds.

She had cast her net, so now she clomped down the narrow, boxed-in wooden stairs to make coffee in the kitchen and to wait and see who would be gathered in.

Ordinarily, it wouldn’t really matter who got up and who didn’t. Etta was fairly laid back most of the time.

Today was different, though …

It was still dark outside, so Etta felt her way to the sink and looked out of the window, where, between the two big dunes directly in front of her house, she could just make out a stretch of beach and the fresh sky beyond, with its streaky bacon ribbons of first light starting to announce morning. She’d seen this view pretty much every day for years, but it was somehow different today. More valuable. In sharper focus. Beautifuller. Almost painfully stunning.

Etta took it in and gasped ‘Wow’ quietly to herself. A wave of gratitude rolled over and through her, as she considered just how fortunate she was to be in this house, near the beach, with these people, on this very important day.

The tap was dripping.

That annoyed her. Not just that it was dripping, although she’d promised herself to get it sorted by today and each time she made that pledge she instantly forgot it, until the next time she saw it, which was maybe a dozen times a day? She’d even placed a bowl under it to catch the drips overnight so as not to waste the water – come down in the morning, used the water in the kettle or in the cat’s bowl, and then immediately forgot to sort the problem, yet again.

Over and over.

For weeks.

Not just that – but it was a job someone else was going to have to do after today … albeit a tiny, manageable job, nevertheless a responsibility, and Etta was keen that no one should have to assume any of those. That was a big part of it.

Tidy, sorted, neat.

That’s how she wanted it to be.

On the other hand, she mused to herself, life just ain’t like that, is it? Absolutely nothing is neatly folded away forever in an interesting life. All aspects are messy, really, and the very unsortedness can be the signifier that life is still there, demanding attention, with its never-ending clutter of everyday, unresolved stuff.

There was a time in Etta’s life when she would have felt overwhelmed if she didn’t have the order she craved. When she’d convinced herself that if it was all a bit more under her control and neater, she would be legions happier.

Being in charge, deciding stuff and following through, that was Etta’s old way.

Purpose.

Intent.

Determination.

Etta was such a Head Girl. Not in real life. She’d never actually been selected to be Head Girl, but she’d always wanted it.

When Etta was fifteen, there was a robust competition in her class to elect the Head Girl for the imminent sixth form. Etta began fixating on winning, and she began a ferocious campaign. It started with home-made badges freely distributed in the lunch break. She’d made them on a machine her father had, and they declared ETTA FOR BETTA in yellow letters on a black button. She instantly regretted the novelty spelling.

And the message.

And the design.

And the whole idea actually … but her dad had pressed fifty of them, so she valiantly handed them out to the entire class of nonplussed teens, none of whom remotely wanted one.

After the embarrassment of the badges, Etta was determined to make a better impression, so she put posters up everywhere announcing that she would be giving a keynote speech in break time in the hall the following day. She stayed up most of the night preparing what she regarded as the most important speech of her short life thus far. It needed to be impactful and unforgettable if she was to secure this much-coveted position.

Nine people showed up in the hall.

Two were dinner ladies, who had no vote but who felt sorry for her. They all munched snacks throughout. Etta stepped up to the school lectern and began.

‘Hello, everyone, thank you for coming, and straight out of the bat, answer me this …’

She took a deep breath, raised her arms in the air and yelled far too loudly, ‘Who believes in living life to the full …?!’ to a pretty much silent group. In sympathy, one of the dinner ladies eventually raised her hand slowly in support. Perhaps the rest of the assembled folk were cautious and wanted to reserve their right to live their lives to the half-full? Or possibly less? The quite empty, actually?

‘OK, I think we all agree that life only comes round once and we should grab every chance we have to make a difference, make a change, make a mark, be someone.’

Etta was getting into her stride now.

‘So today I will outline to you why I’m the right choice for Head Girl of this … important and antique school … following in the footsteps of many of those greats who’ve gone before me. Insert names, oops, sorry, forgot to do that. First of all, I just want to say that my opponent, Katie Eccles, is also quite a good candidate. I don’t want to say anything bad about her, but just that she isn’t right for this job because she clearly has no soul and is not reputable. I, on the other hand, do and am.

So, let’s go through my qualities for qualifying for this esteemed and gratuitous role …’

Etta then proceeded to list what she considered to be her best attributes, which included:

a) leadership traits (was Deputy Head of house and a Brownie Sixer)

b) academic achievements (including Little Duckling Swimming Certificate)

c) her positive role modelling (including reference to the Ten Tors hike she took part in on Dartmoor)

d) her sociability (parties she’s given, plus the fact that she’s VERY good with other people’s parents)

e) her immaculate dress sense (important, because she will be representing the school at events, including Harvest Festival).

Fortunately for all involved, the bell went, the speech fizzled, and everyone shuffled out utterly unmotivated. If anything, their resolve to vote for Katie Eccles was reinforced, despite her soullessness, because Katie Eccles, by contrast, wasn’t a massive twat.

So it was that Etta learnt a huge lesson about humility and even a little about kindness when Katie Eccles chose her to be Deputy.

It was great to be Deputy.

But it wasn’t Head Girl.

Etta spent two years clapping and smiling through gritted teeth whenever Katie Eccles represented the school. It was especially challenging when Michael Foot attended Speech Day to give an award to the student who had achieved the most humanitarian and considerate endeavours.

Katie Eccles was the recipient of that award. Michael Foot was Etta’s political hero, and she did get to at least shake his hand when he awarded her a £10 book token for seemingly merely making it into the sixth form along with all the others.

Etta tried to hold his gaze in those few seconds when their hands touched, but, sadly, Michael Foot was already turning to get the next voucher for yet another mediocre unspecial sixth former, so there was no significant moment when Michael Foot might just have realized that he was in the presence of someone special.

Etta would at least have had a photographic record of this important milestone if her mother hadn’t chosen the very second of his turning away to click the shutter. They waited two weeks to collect the photos from Boots only to find a blurry image of the back of an unrecognizable man and a perfectly in-focus young Etta looking somewhat pleadingly at him. A wholly failed photo. It took a week and a Bakewell tart for Etta to forgive her mother this particular trespass.

The whole debacle became a family joke for Etta’s kids, who all wore ETTA FOR BETTA badges at her sixtieth birthday, much to their amusement and her horror. The teasing over the years had been relentless and utterly delicious.

Etta reluctantly conceded that a tiny part of her had never recovered from the injustice of that whole silly episode. She was still convinced, to this day, that she was robbed of the perfect role for her. Now, standing at the sink and looking out at the dunes, she fleetingly remembered the sting of it, but today, for the first proper time, she genuinely didn’t give a flying feck. Etta wobbled the leaky tap and chuckled quietly to herself, as she knew all these daft irritants ultimately mean little to nothing. Let it go.

Consigned to the fuck-it box, where all such foolishness can be dismissed as frankly risible. What a relief, and, quite honestly, if not now, then when?

The careful footsteps on the narrow wooden stairs behind her ricocheted Etta back to exactly NOW. She didn’t need to turn around to know it was certainly her daughter, Dolly.

‘Hey, Dols. Coffee?’

Dolly replied, still yawning, ‘Yep. Nice,’ as she flicked on the switch, flooding the kitchen with bright electric light, rendering outside even darker.

Etta was more comfortable padding around this familiar kitchen barefoot in the dark because it was her regular morning routine and she knew the layout like the back, front, side, top and bottom, finger and thumb, of her hand. She didn’t have to think at all to find any single thing she needed in this lovely kitchen, where EVERYTHING was not only what she wanted, but where she wanted it. If you needed to borrow one of those wire contraptions that neatly slices boiled eggs? No problem. Back of the doodah drawer, three down to the left of the sink. Looking for Vernon’s first Tommee Tippee two-handled baby cup from thirty-five years ago? At the back of the dresser drawer along with the other well-loved and frequently reused baby stuff. Pearl was the latest to benefit, and the delight Etta felt when it all came back out of the drawer yet again, along with the tons of memories each dish and spoon and bib carried, was a total treat.

‘Can I have the … umm …?’

‘The instant?’

Better than the kitchen, Etta knew her daughter and the lengths she went to to avoid being pretentious or artisan or hipster, all anathema to her. It would be Dolly’s nightmare to be seen as picky or precious. So many of the girls she was at school with had cultivated an extraordinary princessy attitude, offended by the slightest of social or cultural missteps. Incorrect coffee coming very close to the top of the list, bewilderingly. It was a minefield. There were a million ways to get it wrong and only a minuscule margin of toleration. Dolly was caught up in it for years, until she worked out that the stress of getting it all right was making her ill, and Etta breathed a huge sigh of relief when Dolly started to distance herself from the Mean Girl culture that had swallowed up so many of her teenage years and left her feeling perpetually failed.

Subsequently, Dolly became scorchingly evangelical in her desire to reject all things posh or pretentious, which included fresh coffee/sourdough bread/herbal teas/macarons/ballet flats/bucket hats.

She championed the ordinary, the uncool.

She loved everything for sale in the local SPAR shop.

She despised anything from a brand-name shop.

The worst offenders were Tiffany or Gucci or anything from Selfridges.

She threw a hissy fit if she was within six feet of a Nespresso machine.

In many ways it was refreshing, and Etta was proud that her daughter had made such a firm stance in favour of modesty, but Dolly became overly defined by this choice. So much so that giving her any treat became virtually impossible.

For her sixteenth birthday, she had requested a loaf of white sliced bread for herself and a monetary donation to an orphanage in India. Saint Dolly was becoming ridiculous. At one point, Etta had to persuade her to accept new trainers when she noticed that the balls of Dolly’s feet were poking through the bottom of her old ones, so thin were the soles. Dolly agreed to fresh trainers, but only if they were second hand from the local charity shop. While they were there, she was also enticed into buying a skirt, a coat and some beaded necklaces, all of which cost the grand total of ten of the Queen’s pounds. What a haul.

However, there was a fine line between admirable and unctuous. Dolly had proudly travelled across that boundary with Ghandi glee and was now firmly living in smugville, which was bang smack in sanctimonious city centre. The few friends she had left after the Mean Girl cull started to drop away, unable to maintain the rigid spartan requirements of a Dolly lifestyle. Several had disappointed her with their opulent Starbucks habits, regularly partaking of such evil indulgences as salted caramel bubble frappés and the like. Those girls were sacked as friends and, frankly, were happy to vacate the job.

She had become hectoring and despotic in her opinions, her demands. The acolyte girls had a sugar habit they needed to feed, after all, and they were hugely reluctant to do as she bid them and give their entire pocket money to an elephant sanctuary or other such worthy causes. Some had tidied their rooms and done arduous weeding to earn that cash, and they wanted to spend it on frippery if they so chose.

It didn’t take long before Dolly was yet again isolated, but this time it was entirely of her own doing. The consequence of her well-intentioned but misguided and somewhat tyrannical choices.

Dolly was sixteen, alone and exhausted.

Etta took her cue. Throughout that entire year of the austere, she had stepped back to allow Dolly her own very loud and opinionated voice. The whole family had listened to endless lectures over dinner and had been barked at for their seeming excess for too long. There had been robust arguments pretty much each day, until practically every encounter with Dolly was a battle. The final straw came when her brother made the critical error of offering her some rather lush chocolate he’d been given at Easter.

Oh boy.

Dolly had plenty to say about the politics, the branding, the expense, the corruption and the marketing of this one individually wrapped delicious abhorrence.

‘Only utter wankers would eat that shit!’ she screamed at him. ‘You’re only eating it because you think it makes you look cool or something. You don’t look cool. You look like a wanker … because you are a wanker, a shameless wanker of the highest order of elite wanker captains with wanker badges on their wanker caps which say WANKER!’

That was the turning point.

Vernon told her to shut the cock up, that she had become an impossible harridan and that absolutely NO ONE could stand her any more.

This heated exchange rendered Dolly speechless.

At last.

Despite all she said, Etta knew that Dolly had an abiding and deep respect for her older brother, her only sibling, and to have goaded him, the subdued soul he was, to the extent of this outburst felt shameful. Dolly sloped off to her room to lick her stinging holier-than-thou wounds.

Etta had let her be for a few hours; she could tell that Dolly was shattered. Being so right for so long had run her ragged, and she’d clearly run out.

Of steam.

Of conviction.

Of people to support her.

It was time for Etta to do some extreme mothering. She went to Dolly’s door and tapped gently. Muffled sobbing could be heard from within. She pushed the door open – exactly as timidly as she’d done this very morning to reveal a similar scene. Dolly was under a heap of bedclothes. When Etta pulled the duvet back, she found Dolly curled up in a foetal position, shuddering and gasping, with a stream of hot tears coursing down her very red face. Her mascara (cheap Boots brand, of course) was everywhere but her eyelashes. Dolly looked for all the world like a diva, dying in a garret with a dramatic consumption at the end of Act Three.

‘Let me die, Mother!’ she screamed at Etta.

‘OK, darlin’, I will, but a couple of things to consider first …

ONE – you are the only girl in this household, and I desperately need the female solidarity.

TWO – I have reason to believe that you may be the source of many of my future joys, so, selfishly, I need you to stick around, please.

THREE – Nothing that has happened today diminishes the utter respect I have for the beautiful humanity you hold in your heart.

FOUR – It’s really hugely OK to sometimes be a bit wrong … and the solution is one very short, quick and simple word: “Sorry”. Just saying …

FIVE – More important than all that is the fact that I made cherry cheesecake. With chocolate sprinkles. The way you like. Could you stick around long enough for that at least …?’

There was a pregnant pause.

An ‘It could backfire big time’ sort of pause.

Then … she flung herself into Etta’s arms, sobbing into her neck. Through the snot and the tears, she gurgled, ‘It’s only for the cake. I’m not saying sorry.’

‘OK, OK, I’ll take that. Let’s leave the sorry on the shelf for now. It doesn’t have a sell-by date. The cake absolutely does. Just breathe …’

Gradually, Dolly’s weeping subsided, and she calmed.

She washed her face.

She came downstairs.

She joined her family at the table.

She immediately uttered a heartfelt, albeit hushed, ‘Sorry’ to her brother.

In an instant, all was forgiven and cake fixed it.

That was Dolly to a T.

So now, as Dolly leant sleepily up against her mother’s back while she stood at the kettle, her arms around Etta’s shoulders, asking for instant coffee, Etta felt a welcome wash of familiarity and total acceptance. It was a hundred per cent not worth having any contretemps whatsoever over her coffee choices. Even if Etta WAS grinding fresh beans to make GOOD coffee. So what? This small request was the last bastion of Dolly’s rebellion and was completely easy to accommodate.

Acceptance all round.

Mother and daughter sat at the old kitchen table opposite each other, sipping coffee. Etta held her cup close to her mouth, even though it burned her fingers slightly; she was comforted by this daily aroma of earth and hazelnut. Her digestive system twitched in recognition of the incoming caffeine. Simultaneously, she could also smell Dolly’s coffee wafting across the table, different altogether. Sharp, metallic, alarmingly chemical. Etta gazed at Dolly’s wonderful face under the harsh overhead lights. She looked lovely; she always did. Perhaps today, Etta was particularly focused. She wanted to really SEE everything. Here, in front of her, was her tired daughter, whose sleepiness, in Etta’s eyes, just added to the natural, relaxed beauty of her. Of her two children, Dolly looked the most like Etta. Perhaps that very genetic congruence was the egotistical reason why Etta’s heart was so easily wrapped around her daughter. Yes, there were elements of her dad’s features on that sweet face: her freckly nose, her wide mouth, her even teeth, her perpetual frown marks hovering worriedly above her eyebrows, just in case they were needed in a catastrophe. All of that was Adam. Anxious Adam. The entire rest was Etta. Dolly’s huge green eyes, her mass of untidy light brown curls, her quick, darting, observant manner, her strong stocky stature, her very straight back and her delicate hands.

Hands that were currently wrapped tightly around her mug of instant coffee. Etta examined them closely. Other than the chunky silver rings Dolly always wore, Etta was looking across at her own hands. It was miraculous, really, how biology works, that the people you make have elements of you about them in such an essential, obvious way. Some elements. Like those hands, which, besides being thirty-odd years younger, are replicated quite stunningly and could easily be swapped for Etta’s. Other elements were undoubtedly attributed to Adam’s genes. Then, there’s the curious third thing, which is the stuff that seems entirely unique, doesn’t appear to come from anyone in the family, although of course it does. From family long gone, unknown, before.

Who?

When?

They live on in our kids, in us, despite our never knowing them. The deep old roots reseeding and emerging to combine with the atoms of the living and the now, to make someone completely new and individual. Their own person. Everything on and about them belongs to only them. Yet, as Etta looked across at Dolly, she yearned for a kind of reflection, and in those hands she found it. The length of the fingers, the very pink nails, the natural oval ends of them, even the way the crinkle of the knuckles sits on the bone, almost like little smiling faces in a row. Etta’s skin was thinner, so the veins beneath the back of her hands were evident, but she could see the same pattern in Dolly’s, just better covered by thicker, younger skin. Is the blood in there the same? Do they share all their ancestry in those little rivulets? Tiny streams of everything where all their DNA is contained, their history and their connection flowing together to operate this single, singular human?

‘Are you cold?’ Etta said, as she reached over the table. She wasn’t really asking that exact question, but she WAS asking something.

Asking for her daughter’s hand in hers. It worked.

‘No, are you?’ Dolly replied, as she grasped her mother’s hand sweetly, in the middle of the table.

‘No.’ They held each other there for a few moments, perfectly warmly, and for no reason other than simple love.

‘Is Pearl awake?’ Dolly enquired.

‘Yep, she’ll be down in a min.’ Etta maintained Dolly’s gaze, ‘Y’know, you really are something.’

‘Shut up, Mum.’

‘No, you are. You’ve done a brilliant job of growing up for yourself and now you’re doing an equally fantastic job of growing someone else up. She’s such a happy little mite, and she so easily could’ve not been. You’ve created somewhere so safe and comfortable for her. Not easy.’

‘I learnt from the best.’

‘Correct,’ Etta confirmed, with a grin.

‘What was it you wanted to show me?’

‘Eh?’

‘You said you had something to show me …?’

‘Ah, yes, let’s wait till the others are down, and we can all see it together.’

‘OK, but can I go back to bed then, cos I’m actually knackered?’

‘Yes, if you like.’

Clatter, clatter, clatter on the stairs came little Pearl, shouting, ‘Titi! Mummy! I’m here, it’s me, Pearl. I’m coming down the stairs, I’ve got my Frozen slippers on!’

She was clasping the rail very tightly; these stairs were tricky to navigate, especially if you were five and had slippy slippers on.

Dolly made a move to go and help.

Etta held up her hand. ‘Let her do it; she can.’

Dolly settled back in her seat. Yes, thought Etta, it’s good to let Pearl manage the parts of life that are manageable by a sassy five-year-old, and stairs come into that category.

Pearl started to count on her descent.

‘Two, three, four, two, three, four, two, three …’ and in she burst to the kitchen, bringing all her just-awake, first-thing-in-the-morning exuberance with her. ‘I’m hungry, Mummy!’ She ran straight to Dolly, climbed on to her lap and shoved her unicorn beanie toy directly in her face. ‘And so is Hunnicorn. He wants sprinkles, but I said we don’t get sprinkles for breakfast, we get sprinkles for tea IF we done good listening.’

Dolly nodded in agreement. ‘Yep, that’s right. You’re being a very good friend to him.’

‘I’m not his friend. I’m his mummy.’

‘OK. You’re being a very good mummy.’

Etta chimed in, ‘And YOU are being a very good mummy too, Mummy,’ she said, smiling at Dolly.

‘And YOU are also a good mummy. To me.’ Dolly was determined to get the last word on the mummy quality debate. Etta conceded and started to get Pearl’s breakfast ready. She wanted to give her something she could take outside with her, so she tipped some Coco Pops into a mug, poured the milk on top and found a small spoon in the drawer. As she looked into the cup, she realized that this was actually the breakfast of the gods. Bugger the yoghurt and berries and chia seeds, she would have the same as Pearl today, a chocolatey milky delight. Why the hell not?

More clumping on the stairs. Two sets of footsteps. Vernon and Lizzy stumbled in, pulling on warm hoodies. Without saying a word, Vernon went straight to the coffee machine and started to make cups for himself and his wife.

Lizzy plonked herself down at the table, yawning loudly. Pearl imitated her, matching her volume. Lizzy realized the game and ramped up the noise for the next dramatic yawn. Pearl rose to the challenge and yawned even louder, ending in an almighty screech.

‘Shut up, you two, for heaven’s sake!’ Etta yelled, in a half-shout, half-laugh. It WAS funny, but it was going to escalate into a noisy nightmare very quickly and she needed to corral them into action. They only had a few minutes before it would be too late.

‘Grab this, grab that, grab that shawl there on the back of the chair, follow me,’ Etta barked, as she gathered up cups, jumpers, shoes and all sorts, the things they would need to head outside, and, like a motley crew of scruffy wandering vagabonds, they obeyed their leader and shuffled out.

There was just enough light to pick their way through the back garden to the bottom gate. Pearl, Dolly and Lizzy followed Etta in a worm-like line, Vernon bringing up the rear. The gravel path crunched under their feet, as they travelled steadily through the different parts of the chaotic garden they all knew so well.

Etta had had many spurts of interest and involvement in this garden. She tried so hard to continue the care of it in the way her parents had, but it was just too much to handle if you didn’t know anything about gardening, especially seaside gardening, which is extra difficult because of the salt. She’d definitely let it go and parts of it were untameably wild, the strange grasses so tall you could lose your way among them. To her right, she could just see the row of bold sunflowers by the fence, looking for all the world like a lineup of jolly yellow soldiers on parade. Etta had also carved out a sitting area with lots of old broken wicker furniture and wooden pallets for tables. There was a ‘collection’ area where the found treasures from the beach were gathered in a kind of higgledy-piggledy order. The sort of order that naturally happens when you chuck lots of similar things in one place. There were heaps of colourful mooring and fishing buoys that had washed up, alongside crab pots and floats and all manner of fishing nets and tackle. There were shells, big and small, and even part of a huge exotic turtle shell. There were body parts of toys, from Garfields to Hello Kitty to Cabbage Patch dolls and every kind of weird creature from Sylvania. When Etta had started these collections, she’d thought them charming and curious. Now that the clusters of strange groupings had deteriorated with weather and age, they were much less appealing – but had become the staple of this flotsam and jetsam back garden.

So the family traipsed past cuttlefish and bones and crab shells and sea glass and stones and cigarette lighters and history and memories as they quietly travelled to the slatted gate which marked the end of Etta’s property. From here on, their feet sank into soft sand and their calf muscles tightened against the shifting ground. Pearl took Etta’s hand for balance, and on they plodded towards the sea. As they approached the dunes, Etta took the familiar path up to the right, to the peak of the sandy ridge.

Ah, this is where they were being led. To ‘Etta’s Hollow’, as they all knew it, a circular pit at the very top of the dune where Etta had, since a child, gone to sit when she wanted to be quiet and away from everyone else. It was a round, sandy trough, protected by sea grasses. You could perch on the edge for a better view of the beach and the sea beyond.

Or,

you could hunker down in the very centre of it and be sheltered from the wind, out of sight, in a perfectly secret, cosy hidey-hole.

As they approached the top of the mound, huffing and puffing a bit, they became aware of a light coming from within the hollow, and smoke rising up from it against the still-dark morning sky.

A fire!

Etta had obviously already been there earlier that morning, and she’d set a blaze in the round metal bowl that she kept in the hollow. They could now see the flickering embers of a glowing campfire. Etta reached in and threw on a few more logs and instantly the hungry flames gobbled them up.

‘Mum! This is fantastic,’ Dolly said, in praise of her.

‘Fire! Fire! London’s burning!’ Pearl shouted.

‘Wow,’ Vernon mumbled.

‘Settle in, guys, don’t burn your feet.’ Etta directed them to sit around the rim of the hollow. She pulled Pearl in tight to share the shawl she’d brought with her.

They sat in a semicircle with the blaze lighting up their faces.

‘This is so lovely, Etta,’ Lizzy said, and reached over to touch her mother-in-law’s hand. They’d had their robust differences in the past, but both women had come to love and respect each other … eventually.

Etta’s timing was nigh-on perfect.

As they sat huddled together, the sky slowly opened, offering the tip of the sun to the morning, flooding the wide-open beach with orange light.

Etta’s favourite time of day.

Dawn.

Etta started to sing quietly, ‘You are my sunshine, my only sunshine …’

They had heard her sing this song since their births and had no hesitation in joining in, with their marvellous and widely varying vocal aptitudes. Even Vernon sang, his shy, deep tones providing a resounding bass line.

The loudest was Pearl, who with her lisp was proudly singing, ‘You are my suntine, my only suntine’ and ‘You’ll neber know, dear, how much I lub you …’

Etta knew for certain that Pearl wouldn’t get further than verse three before she would start to drift off.

More and more of the sun was peeping over the horizon, and they fell into an easy hush to witness it.

A shared wonder.

Etta eventually took a very deep indeed breath, and said, ‘I’m so happy we’re all together to share this lovely sight. I want you all to know that in this exact moment … I truly love you … all.’

‘Oh, Mum, shut it,’ Dolly laughed as she attempted to nip her mother’s familiar cheeriness in the bud.

‘No, really,’ Etta persevered, ‘it means EVERYTHING to me, you all mean everything to me. This, right now, is a perfect moment of happiness. I couldn’t actually be any happier than this. Know that. Really know it.’

‘OK. We got it, Mum,’ Vernon chimed in.

‘Good, because I want you to remember the vast joy of this moment. You will need to remember it often …’

Then came snoring. Gentle, snuffly snoring. As planned, Pearl had fallen back to sleep in the warmth of the fire’s heat, slumped up against her grandmother. Etta smiled. This is a before moment, she thought. Every other moment from now on, for them, will be an after moment.

‘You see, the thing is, today is my last day,’ she whispered.

They looked at each other, confused.

‘Eh? Your last day before what …?’ Dolly wanted to know.

‘Before I go.’

‘Where? Where are you going? You going back to India on holiday? Better take your Imodium this time!’ Vernon said, reminding them of that awful time Etta had terrible dysentery and how she had ended up in hospital.

‘Yeah,’ Dolly remembered, ‘or a cork!’

They all giggled, except Etta.

‘No,’ she said quietly, ‘today is my last day alive. I won’t be here tomorrow.’

Oh. Etta was serious. They stared at her, shocked into silence.

Then Vernon broke it. ‘Have you licked a toad or something, you mad bat? What the fuck are you saying …?’


Slice 2

I am seven years old.

I am in the walled garden at the back of the house.

It is sunny hot.

My parents think I’m in my bedroom upstairs, playing with my new Tressy Her Hair Grows doll, which is much better than Barbie because her hair grows.

But I’m not.

I’m in the garden.

They are in the garden too, but they don’t know I’m here.

I am hiding.

I am behind the huge wystinkia in the corner where the brick walls meet. Wystinkia is a plant word for a plant.

There is a figgy tree and a wystinkia here and they’ve grown up together into each other, so the whole area is like a giant waterfall you get in a waterpark of bluey flowers and big green leaves and purple nutty buds, which look like what I saw near Pops’s willy once when he jumped out of bed. With no pants. I have found a way to get in behind it, and if I stand very still no one can see me. Today I have a green dress on and greeny yellow socks on, so I definitely disappear. I can see out between the leaves and flowers and willy stones.

I can see Mummy and Pops doing gardening.

Well, mainly Mummy.

Pops is carrying the big wooden basket and putting in the things Mummy is digging. She is digging those horrible long onions.

Why?

Nobody likes them.

Well, not me anyway.

She cuts them up small, like little bracelets Tressy could wear, and she puts them on all my dinner. I spat one out once and got told off for being rude. I don’t think it’s rude if you hate big onions and they could kill you unless you spit them out, do you? And she’s digging up big green leaves, which as well no one likes.

Well, I don’t.

And she’s getting strawberries, good.

Which I do like, so at least there’s something which I can eat later.

The brick wall behind me is very hot because of it being a sunny day and this corner is full with sun all day long.

I can’t lean too much back against it, because of burning my back and my legs, but I can’t go too forwards or they will see me.

I keep very still, but I am being very brave because there is a bee and it is a very big one. It is drinking the honey to take to the other flowers so it buzzes, then stops to lick the flower, then it buzzes again and flies around near my face.

A girl at my school got stung on her eyebrow and her whole face puffed up like a fat balloon and she was really crying a lot and she told her mum she wanted to cut her face off, so it must’ve really been stingy, and I don’t want that and as well, I would probably make a scared noise and then Mummy and Pops would see me.

So I am watching that bee.

So much.

It’s hard because it is only little like a dot, and it keeps moving all over so sometimes I don’t know where it is and it might be gone up my dress or be in my hair.

It might think my hair bobble is a tasty flower because it is a yellow one.

It might try to suck out the honey then get angry if it isn’t a flower and sting it instead but sting my head as a mistake, and then my head would get all big and stingy.

And I will cry.

So I’m being so so still and so so quiet.

I can smell the flowers.

They smell of bluey purpley smell, a bit like when Mummy does washing with the blue one in the machine.

I see Mummy digging.

Pops is doing a smoke.

Mummy has a pink cloth on her head for keeping the sun away.

I hope the bee doesn’t think she is a big huge flower.

Mummy is laughing and I can see her red lipstick on her mouth lips.

She puts it on every day, even when she takes me to school.

She says, ‘Hang on, I just need to put my face on.’

But her face is already on, and she only puts the red lipstick on the mouth part, so that’s wrong.

When she puts it on, she looks in the mirror and she does kisses to herself.

Pop says, ‘There she is.’

But she is already there, so that’s wrong.

And he tries to do kissing on the red lips, but she says no.

He is always trying to do kissing and he is a naughty boy because he tries to touch Mummy’s bottom.

And you’re not allowed to do that.

You have to ask.

‘Please may I politely touch your bottom please your gracious majesty?’

Then you can say yes after that if you like.

Only if you want, though.

I am listening very hard because we have two ears and one mouth.

I expect they are talking about me.

Because I am their best girl.

They love me more than any girl in the whole wide world and all the stars and up to the moon in the sky.

They love me more than a million.

And that’s really a lot.

I listen very hard to hear them.

Something about … a word like milch.

Molch?

Mulch?

How milch will help the long onions, or something, I think.

Why are they talking about that?

They should be mainly talking about me.

I am their one and only.

I am their darling.

To the sky.

I am waiting to hear them say stuff about me.

So I can know it secretly.

I will keep waiting here.

Even though it is extremely dangerous.

They will never know I am here.

Even though a tickly thing is on my leg.

Which I hope is not a spider.

I hope it is a leaf.

I can’t look in case it is a spider.

Like a quick running hairy one.

Like the ones near the plug in the red bathroom.

They are the worst.

You have to keep your mouth shut at night in case they run in and make a nest.

I can’t look.

I look.

It’s a leaf.

OK, that’s good.

Where’s the bee …?

Over there.

OK, that’s good.

Why are they still talking about other things?

I’ve been waiting here all day, since tea time.

Why are the blue wystinkia flowers dark on this side but bright on the other side?

Are they still blue or not?

I’m looking at them inside here.

Is the colour gone on the inside?

I move my head so I can look at them sideways.

Only a little bit or Mummy will see me.

They are really strong blue on the outside.

Why?

I move my hand up slowly, slowly, and I turn one of the big ones around.

The back dark bit goes strong blue when it turns.

Why?

When I turn it back again, the wall side goes dark again.

I think it might be where the sun goes on it.

I push my head out to look at it, to see.

Mummy is laughing now, loud.

I pull my head back in quick.

I don’t think she saw me.

I keep very still.

Mummy and Pops pick up everything and start to go indoors.

Ha ha ha.

They NEVER knew it was me, there, hiding in the wystinkia.

I am like a ninja girl.

I am like air. I can listen to everything.

No one sees me. Unless I want them to.

But now I’m hungry.

So I come out of the bush.

I’m glad to get away from that bee.

And the spiders.

I scratch where the leaf was tickling me.

I run indoors.

Hope it’s not long onions.


CHAPTER 2

Lauds. 6 a.m.

The kitchen door burst open, and they all stomped in, with Etta bringing up the rear. Dolly was carrying the sleeping Pearl in her arms. She attempted a breathless whisper, ‘I’m putting her back in bed. My bed. Wait there.’

Vernon was striding around the kitchen table, bubbling up with shock and fury like a prize fighter in the ring just about to face his most ferocious challenger. He was breathing heavily and nodding in an effort to try to accept the craziness of what he had just heard.

Lizzy went straight to the kettle, the universally accepted hub of all comfort. She filled up at the leaky tap and flicked the switch on. She stayed by the sink, looking out of the window. She didn’t yet want to face back into the room, she didn’t want to face anything, and she knew this wasn’t the moment to try to calm Vernon down. He was in a bullish snort of a place, and, besides, this was family business. She belonged in this family only vicariously through her husband, and she was most definitely not a part of the inner sanctum. However welcoming and warm they had been to her, Vernon, his mother and sister formed a mighty triumvirate when they were together, and she had often felt the sting of being an obvious outsider. They were a substantial tribe, no doubt. Lizzy had no real clue as to what this current, alarming moment was, but she instinctively knew that it would be prudent to keep schtum. For now, at least.

Etta trudged into the kitchen, kicking off her gardening crocs at the door, and muttering, ‘Guys. Sand. Everywhere. What do I always say about sandy shoes inside …?’

She surveyed the room.

The raging bull of a son circling the table.

The back of her timid daughter-in-law, with her focus firmly fixed on the window and the outside beyond.

‘OK, yeah, maybe not the moment …’ Etta backed off, choosing a quieter path of somewhat less resistance. She swapped to her slippers and re-entered the kitchen fray, where the house’s heartbeat was clearly racing, audible and palpable. She pulled out a chair and sat at the table. The two mugs were still there from the coffee she’d shared with Dolly earlier. In the before time. Now, however, was definitely the after time. Etta had pulled the pin on her revelatory grenade and exploded her little family into a million shards of shock.

Finally saying the words she’d been ruminating over for so long out loud like that was a mammoth release for her. Etta had put a fair amount of planning in. She made sure they could all be there – no mean feat. She had to disguise her frustrations when each of her offspring made various lame excuses as to why they couldn’t spend that particular weekend with her. It was, as with all family arrangements, like herding cats. Cats who are actually tigers.

Vernon and Dolly were forever in some version of sibling combat, several phases of which proved to be pretty grim, with months of grumpy silence and spiky retorts as a mainstay. A fair few Christmases had been overshadowed by sulky black clouds of bad behaviour from both at different times.

Mostly, though, they enjoyed the thrust and parry of their squabbles and seemed to recover from them just as easily as they started them. Vernon and Dolly had a sneaking admiration for the quality and originality of the competitive cruelty in these familiar skirmishes. They had levelled some high-grade missiles of nastiness at each other over the years, but Vernon eventually handed it to Dolly one particular Christmas, when she loudly proclaimed at the table, ‘Your bum must be insanely jealous about how much actual shit just came out of your mouth.’

That remark stopped Vernon in his tracks. All he could do was put down his cutlery and give her the round of applause she deserved. Kudos to her, he conceded.

In her generous moments, Dolly would reluctantly remind her brother that his put-downs were more stealthy, regular, snide, than hers.

He callously referred to her as a Klugscheisser. She so desperately wanted to ignore it, but her curiosity was too strong.

‘Yeah? So? What really is a Klugshoozer, or whatever you said …?’

‘It’s someone who always thinks they’re right, or a “smart-shitter”, if you want to be literal.’

Doink. Yep, he pretty much nailed it with that.

Another time, in the midst of a heated exchange in which Dolly was offering misguided advice to Vernon about his career, he succinctly said, ‘Here, Sis, I’d like to return your nose. I found it truffling about in my business.’

They were pretty well matched, in very different ways. It was this powerful bond that often inadvertently excluded poor Lizzy, who lacked the wit or the skills to challenge either of them. When they were at each other, or even when they were simply enjoying each other’s repartee, her sole purpose was to spectate. It was entertaining to a degree, but she resented their easy banter because it only served to highlight her own ineptitude. When it came to carrying an inadequacy package around, Lizzy was a confirmed baggage handler, lugging a giant overstuffed backpack of insufficiency the size of an entitled gap-year student’s, travelling to Vietnam via Hawaii. With at least thirty bikinis and two tents crammed in.

As to the various different excuses that both Dolly and Vernon gave their mother about how and why they couldn’t make this particular weekend, she might’ve been forgiven for thinking that they loathed her and being in her company.

They didn’t. Of course they didn’t.

Somehow, over the years, the familial need for connection and gathering had somewhat diluted to the extent of optimum meh. All their eyes were off the ball; no one was organizing any kind of rendezvous other than Etta, who wanted regular time with her granddaughter. It was like forgetting to use a muscle which then weakens. Like not speaking for days and being hoarse when you do.

No one had fallen out. There were no remarkable dramas. They’d all been a bit neglectful of each other, is all. Nothing unusual. Busy lives had taken precedence, and they’d prioritized other stuff. They’d even prioritized doing nothing at all over contacting one another. Not purposely, just thoughtlessly. Nobody minded – it was an easy, uncomplicated situation – but it did mean that a certain relational apathy had set in. Family atrophy. When Etta texted to set up this specific weekend to be together, they were all individually jolted back into a sense of duty and belonging that had run to fat a bit, so they automatically made stupid impulsive rash excuses.

Dolly rather pathetically claimed that her ‘cat would be lonely’, while Vernon and (mainly) Lizzy asserted that ‘Saturday was the day we’d put aside to queue for those amazing beignets at the Latitude Bakery; sometimes you’re in the queue for three hours, but they are so worth it.’

Once Etta had stopped laughing at the utter lameness of the excuses, she put the thumbscrews on and insisted that they ditch all of this apparently crucial crap and get their arses out of the city and down to the sea. She was rarely so emphatic.

They came.

They wondered why it was so important, but they came.

And now here they were, in her kitchen, firmly in the after.

‘Sit down, love,’ Etta said, risking a plea to Vernon.

‘Mum. Seriously. Don’t tell me to do anything right now …’ he erupted.

‘OK … OK,’ Etta agreed, retreating.

Dolly surged back into the kitchen. ‘She’s conked, spark out, thank God.’ She scraped a chair out from under the big table and flumped down. ‘Because I don’t want her to be any part of this fuckery. Thank God she was asleep.’

‘Well, of course,’ Etta said, ‘I have no intention of upsetting her –’

‘UPSETTING HER?!’

‘Don’t shout, Dols.’

‘I WILL SHOUT ALL I LIKE, FUCK YOU VERY MUCH. Just explain yourself, Mother, and tell us what this elaborate and frankly unkind joke is all about, because I’m buggered if I have a clue …?’

Dolly was visibly shaking, so Etta reached out to touch her hand, just as she had in the before. Dolly snatched her hand away,

‘Are you kidding me? Don’t come over all gooey. After that shite?’

‘I get it, Dols. I do, and I’m sincerely sorry for shocking you like this, but I really hope you’ll hear me out …?’

Vernon dragged over a chair and angrily flopped on to it. ‘Right, let’s have it, then, Mum … and, honestly, if you don’t make sense of what you just said in the next couple of minutes, I promise you Lizzy and I will be in the car and heading up the motorway faster than shit off a shovel, won’t we, L?’

Lizzy turned into the room and looked at all three of them, the family, hunkered around the table with the morning light streaming over and in, past her on to them from the window behind her. She was creating a Lizzy-shaped shadow across the middle of the table. It didn’t escape her that her silhouette was, at that moment, closer to them all than she had ever been in the flesh, or would be. Even the question Vernon had just asked her was rhetorical, really; he certainly wasn’t waiting for her response. At least he had acknowledged her as part of their couple. She considered for a brief moment actually answering his question, but before she could they were off again, so she continued making tea. She hoped it might be the kind of tea that calms everyone and makes everything magically go away, so she laid out four cups and plonked a tea bag in each. Tum te tum. Nothing unusual here, thank you, just keep going, doing normal things, la la la …

The kitchen table was no longer the cosy congenial chum, the extra member of the family it had always been. It was now a crater where the bombshell ruins were evident.

Each of them rapidly looked at the other in turn. Brother and sister exchanged complicit stunned expressions and then swiftly changed their focus to Etta, slapping her with the immediate need for explanation.

Etta took a very deep breath. She needed to get this right, and no amount of rehearsal had equipped her for this moment, the actual confrontation in which the two people she gave birth to were desperate for some understanding. She wasn’t sure exactly what to say. All she knew was that the measured, calm explanation she’d planned so meticulously seemed to be instantly inappropriate.

‘OK, umm … OK,’ Etta said, stumbling about.

‘Use words,’ Vernon chimed in, unhelpfully.

‘So …’ Etta persisted, although she felt the ground beneath her, the reasoning she thought she knew so well, starting to wobble. ‘Look, the first and most important thing I need to say is that I have … created gems in you two, here in front of me –’

‘Mum,’ Dolly stopped her, ‘I really hope you aren’t launching into some kind of prepared guff here. That’s the last thing we need.’

‘I know that,’ Etta agreed. ‘I know, but what you guys have to understand is that I’ve been thinking about this for quite a while now, and I’m so sure about so much of it, except this bit. The telling you.’

‘Wait a minute,’ Dolly said, getting in quick, ‘I’m expecting you to tell me something, anything that helps what you said out there make sense. I’m mainly expecting you to tell me how I misheard you, how it’s a prank, how you’ve had a momentary brain aneurism, how you’ve been blackmailed to say it, how we’re being secretly filmed for some crazy reality show, how aliens have penetrated and occupied you … any of that would be more palatable than … than … this.’

‘You’re in shock, I get that.’ Etta attempted some comfort.

‘No shit, Sherlock,’ Dolly replied.

They sat in stunned silence for a few moments, with the only sound being Vernon’s very heavy, very loaded breathing. At this point, his breathing was speaking volumes more than any language could.

The boiling kettle clicked off and Lizzy poured the steaming water into the mugs. So keen was she to alleviate this very strange moment that she inadvertently started to hum a silly, frothy, generic light tune. All three heads swivelled towards her in judgement. Lizzy wasn’t even facing them, but she felt the heat of their stares boring into her back and she stopped the ill-advised humming immediately.

The table battle continued, with Vernon entering the fray,

‘What gives you the right to smack us in the gobs with that, just now?! Are you testing us or something? If you are, just stop it. No one’s interested in your stupid games.’

‘Verne. There’s no game, darlin’, I promise, and I’m afraid that I do have a right. If you’ll just let me tell you –’

‘Here. Make it a bit better,’ Lizzy interrupted, and put the mugs down in front of each person with an astonishing dose of awful timing, forcing the family to mutter their awkward thanks to her in turn at just the worst moment.

Etta sighed and attempted to restart what was probably the most difficult conversation she’d ever needed to have.

‘So, for some time now –’

Yet again, Lizzy cut her off, this time with an inappropriate plate full of jammy dodgers plopped down with a clunk in the middle of the table, ‘Nothing like a biccy to lighten the mood, eh?’

‘Thank you, Lizzy. Do sit down, please.’

She did. She so did.

Etta continued, ‘There are some things I want to make absolutely clear –’

‘Are you sick? Tell us now if you are,’ Dolly said quickly and with a catch in her throat.

‘No,’ Etta responded. ‘No, Dols. I’m not sick, I promise you. I have no real illness, besides the usual things a woman in her late sixties naturally would have. You know my stuff – creaky knee, wobbly teeth, some intermittent blood-pressure crap, hay fever, blah blah, but, no, I have no significant or ongoing health issues. As far as I know, anyway. For which, I’m eternally grateful. That’s not it –’

‘No, it’s not,’ Vernon said, ‘because if this is something you are EVEN CONSIDERING,’ he pointedly emphasized, ‘then evidently it’s your mental health you should be more concerned about –’

‘Verne!’ said Lizzy, braving a contribution, ‘that’s a bit rude …’

‘Don’t worry, Lizzy, I’m completely up for all questions, really, but thank you. You’ve always been a filter for Verne’s more … honest … moments, and I appreciate that. Look, guys, I’m more than aware that you’ll feel the need to wrap your heads around this by trying to categorize what you think is going on with me. I also know that, ironically, when you can’t put your finger on a particular problem, perhaps YOU are the problem. I can’t rule out that I’m a bit bonkers I s’pose … but I can, hand on heart, tell you that I have reasons and I have purpose and I have motive for what I’m proposing. I don’t feel depressed or sad or any of that.’

‘You’re telling me you’ve never been depressed?’ Dolly challenged her mum.

‘Dolly, you know that I’ve had many times in my life when I’ve felt overwhelmingly sad. You’ve been there for me, with me, through lots of those moments. Some you were aware of and some you weren’t, but, even when you weren’t, you were a big part of my reason to get through it. Of course I’ve been depressed. We all are sometimes. But I can promise you that has nothing to do with this. This is completely different.’

‘Yeah,’ Dolly said, ‘this is mega depression; you just can’t see it.’

‘Right. Well. It isn’t, but you’re entitled to your opinion.’

‘Shut up,’ Vernon said loudly. ‘Why are we talking about this as if it’s normal or something? Seriously, Mum, you think it’s OK to get us all here, sit on a dune and drop a motherload on us like that, out of the blue?’

‘Actually, no, I don’t think it’s OK to have put you in this shocking position, and, believe me, I have agonized about it. My option was not to tell you at all. Just do it. Slip away. Not involve you guys in any way. I genuinely considered that, but I thought that would be cruel, and even more shocking somehow. I know I owe you an explanation, so hopefully you’ll hear me out once we get past this horrible bit when it’s a thunderbolt.’

‘And when,’ Dolly said, ‘did you think we would “get past” it? By breakfast? Lunch? When are you planning it? I can’t even believe I’m asking that question …’ Her voice trailed off with a bass note of panic.

‘You’re all due to leave this evening, and that is right, that’s what you should do, just as planned. It will happen after that.’

‘On your own?’ Vernon asked, hesitantly.

‘No. Adam will be here.’

‘Dad? Dad knows about this? He’s coming here?’ Dolly stood up, enraged.

‘Yes,’ Etta replied. ‘I need someone to check everything’s gone according to plan. He’s not allowed to DO anything, but he can witness it afterwards. He won’t get into trouble for that. We’ve talked at length. He understands.’

‘This is outrageous,’ Vernon said. ‘It’s both of you?’

Then Dolly spat out, ‘You’ve plotted this together?! I can’t believe he knows. I can’t believe he hasn’t said anything to us.’

‘Don’t punish Dad,’ Etta said. ‘I swore him to secrecy, and believe me that wasn’t easy.’

Vernon chipped back in, ‘So you’ve taken it out of our hands, as if we don’t matter at all. You think you can just flip a switch and disappear? Without us being involved?’

‘I AM involving you. That’s the whole point.’

‘No, you’re not, Mum,’ Dolly said, ‘you’re telling us. It’s already decided. And how come Dad gets to be part of it? He’s not even your husband any more.’

‘Yes, he is.’

‘Well, yes, he is legally, but Dad has a boyfriend and lives in Bristol. He’s not your partner any more,’ Dolly corrected her.

‘Adam is my absolute best friend in the world, Dols, and you know it. He’s your dad and always will be; he stepped up as a dad for you too, Verne, after Rob died. Other than you two, and you, of course, Lizzy’ – a cursory nod to her daughter-in-law, for which a surprised Lizzy was grateful – ‘and Pearl, sweet darling Pearl’ – at this, Etta’s voice wobbled a bit – ‘Ads is the closest buddy I have. The love we shared was bloody enormous, Dols, and created you. To this day, he understands me more than anyone I’ve ever met, and he loves me and he loves you. He will be there for you …’

‘But we want you to be there. Too.’ Dolly started to weep. Etta wasn’t sure if she should go to her, since the last attempt to comfort her was so summarily dismissed, but it wasn’t in her nature to sit there and witness her daughter in pain without at least trying. She was, after all, the source of that pain. The least she could do was everything in her power to lighten it. Everything, that is, except change her mind. On that she was resolved.

She stood up and went to Dolly. She touched her lightly, to gauge her response. Shockingly, Dolly suddenly and viscously slapped her mother’s face.

‘How dare you! Selfish witch!’

The heavy blow almost knocked Etta right over. All those jujitsu and self-defence classes she sent Dolly to had certainly paid off. Etta felt blasted, and she could sense the redness of the smarting welt rising on her cheek. She resisted all natural urges to react or respond. Etta was usually hot-headed and wouldn’t ordinarily stay so calm, but this … was collateral damage. She knew she deserved it. So she stood still and maintained strong eye contact with her hurting daughter.

‘I honestly hate you right now!’ screamed Dolly in her best throwback teenage voice.

‘I know. I know you do. I’m sorry.’

With a gulping sob, Dolly fell into her arms and into a torrent of sadness. Etta wrapped around her. She saw, over Dolly’s shoulder, that Vernon was also weeping but silently, so she pulled him up into their embrace and they all wept together. A wretched triangle, for sure. With Lizzy as the lonely onlooker.

Etta decided to chance it.

‘All this before breakfast, eh?’


Slice 3

I am fifteen.

It is Saturday.

I have to get up early to go to my job. Mum makes me toast but it goes cold downstairs because I have to do my hair and it takes ages. I put Carmen heated rollers in. I wait until the black spot goes red. That means they are hot enough. It burns my fingers to hold them but I have to do it to get all the edges to turn in, all the way round properly. It needs to look smooth all over except turned-in edges. I use lots of hairspray. Makes it a bit sticky but it mainly stays right. And I like the smell. It should last all day if I don’t sweat too much. I need it to look all right for four o’clock.

Mum drives me to work. I have to wear an apron thing there, which is hideous, so I just keep my T-shirt on and my jeans and my platforms. My good top is in my bag to change into later.

When we get there, Mum always does the same joke and she says, ‘Get out of the car, chop chop,’ because it’s a hairdresser’s. She’s done that joke over a million times now. She always tries to kiss me goodbye but I say no because I’m not three.

The salon is called Hairy Poppins. I don’t get it. Why? Sounds like a monster or something. Why didn’t they call it ‘Gayle’s Hairdos’ or something after the owner. Gayle knows Mum and that’s why I got the job on Saturdays. I hate it when Mum comes in for a haircut when I’m there. I’m different when she’s not around. I can be me and not treated like a baby or something. I can do things. Not be told I can’t do things. Everyone at work thinks I can do things. That’s why I’m given some of the actual junior jobs, not just sweeping. I do all the comb and brush cleaning and you have to be trusted for that because it’s a chemical. Not everyone can do that. I do sweeping as well, but it’s my most hated job. I try not to throw up. And you can get some of the very short hairs stuck in your skin pores and it goes septic.

I finish at 2 p.m. Then I go in the back room and check my hair is OK. I change into my peasant top and cram my T-shirt into my bag. Mum doesn’t know, but I have lipstick (coral gloss) and I have mascara (coal black) so I put them on. Mascara is hard to get on right: it keeps falling down on my cheek, and it’s hard to fully get off so I get smears.

I leave Hairy’s and catch the bus to Julie’s house. Her mum is nice but all their food is brown stuff – brown bread, brown rice, brown eggs – so it makes me gag. It looks dirty. I do eat it if she’s made it, but I don’t like it. We sit in Julie’s bedroom and play records. She likes Donny. I like David. I am right. Donny is too smiley and I don’t believe it. It is showbusiness. David is a real person. With the best hair there is in the world. I wrote to a fan club for him in America and invited him to my house for tea if he ever comes to England, because I bet he never gets to meet real people and he probably would like some peace and quiet away from screaming fans. I wouldn’t scream. I would just cuddle him. He could even stay over on the pullout if he wanted, for extra privacy and true tranquillity. I haven’t heard back yet.

At quarter to four, we walk to the park. Not too fast. We don’t want to look too keen. We go through the gates, and head to the swing bit. That’s where they normally are.

I have my coat on, but I keep it open so you can see my peasant blouse underneath. My platforms are clacking on the path and hurting a bit because I’ve been wearing them all day. Julie wants to take the quick way across the grass but my platforms are white and the grass is muddy so I keep to the path.

As we get closer, I can see that they’re not there. Shit a brick. Maybe they’re not coming today? Maybe I’ve done my hair for nothing.

There is a little kid and his mum mucking about by the swings, like the swing park is for them. I look around, towards the gate, towards the woods, towards the pond. There are a few people around, some with dogs. But that’s all.

No sign of them.

Julie and I sit on the bench by the slide. The metal of the bench is very cold and it’s all rusted. I hope it doesn’t come off on my jeans. These are from Dorothy Perkins and I had to save up. Mum hates them because they’re flares. She says they make too much wind when you’re walking. What the hell is she talking about? Who cares? They are fab, and I don’t want rust stains on them.

I look at Julie. She has LOTS of mascara on, more than me. Her mum doesn’t mind, even though she got conjunctivitis from hers and had puss eyes for two weeks so we couldn’t come to the park. She is wearing the choker I got her for her birthday, which looks nice because she’s got a neck. Mum says I have the curse of our no-neck family but she can get lost because I’ve got loads more neck than her. I can wear a necklace. Maybe not a choker very well, but definitely a long necklace. Beads or something.

Julie has her choker on upside down so I tell her and she laughs. She’s like that, Julie, laughing at funny things. She doesn’t get all hoity-toity if you point out wrong stuff. Some people do, but not Julie. She lets me tell her all the wrong stuff all the time, which is good because I really do know quite a bit more than her about some things like clothes and music and stuff.

I take her choker off and put it back on her the right way up, with the pattern facing upwards. She says thank you. Then I realize, looking at it, that it was right to begin with. Oh well. Leave it now.

Still no sign of them.

I have a pain under my arm, so I reach round to scratch it and I feel a wire. Shit a brick, it’s the wire bit from under my bra poking up at the side. It’s broken through and pushed up, and is now digging into my armpit where I’ve put lots of US deodorant because Mum told me I wasn’t ‘nice to be near’, apparently. Thanks, Mum. That worried me, so now I always put tons of deodorant on and also I spray Aqua Manda all over, especially hot places.

The wire is sticking up so badly and I can’t get it to go back in, so I just pull it out. Or try to. It gets stuck.

Right then, that moment is when they come.

Three of them this time.

Shit a brick!

The one I like is called Gazza, I think. The other two are Bazza and Shazza. I can’t believe all the names rhyme. Me and Julie tried to do that, but I didn’t want to be Etulie or Eulie, which sounded silly. She could be Jetta, that’s good, I said, but she didn’t want to, so we didn’t.

Gazza is so cool. He’s got flares too and they really suit him because he’s quite tall. He has long legs but even then his jean bottoms are scraping on the floor and they’ve got all muddy. He has a light blue shirt with a big collar and a purple tank top. PURPLE! That’s my favourite colour and he doesn’t even know me. It’s like he’s trying to be my boyfriend or something.

I’m trying not to look, but I think he’s got a necklace on. He honestly doesn’t care what people think.

But the best best best thing is his browny hair. It’s a feather cut, but longer, just like David’s, and it really suits him.

They stay on the other side of the park, but they’re laughing a lot and smoking. Which is against the law and bad for you. Two wrong things. Who cares? Me and Julie don’t even look at them except when we do only quickly. We pretend a whole chat we’re having together and we laugh a lot. I take my coat off even though it’s so freezing a gnat’s balls will drop off. What is that saying? Something like that. I have to take it off, though, otherwise they won’t see my peasant top. Plus I need to get this bloody helling wire out of the side of my bra. I don’t know how it’s caught, but now it is digging right in and I want to scream but I can’t because we’re doing pretend laughing. Now I think it’s bleeding a bit. I don’t want blood to go on my top. Shit a brick, but we keep laughing so we can look like girls who have loads of fun and don’t care what boys think, or if they look or not. I hope that if he does look, he will see that I definitely do have a neck because this blouse helps it to look more like it’s there.

I can’t get the wire out. I just have to shut up and put up with it. Me and Julie sit back down on the top of the bench, but this time pointing the other way, with our backs to them. We need to show them we don’t give a tosser about them. It’s hard not to look round to see if they are looking, but we try not to. We are pretending to look at something in Julie’s bag. It goes all quiet over their end too. They are sitting on the ground, talking, it looks like. The little boy and his mum have left, it’s just me and Julie and them.

They start mucking about on the slide and the swings. They shouldn’t go on the swings, really, because they are too big. Who cares? They are being stupid and going frontwards down the slide, which is also dangerous, but quite funny, but we don’t laugh or they will know we’ve noticed. I look straight at Julie with my face, but I turn my eyes sidewards to see what Gazza is doing. I can see him sitting on the see-saw. He has a really nice chin just where his hair ends. He has some spots but not too bad. He has shoulders and I really like that. Then, all of a sudden, he starts walking over towards us. Just for a second, my belly does a flip because I thought he was going to Julie and if he did, I would actually die.

He walks up to me.

He smiles.

He has teeth. Nice ones-ish.

He stands very close.

I try to smile, but my mouth is dry and my top lip gets a bit stuck on my teeth, so it’s not my real smile.

He stands right in front of me.

He leans down, very close.

I can smell the cigarette smoke.

I stare at him.

He stares at me.

Then he does it.

He kisses me.

A bit soft at first but then he gets his whole tongue in and sort of squishes it around and is making big breathing snorty noises.

His arms are around me tightly and the wire is really sticking in!

His eyes are closed.

Mine are wide open.

It lasts about a minute.

Then he stops and smiles.

We both have wet mouth lips.

He turns and walks slowly away.

His mates are laughing and doing dog whistles.

They all leave the park.

Julie looks shocked, and a bit jealous.

It was really nice, but a bit surprising and I’m hoping I’m not pregnant now.

I don’t think so. No.

We leave the swing park.

I get the bus home and on the bus I realize that I THINK I have a boyfriend now.

When I get in, we all eat some Vesta Chow Mein on our laps and watch The Black and White Minstrel Show like normal.

My family don’t know I’m in love.

But I am.

And he doesn’t care whether I’ve got a neck.


CHAPTER 3

Prime. 7 a.m.

Lizzy was upstairs having a shower and checking in on the sleeping Pearl, which left the family triumvirate alone together in the kitchen. Etta was busying herself at the hob, drizzling some oil into a wide pan. For her, life was lighter and she was an inch closer to her goal. None of it was easy, but at least she’d stepped off the ledge. Contrary to her anticipation, rather than falling, hurtling downwards, which is how she’d predicted she might feel once she told them, she was surprised to find herself lifted on an updraft of relief. The planning and thinking and thinking and thinking about it had taken a toll on her hurting heart and, for the first time in an age, she felt a welcome surrender. It was going to be a long day, for sure, but she wanted that. She wanted the longest day ever, please, so that she might make it right for them, the best she could.

In the meantime, she tried to be normal, so she was cooking. Eggs. Lovely eggs from Daphne at the bottom of the lane who has her own chickens and who trusts that you’ll leave a few quid in the honesty box. Everyone who knows her leaves much more than the eggs are worth, because they’re all aware that Daphne cares for her mad old bullying mother, who bites her sometimes. Once, a few years before, Etta noticed the bite marks on Daphne’s arm, so she marched straight past Daphne right into her house, where the mother was sitting by the fire. The mother thought it was Daphne coming and shouted, ‘Where’s m’tea, you fat eejit?!’ loudly at her.

Etta responded, ‘I don’t know where your tea is, but I know what I’m having,’ and she proceeded to bite her on the arm, mirroring exactly the spot where she’d bitten Daphne. The horrible old woman shrieked for Daphne to come, but Daphne took her leisurely time before she arrived to ‘rescue’ her, and she and Etta winked at each other as Etta left, with Etta remarking pointedly, over her shoulder, ‘Thank you, that was delicious, and I’ll be back for second helpings if I need to … understand …?’

Daphne’s chickens laid tasty eggs and Etta’s family always looked forward to them. Hence, crack crack, in went the eggs to sizzle in the hot oil while Etta cut big thick slices of crusty bread to soak up the vivid yolks.

Vernon and Dolly were still at the table, watching Etta closely as she buzzed about fixing breakfast. Ordinarily, they would help out, but they were too stunned, both at what was said and also at how she was appearing to go about her day in the most typical fashion. How could it be?

‘Sunny up? Or flipped?’ Etta asked, with her back to them at the cooker.

‘Seriously, Mum, have you had some kind of significant medication error?’

‘Verne, I don’t take anything, hon, you know that …’

Dolly piped up, ‘Besides all those packets by your bed, you mean.’

‘Those are hormones!’

‘They’re not hormones, Mum.’

‘They’re replacements for hormones. You’ll understand one day, darlin’. If you want to keep your skin, your brain and your fanny in any kind of working order, you need to take those. They’ve kept me sane.’

‘Right,’ said Vernon. ‘Yeah, “sane” is what we’re looking at here for sure, no doubt about that. Absolutely sane.’

‘I completely get that you’re furious with me, both of you, and it must help to wrap your brains around it by categorizing me as crazy. There is a craziness in it, I know that, I’m not stupid, but just know, more than anything, that I’ve made this decision in my fully functioning, fully engaged, fully considered mind. I’ve honestly been through every aspect of it, for and against. I’ve argued with myself incessantly and I’ve argued the imaginary arguments I think you will present me with. I’ve done it all repeatedly, I’ve taken time, and I’ve come to an informed decision, eventually, and, whatever that may look like to you two, and everyone else, I know for sure what I want; and when I knew, I really knew, what was absolutely right for me, I can’t tell you how much peace I found in my head and in my heart.’

Etta said all of this while she expertly flipped and basted the perfect fried eggs, which she then placed on the table alongside her own home-made ketchup, another family favourite. Vernon and Dolly sat quietly listening. It was slowly sinking in. The very fact that their mother could be so perfunctory and so certain was at once shocking and convincing. They’d had only a couple of hours to process this giant information and neither was anywhere near accepting it.

‘Tuck in, come on now. We can’t let a little thing like this stop us enjoying our favourite treats …’ Etta said, ironically.

They both looked at her, incredulous.

‘The fact is, Mum,’ Dolly eventually said, ‘whether you’re certifiably insane or not, you’ve always had mad ideas. This is the maddest, though, and I still can’t work out why you’d do something like this so willingly? Something that will affect all of our lives. Your mad stuff is usually just about you.’

‘Eat, please,’ said Etta, shoving their plates further towards them, ‘come on now, for me.’ They picked up their knives and forks and slowly did as they were told.

Etta continued, ‘What mad things are you referring to, by the way? I don’t think I’ve ever been inappropriate … have I?’

Vernon spluttered his breakfast. ‘OK, so you think it was completely normal to stand on the grass outside my maths class with your portable boombox blaring out “YMCA” while you did the dance dressed as some mutant version of all of the Village People?’

‘That horrid Williams boy was bullying you and regularly accusing you of being GAY, as if that’s something wrong.’

‘I know, Mum, but THAT did nothing to dissuade him from the notion – can you still not see that?’

‘I thought it was a lark. And very inclusive.’

Dolly piped up, ‘What about when you dressed me up as the Tooth Fairy for World Book Day?’

‘What? You looked extremely cute.’

‘Mum, you made me a huge necklace out of hundreds of human teeth –’

‘Well, I knew the woman at the dentist …’

Somehow they managed to share an exasperated chuckle at these memories, which for a nano-second reminded them they were, after all, family, with a shared history, however bonkers.

Vernon said, ‘We could, of course, have you legally committed. Sectioned. We could, Mum. You’d be seen as a danger to yourself. They’d take you somewhere safe and keep an eye on you till you were better.’

‘Better?’

‘Till you stopped this … suicidal ideation or whatever they call it …’

‘OK, so I’d be put in some loony bin and sedated off my tits until I made promises I had no intention of keeping. Is that what you think is a good alternative?’

‘I dunno … there’s got to be something.’

‘There is something. Exactly what I’ve planned, and one of the reasons to tell you on the very same day it will happen is precisely so that none of those extreme measures have time to happen.’

‘It would be immediate, Mum, I’m pretty sure,’ he said.

‘I can’t stop you, Verne, but I hope you at least give me the grace of today to share words. Let’s please share words. Please?’

Vernon ate his eggs as an act of capitulation. They were great eggs. How did she do it? Make them so delicious. Every time.

Dolly reached out for the jar of home-made ketchup. As she unscrewed the top and shook out a dollop, she looked over at her mother. ‘Oh God, I’ve just had a horrible thought. If you go ahead with this stupid thing, the next time we have some ketchup you won’t even be here …’

‘Well, hang on, we might have some at lunchtime …?’ Etta attempted some ill-advised levity. Dolly shot a salvo of withering dagger looks at her, and continued, ‘Not the point, Madre. You know what I’m saying. You’ve made this ketchup for years; we’ve always had it on the table. Always. Since I was little. I didn’t understand it when I went to other people’s houses and they had the other sugary stuff; it made my teeth itch.’

Etta laughed.

Dolly carried on, ‘This is our ketchup. What our family have. It’s bloody lovely, I don’t know what you do, how you make it, but we love it …’

Vernon mumbled his agreement through his full mouth while he chomped down on his breakfast. ‘Mmmgh, yeah.’

Dolly kept on, like a terrier with a bone. ‘How DO you make it, actually? Tomatoes of course …?’

Etta corrected her, ‘Yes, tomatoes, Dols, of course, but avoid big boring supermarket ones … there are always plenty of juicy little plum or cherry ones in the greenhouse. You’ll need to tend those. Pearlie will probably know the most about them, we’ve planted those together for a few years now, she knows the ropes … literally … she’s helped me attach the vertical strings. She’s done the planting, she knows about spacing, she knows to keep the windows open for air, she knows about the watering and she knows where the little packets of feed are. She even knows how to tell when they’re ripe. She’s soaked up all the tomato intel like a little tomato sponge.’

‘Right,’ said Dolly, ‘so we’ll all have to go to Pearl’s tomato university, that’s fine … we’ll have an abundance of lovely tomatoes, and then what?’

‘You’ve watched me make this, Dols …’

‘No, Mum, you’ve made it while I’m in the kitchen. I’ve pretty much ignored the whole thing. I’m guessing there’s vinegar involved …?’

‘Yep, white wine vinegar, and caster sugar and spices. It’s easy.’

‘It’s not easy, Mum! What spices? Exactly? How are we supposed to make it if we don’t know what spices? It’s bad enough that you’ll never make it again, without being left to try and make a shitty version with the wrong mix of spices. And the amounts? How will we fucking know? It’ll taste like shit from a shit farm if you don’t write it down. You need to write everything down. About everything. I don’t know how to do anything –’

‘Yes, you do, Dols,’ Etta reassured her. ‘You’re thirty.’

‘So what?! I’m NOT thirty when it comes to you …’

‘What do you mean?’

‘I don’t want to be bloody thirty. To you. I don’t want to have to be grown up and responsible and independent. I want to be your daughter …’

‘So how old do you WANT to be, Dols …?’

‘I dunno, about twelve or summink. Y’know, so I can keep coming here and you look after me. That’s your job, Mother! I’m supposed to be able to lie about, and … be ill … and tired … and you make me hot chocolate and pat my back and help me answer horrible letters from electric companies and speeding tickets and stuff. And you’re supposed to know about national insurance and tax and things. And rashes. And meningitis. And how to test your tits for cancer. And why that twat is the wrong boyfriend. And why I’m worth so much more. And how I’m the best ’n’ stuff. For God’s sake!’

Vernon was observing all of this open-mouthed. Not a pretty sight, since it was full of egg and bread. As Dolly wound down, Vernon took his chance to pitch in, ‘Dols, I know this hurts, it’s like, unfathomable, and I’m still waiting for you to pull the plug on what I pray is the worst prank imaginable, Mum, but, listening to what you’ve just said there, it sounds like Mum is your only family. What am I? Chopped liver?’

‘No, Verne, course not –’

‘I know I’m only six years older than you, but I’m still your big brother, and actually I’m really good at the practical stuff. I can help you with any formal letters or forms or anything like that. The gynaecological stuff, not so much maybe. I can’t believe you haven’t asked me before if you’ve had stress about the stupid day-to-day things. There’s got to be a point to a brother. I’ve already fulfilled various duties regularly. I’ve repeatedly proved to be funnier, cleverer, quicker than you. I’ve dated pretty much every single one of your revolting friends. I’ve driven you to endless ridiculous things. I’ve sneaked into clubs and hidden in the corner to keep an eye on you –’

‘What? When?!’ Dolly gasped.

‘I even followed you around shopping centres with your dreadful mates when you were twelve. Diving in and out of shops so you wouldn’t see me. Having to loiter in endless make-up departments. What the actual? Someone explain to me why anyone’s lips need to be frosted or cherubbed? Or why eyelashes have to be curled with medieval implements? On twelve-year-olds? Or what the big fascination with beanie babies was? Or why twelve-year-olds can only shriek?’

‘I can’t believe you followed me –’

‘Of course I did: that shopping centre was the portal to weirdo hell, so many pervs hanging around for exactly your kind of group as prey. Stupid giggly brats.’

‘Steady on.’

‘It’s true, Dols. You were.’

‘Fair enough, yeah. On all three counts.’

‘And what about the time you did those magic mushrooms and were off your tits?’

‘Pardon?’ Etta cried, jolted.

‘Yeah, she doesn’t need to know about that, mate,’ Dolly replied.

‘Or,’ Vernon said, continuing quickly, ‘when you had your procedure and you needed picking up from the clinic … remember?’

‘What procedure?’ Etta demanded.

‘Shut up, Verne. You don’t have to know everything, Mum.’

‘When was this?!’ Etta was fully engaged now.

‘When I was nineteen. I didn’t tell you … because … because … that’s why, just because.’

‘Right,’ Etta said, a little hurt, ‘because some decisions in life are only your choice, maybe?’

‘OK, I see what you’re doing there, very sly, but I had my reasons. Y’know, I felt a bit ashamed, if you must know. Stupid. Got caught. Stupid night. Didn’t even know him, really. Tequila was involved. My fault. Wasn’t worth worrying you about. I weighed it up. I dealt with it. Those were the consequences. And Verne was there for me. Yeah. Thanks again. Really.’

Etta replied, ‘I get it, Dols, I really do. Obviously I’m going to say that I would always have supported ANY decision you made around something so important. As your dad would have. I’m sad that you faced that on your own, but, look, you kinda found out what autonomy over your own body is. Plus, you found out what a brother is for, I guess?’

Vernon chipped in, ‘Well, yep, abortions and reaching for high things, apparently.’

‘Trust you to be so prosaic.’ Etta touched his arm and was pleased when he allowed it. She pushed further, ‘You are, in fact, a brilliant brother. And a brilliant son. And a grumpy twat of the highest order.’

‘Cheers,’ said Vernon.

Etta went on, ‘I’ll write out the list of spices, Dols. It’s so easy, you will absolutely be able to make it. Maybe you’ll refine it and add your own ideas, make it better, make it yours? That’s what should happen: it should evolve. Like everything. Grow. Change. Adapt.’

‘End,’ said Dolly, curtly.

‘Yes, end. That comes for all of us. It’s just the where, when and how, isn’t it?’

‘I can’t deal with you being so casual, Mum, I feel like I’m watching a horror film, and then I suddenly see that I’m in it.’

‘I’m not casual. I’m just sure, that’s all. I’ve had time, and you haven’t. I’m sorry.’

‘Don’t say sorry. Say stop. Just stop. It’s easy, look, I’m saying it now. Stop. Stop. STOP!’

Just then, they all heard the distant sound of Pearl’s voice talking to Lizzy upstairs.

Dolly said, ‘Seriously, Mum, this doesn’t come into her world at all, OK? She adores you. She won’t cope. Please.’

‘Of course not. Understood. Totally.’

‘She’s my daughter and I won’t let anything hurt her. I wish you felt the same way about your daughter.’

With that verbal slap, Dolly left the kitchen and went upstairs to care for Pearl, leaving Vernon and his mother at the kitchen table, looking at each other in a heavy silence for a while. Vernon broke it,

‘I know what she means. You’re supposed to always be there, until you absolutely can’t be. You’re supposed to WANT to be there for us, come what may. You’re supposed to put us first. That’s what mothers do. They put themselves last. And this is our home. You are our home. It’s like you’re stealing our safe place and you don’t even seem to mind, or even KNOW that. My whole world is tilting right now – and you have the power to straighten it up again, but you’re just … sitting there not doing that. Doing the opposite. Jumping all over it so it tilts further. Hurting us. Actively hurting us. That is incorrect mother behaviour. I’m not a parent, but even I know that.’

‘You may not be a parent, Verne, but you are a son, and I absolutely hear what you’re saying.’

‘No, you don’t.’

‘Yes. I. Do. The worst of it is that you think I don’t mind. I DO mind, that’s the whole point. I’ve wrapped my minding around this every which way for some time now.’

‘Not enough.’

‘What IS enough, Verne? Till you’ve wept through the night? Every night? For weeks? Till you finally, after months of torment while you churn all the pros and cons around in your washing machine of a brain, make a decision and you take your first deep breath for ages? You have a full night of sleep for the first time in a year because, at last, you’ve settled on a solution that will work for you and your family in the long run? Till you know in the deepest pit of your stomach that you are right? Is THAT enough?’ Etta said sincerely.

‘Enough is what I want to be for you to stay.’

‘Oh, Verne. Of course you’re enough.’

‘Clearly not, Mum, clearly not,’ and with that he stood up, swiped the ketchup jar and stuffed it into his pocket. If it was to be the last jar made, he wanted it. In that jar was something he loved about their family, something she had created and now something she was apparently extinguishing. It was the very essence of her cheerful generosity and her loving, creative spirit, which, he started to admit, somewhere deep down, might be at the heart of this unimaginable choice.

It might just … be right?

For her …

Maybe.


Slice 4

I am twenty-two.

It’s July.

I’m sitting in an orange sports car, what did he say it was? A G.B.T. or something. Whatever, it’s quite small and very loud when it gets going. He drives it in a way that makes the engine roar more. On purpose, I think. The engine is off now because we’re at the petrol station. He has gone inside to pay and I’m sitting in the passenger seat. A woman in another car at the next pump is looking at me. I look away, but when I look back she is still staring. What is she thinking? Is it obvious? Does she think I’m a bit young for him? He is twenty-six, that’s not THAT much older, I tell her with my thoughts. Maybe she thinks he’s too handsome for me, or I’m too fat for him or something? Well, you can piss off, actually, because he tells me all the time that I’m the perfect shape because women should be curvy. Maybe she thinks I’m a tart because there’s a tote bag in the boot with overnight things in it for the first-ever time, including contraceptive pills in my washbag. None of her beeswax, thank you. Maybe she thinks I look like the kind of girl who sleeps with any hot young navy officer who asks? Yeah, well, I don’t. I haven’t slept with anyone until today, thank you very much, and now, in this exact moment when you’re staring at me, I’m a complete virgin. With a hymen and everything. Well, maybe not a hymen because I go horse riding and I also dance quite vigorously. Does fast dancing break your hymen? I don’t know, but, if it does, then mine is definitely gone by now. How do you check if you still have one? Where is it? I know it’s inside your fanny, I know that, but … how far up? Will he have to break it tonight? What will it feel like? Or maybe I’ll hear it. Will it pop? Why did no one ever tell me about this stuff? I’m tempted to see if I’ve got one now, but I’ve got jeans on and she’s still staring at me, so I probably shouldn’t. Why is she still looking? Maybe she knows my friends? Maybe they’ve told her I’m the last one in our group to do it? Maybe she feels sorry for me? Maybe she’s going to tell my mum or something? I don’t have to tell my mum anything, I’m an adult. I can go away overnight with a man any time I like. I can do sex any time I like. I never have, but I could. If I want.

I’m fed up with her constant glare. I’ve tried ignoring it, but I can’t, so I decide to glare back, with huge staring eyes. Still, she glowers. Bloody cheek. I know she’s my elder, I know I’m supposed to show respect, but, y’know, SHE isn’t!

So I do it.

I poke my tongue out at her. I cross my eyes, I mock and imitate her staring and do it back much worse. Like a totem-pole face. Blah blah. Na na na. Blow raspberries.

Just then, he approaches the car and sees me doing that. I point at her and laugh.

That’ll teach her, I’m telling him.

He gets into the car.

‘What’re you doing?! Poor woman, that bloke getting in is her son. I just let him jump the queue. He said his mum has dementia and she has no idea where she is, so he doesn’t like to leave her alone in the car for long in case she panics. She finds it hard to make sense of the world. No wonder with eejits like you taking the piss!’

I look back at her as they drive off, and she is craning her neck to keep looking at me.

I feel a horrible wave of shame and humiliation crash over me. What must he think?

‘I didn’t realize.’

‘Clearly not. I didn’t think you were that shallow, don’t worry, but, y’know, maybe don’t judge a book by its cover so quick …?’

He’s right. It stings. I want to die. How could this happen today of all days? He won’t want to do it with me now, not with a heartless twat. It’s really unsexy. I wanted it to be more of the cool-chick-in-a-sports-car-with-a-handsome-boyfriend-kinda vibe. This isn’t it. This is cringe.

Then he puts on his seat belt and turns to me and says, ‘Anyway, blah blah na na na to you,’ and he blows a big fat spray of a raspberry right in my face.

I’m shocked.

Then we both laugh out loud. He’s hilarious and he totally forgives me. I love him so much.

We roar off that forecourt and all the way down to the tiny seaside town, chatting the whole way. I’m chatting a bit too much, I’m aware of that. I’m over-excited about the date and I’m nervous, and when I’m nervous, I talk and talk. He’s told me before that he likes how chatty I am – we normally laugh easily together – but I can’t stem the flow of this endless nervy yap. I notice he puts a cassette in, but I still manage to keep talking over even that. Why don’t I just shut up? I’m annoying myself now. On and on.

Eventually we arrive at the hotel. It’s like a big boarding house kind of hotel, right next to a shingly beach. He parks directly outside. I suddenly feel really shy because we’re going to go in and book into the same room together. These people will all know what’s going on. They will all know that we’re planning on doing sex.

I take a deep breath and get out of the car. He has already unloaded our bags on to the pavement. He picks them up, leaving me to bring only my handbag. He is such a gentleman. He walks ahead of me to open the door, and I notice how nicely his jeans fit around his hips, and how he walks with complete confidence, unlike me, who is falling sideways off my espadrilles, which I purposely bought to be a bit taller, like him. I know I need to tighten the straps from now on, otherwise I will break my neck, as Mum told me when I first showed them to her.

We go up to the reception desk, and I just stand back while he does all the talking. He already booked ahead. He told them we were called Mr and Mrs Smith, which apparently is a joke code name people use to book into hotels when they’re definitely going to do sex. Except it’s sort of not a joke, because his surname actually IS Smith, so I didn’t get it. I said he should use something more exotic like Mr and Mrs Sauce or Mr and Mrs Spunky or Mr and Mrs Foxy or something like that, but he said that the really ordinary name is THE WHOLE POINT. Yeah, it might be, but it’s not very funny. Or sexy.

Anyway, he says it out loud. ‘Mr and Mrs Smith, we’ve booked the bridal suite.’

WHAT?! This is the first I’d heard of it. What a cheek. The woman looks at him, then looks at me. I immediately hide my hand behind my back, so she won’t see that I’m not wearing a new wedding ring.

‘Congrats,’ she says, looking straight at me.

I know she’s not buying it.

‘That includes the honeymoon breakfast tomorrow in the dining room, served from 8 a.m. to 9 a.m.’ Small window of breakfast opportunity, I think. She opens a drawer and pulls out a room key on a clanky brass key ring.

‘Room Eight. Top floor,’ she says. She is smiling at him but, as he leans down to pick up the bags, her smile drops, and I know she judges me. Badly. She wouldn’t allow HER daughter to do this.

I follow him up the stairs, up, up, three flights. It’s not a big house, really, but it’s very high.

Eventually, the stairs end and we’re there.

Room Eight. He opens the door.

The room is in the attic, so the ceiling slopes up on either side with a triangular window on the opposite wall. He has to keep to the centre of the room because he’s tall. The view is to the side of the building, so we can’t see the sea, sadly. We’re looking directly at the next building, which is a carbon copy of this building. At least it’s private.

He can’t stand straight except in the middle of the room and the bed juts out into that bit, so he spends the whole time leaning to the right or left. He keeps shouting ‘PISA!’ to make a joke about the leaning. I don’t have to lean at all, especially after I take the stupid espadrilles off, but I decide to copy him and pretend to lean cos I’m so tall, and instead of ‘PISA!’, I shout ‘PIZZA!’ each time. It doesn’t really make sense but we both laugh anyway. It’s just silly.

The room is clean, but it’s a bit for old people. There is a candlewick bedspread. I used to call it camberwick, but Mum told me that’s wrong. It’s pink with a huge purple flower in the middle of it. Not sexy.

There is a small bathroom in the corner, in a sort of boxed-off bit. The wall is very thin, and I already know we’ll hear each other peeing and pooing in there. Not sexy. Even in there, the ceiling is slanted, so he goes in, leans sideways, pretends to be peeing and shouts ‘Pissing!’ I love it when a joke gets bigger like that. We get each other. Sexy. He laughs and bangs his head. Not sexy. Actually hurts. He sits on the bed, and I rub his head. This is one of those moments like in a film where we start to kiss and then it goes to more. I wait for him to kiss me. I turn my face towards him and try to look kissable. I’m not quite sure how to do this properly – it’s always a bit embarrassing – but I pout a bit and try to make my eyes more soft and fluttery.

He says, ‘Are you all right?’, so I stop doing that immediately as it’s clearly not working. Not sexy.

‘Put your flat shoes on and your coat. Let’s get out of here for a while.’ Quite sexy.

We race down the stairs and out of the front door. We walk along the seafront prom. We get ice-cream. He pats the top of his vanilla two-scoop on to the end of my nose. Funny. Then he kisses it off. Sexy. I love how he holds my hand because it’s not that intertwined finger thing that can really hurt after a while, no, he does it the whole hand-holding-my-whole-hand way, which really shows how small my hand is compared with his. I look up at his face while he’s eating his ice-cream and he is really enjoying it. Something about the way he licks it all the way round and keeps going ‘Mmm’ makes me have feelings in my stomach. Sexy. I’m starting not to be so nervous now, because I remember when we talked about coming away on this trip he told me not to be scared about anything, that nothing would happen unless I said yes, and I could say no forever and it would be OK. Very sexy.

We take our shoes off and we walk on the shingle to the sand. There are pebbles and rocks, so we are careful, and he points the really rough ones out as we go. Sexy. It’s quite windy and my hair isn’t tied up because I wanted it to be all loose and shaggy to be sexy, which means it’s now blasting across my face and stinging me quite badly. Not sexy. He looks at me and my hair is in my mouth and all over, stuck to me with spray and sand. Just when I’m thinking it must look ridiculous, he pulls me into him and moves it all aside with his strong big fingers. He clasps my face in his hands and kisses me hard, with the wind swirling about. It takes me totally by surprise and is really lovely, sort of firm and tender at the same time. Really sexy.

It’s the end of the afternoon, and the sun has dipped right down, the light is all sort of purple, and goosebumps have turned up on my arms. He notices and starts to rub them away.

‘Come on,’ he says.

Most people have left the beach; there are a few couples with dogs but not really anyone much. We walk quite a long way to the opposite side of the bay. The tide is out so there are lots of little rock pools with swaying seaweed in. He points out a big cave, so we wander in and make echo noises to see how deep it is. The cave goes back and up a long way, and opens up into a wide, round area that the water doesn’t seem to reach because it’s dry. We sit side by side on a big smooth rock. There is some spillage of light from the entrance, but it’s pretty dark, so he flicks on his lighter, one of those metal ones where the top flicks over and the flame stays on until you put the top back over it. It’s old-fashioned. I think his dad gave it to him because it’s engraved. He sets the lighter down on the rock. He puts his arm around me.

He says something about how glad he is that we came away on this trip together. I’m still doing loud echo shouts to test the sound in the cave, when he kisses me again. This time it’s one of the more serious-type kisses and his hands are looking for where my top ends and how he can get in underneath. I start to realize that this is the moment. It’s happening now. It surprises me because I thought that was the whole point of the room and the Mr and Mrs Smith thing and all that, but maybe this is better, when it’s all of a sudden and in an unexpected place like this cave. I know I’m supposed to lose myself in the moment, get swept up in it, not care about anything else, but it’s hard to do that. There’s something about the salty smell in here, and the lurking fear that dogs might’ve used it for a toilet, and that human men might’ve used it for a toilet. And women. It doesn’t smell like it, but I can’t help that it’s in my mind. I keep thinking drips from the rocky ceiling will rain down on me. They won’t – it’s dry – but the thought is there. I also think somebody could wander in, maybe even a small child, and that would be terrible …

But that’s not the point. I’m supposed to be in rapture, and I sort of try to be. He moves very quickly to making deep breathy grunting noises, as he tries to get my top and bra off. I have to help with the jeans because they are a bit of a tight fit, so they don’t come off too easily. In the end, I stand up and manage to get them off like that while he is simultaneously doing the same. Before long, there we are, two naked people in a cave. He has a really lovely body, quite dark and hairy, and he has that bit where the ridges on his pelvis draw your eyes down to the best bit. Which seems to be definitely interested. He is looking at me. I don’t feel embarrassed exactly, but I’m nervous that he won’t like what he sees. He knows my body from when we’ve been cuddling, and he’s seen me go swimming, but that is different, because this is IT.

He lays me down on my back on the smooth rock. It’s freezing cold and I flinch, but I’m glad we’re not on the sand. He lies on top of me and I feel the weight of him. I like it. He is whispering lovely things about me in my ear and he is gently kissing my face, my neck, my breasts. Hope he likes them. They are quite big and I hope they aren’t dangling too much to the side in this position, but he isn’t complaining. He touches me. There. I jump a bit and apologize, but he soothes me and carries on. I’m starting to think it might be all right after all because it feels quite nice … and then he lets out a big sigh and says ‘Shit’ in a sort of angry way.

I ask what’s wrong and he mumbles that it doesn’t matter, but I think it does because he stands up and starts to get dressed, so I do the same, even though I don’t understand. For a minute, I’m wondering if it actually HAS happened and I didn’t realize it? Did it go in really quickly or something? Wouldn’t I have known? Maybe the whole fanny area expands to the size of an aircraft hangar so sex can happen without pain? And nobody told me? Either way, I can’t say I’ve experienced it properly. I’m completely confused.

He starts to leave the cave, and he looks sad, so I rush to get all my clothes back on and I run to catch up with him. I ask him if he’s OK and I see that he is distressed. I think I even see a tear. Is it? What’s wrong? I wrap my arms around him and we stay like that in the mouth of the cave for a while. He mutters apologies repeatedly in my ear. But what for? I tell him it’s OK, even though I don’t know if it is or not.

Eventually, we walk back to the hotel, arm in arm. We sit in the downstairs bar, which was once just someone’s front room. We are the only guests in there but the woman from the front desk is behind the ‘bar’, which is only a counter, so we can’t really speak because she can hear everything, so we sip our drinks in pretty much silence. He has lager, I have a gin and tonic. The ice is not real ice. It’s blue plastic re-usable cubes she keeps in the freezer. Not sexy. We suggest we might take our drinks upstairs, but she quickly tells us ‘No beverages in rooms.’ Ridiculous. We finish the drinks quickly and run up the stairs, doing impressions of her all the way: ‘No fun in rooms’, ‘No people in rooms’, ‘No life in rooms’, ‘Please leave the joy outside the door. It will be polished and returned to you in the morning’.

We laugh. We get into the room. I’m a little bit giddy from the gin, which was definitely a double. I decide to try again, maybe it will be better if we’re indoors. It will certainly be warmer.

I go to him and start to kiss him and undo his shirt. I can still smell the sea air and the cave on his clothes and in his hair. I like it. He responds a bit, but then he pulls away and tells me to sit down on the bed. He looks sad. All the laughter from running up the stairs has dripped away and somehow we’re back inside the cave again, where it all went wrong. I take his hand in mine and, for the first time in my whole life, I instinctively know that I need to be quiet. For once. I can see that he wants to talk, and he won’t if I do. It’s hard, I don’t like the awkward silence, but I do it.

Slowly, he starts to speak. He doesn’t sound like he did before, in the car, on the beach or ever. He doesn’t sound like a naval officer, commanding, like my boyfriend. He sounds more like a criminal who’s been caught doing something really wrong, something he’s profoundly ashamed of. Eventually, he speaks, ‘Etta, this is so hard to say –’

‘Oh God, are you married?’ I knee-jerk.

‘No, no, no. I’m not married. I’d really like that, one day … and, y’know, you are so much the kind of person I WOULD marry if I did, but I don’t think that’s going to be happening any time soon.’

‘Are you being posted abroad?’

‘No. That’s not it. Look, I’ve been dealing with something for some time now, and I was really hoping that this weekend would be my answer because I so wanted it to work out with you. You’re the closest thing to a relationship I’ve ever wanted. With a woman …’

That’s a weird thing to say. Is he one of those weirdos who marry their car? Or their horse or something?

‘I think I know now, Etta. Thing is. I’m gay.’

I have no way of making sense of this information. We’ve been going out for months. We’ve been kissing and touching a lot. What? How is this happening?

Oh.

Of course …

I say, ‘It’s me, isn’t it? I’ve turned you gay. I’m THAT ugly. You hate women now. You hate me …’

He laughs and spends the rest of the night hugging me, reassuring me, and telling me that he loves me and always will, that it’s NOT my fault, but he has to live a true life. He apologizes that my first time was a no time in the end, and that I’m a ‘glorious human being’ who deserves the best heterosexual boyfriend on earth. I tell him the exact same, except not so much with the heterosexual bit. We hug and cry and fall asleep in each other’s arms and I know we will always be friends. In a funny way, I’m relieved.

In the morning, we eat a huge honeymoon breakfast between 8 a.m. and 9 a.m., and we loudly pretend that we are exhausted from shagging. We laugh a lot. We are very crude.

In the car on the way home, he asks me to please keep it all a secret, because it’s illegal in the navy and he’ll be chucked out. I promise. What’s possibly illegal about love, I don’t get it?

Little did I know that man would be my closest ally through thick and thin and that one day, years later, we would have a child together. Dolly. Our darling.

Thank you, Adam. I love you.


CHAPTER 4

Terce. 9 a.m.

Lizzy virtually tiptoed into the kitchen. She didn’t know how to make herself any smaller. Dolly took over with Pearl upstairs and Vernon was stomping around, muttering about having a shower. Lizzy didn’t belong in any of the energies; she didn’t feel she fitted anywhere. At least with Pearl, she had a purpose, and, in fact, the only total alliance in this family. From the start, Lizzy really showed up as an auntie. It was clear that Dolly made endless rash, misguided choices in her life. She was such an opposite to Lizzy, who was gentle and argument-averse, but Lizzy nonetheless had a sneaking admiration for Dolly’s free spirit. She often wondered what it would be like not to mind so much, not to worry so much, not give an actual eff what everyone thinks of you and your decisions. She dreamt of taking steps without looking down to carefully check that the ground was still there. Slow and steady. ‘A bottom feeder, a tub gurnard’ was how her father once cruelly described her. Well, not once but many times. Specifically – at her wedding.

Yep. In front of everyone, especially Vernon’s family. Lizzy felt so humiliated but did that special tight smile she’d perfected, the one that gives people permission to let others have a joke on you, at your expense, all the time, without your minding. Apparently. On that occasion, contrary to her assumption, Vernon’s family didn’t join in with the mocking and teasing; they rallied around her with a unified disgust and found subtle ways to ensure that her domineering father understood that, from now on, in her new family, Lizzy was going to be cherished, not derided. Vernon found a quiet space at the reception to take his new father-in-law aside and to thank him for allowing him to marry his daughter, especially because he, Vernon, now realized the magnitude of the damage repair he was taking on. Vernon emphasised that, in a way, it made his job as a husband that much easier – because Lizzy was going to be eternally grateful for the kindness he intended to ALWAYS show her. As Vernon walked away from Lizzy’s dad, he knew for sure that his message had landed, albeit slyly wrapped up in a sort of compliment.

Etta and Dolly had a different approach on that day. They made sure to sit with Lizzy’s parents for a while and completely love-bombed them with a tsunami of anecdotes and incidents in which Lizzy had displayed her humanity, her generosity, her humour, her beauty, her classiness and so on. The parents were bombarded with a hail of Lizzy-appreciation, so much so that, by the end of it, they HAD to agree that she was marvellous, or it would’ve been, frankly, rude. Etta concluded the assault with a firm, ‘You guys have honestly done such a brilliant job of raising her; she’s a total queen in our eyes … isn’t she, Dols?’

Dolly deftly received the baton in Etta’s clever manipulative relay race and continued, ‘Yes, she’s a shining beacon, a goddess …’

The parents appeared dumbfounded. Dolly persisted, while she produced her phone and casually set it to ‘video’.

‘Do me a favour, remind me, on this happy day, what we’ve decided Lizzy is …?’

Etta rushed to stand behind them and assisted them to repeat, loudly and firmly, with the stunned faces of bemused hostages, ‘Lizzy is a queen, a shining beacon, a goddess’ for the camera. This particular film has been played many times since, for shits and giggles. Lizzy, while embarrassed, was endlessly grateful for it, and for the warriors in this family who had her back and wanted the best for her.

Despite the show of loyalty, Lizzy felt like an outsider from the very first moment she had met Vernon at work. He had a much more senior role than she did. Her job was to collate and file all the fraudulent tax cases he and the other partners were investigating. He was at the very male forefront of the company, in the driving seat. Their youngest partner, with the brightest future. He was praised and fêted, tipped for the top job one day if he chose to remain and witness the others fall off their perches one by one. The company was strong and steady, fair to everyone, generous with bonuses and possibly the dullest place of work in the known universe. Lizzy liked the steady security of the work; it was never going to dry up because people were always going to dodge tax, especially big companies. She even allowed herself the satisfaction of a job well done, being part of a well-oiled machine that found and punished the baddies.

Vernon felt differently. He was forever complaining that he was on the wrong side of the game. True, in order to do his job well, he had to be one step ahead of the criminals he was investigating; he had to think like them and then think BETTER than them to catch them. He’d learnt all the tricks, and by way of amusement had apprised himself of all the loopholes, legal and otherwise, which those evaders had missed. He knew he would make a master fraudster because he knew more than they did. He’d studied the dark crannies of fiscal law, where it was possible to hide dirty money, and it intrigued him, but … at the very heart of Vernon was the decent man his mother had raised him to be. He understood and constantly connected to his own strong moral compass. That was the key difference between Vernon and those on the flip side of the coin, although, like so many jobs where there is the enforcer and the hunted, the only difference between them was a sliver of conscience. How many of the police or the army or the legal system are, in actuality, natural-born bullies working in the perfect place to channel their (mostly) testosterone? Lizzy was, for Vernon, a vital piece of the puzzle because Lizzy had no such nefarious aspect to her nature. Whatsoever. Lizzy was only solid goodness; and, even if she often irritated people with her slightly clumsy efforts, her intent was unfailingly golden. Ironically, that undeniable, throbbing sunshine of a core was precisely what pissed off Etta and Dolly on occasion.

They both liked the fact that their brother and son loved a good person, who also loved him back, but what they found lacking was a sense of innate naughtiness, edge and wit, which was their native arena, where they operated with élan. This family lived easily in an environment of teasing and sarcasm. This was their collective tribal currency. Cynicism had become a weapon, and, unfortunately, Lizzy came to the battle unarmed. They couldn’t play with her. There was no equity, no game. To their shame, Etta and Dolly had, on occasion, written her off as a bit drab. No one in this family had ever had the outright cruelty to say it to her face to face, but Lizzy wasn’t stupid. She felt it.

The more she felt it, as the married years went by, the more her confidence and her joie de vivre eroded. She sat back in family situations and let them have their very many, spiky skirmishes. She was a consummate spectator. It was a choice. She felt that, as an observer only, she couldn’t get burned.

So now she checked that the coast was clear and quietly, deftly, moved around the kitchen like a nervous squirrel, trying to muffle any sound she might make. Tiptoe, tiptoe, making no noise whatsoever.

Suddenly, Etta emerged from the pantry cupboard in the corner, where she’d been searching for her old recipe notebook so she could copy out the ketchup recipe. She took Lizzy entirely by surprise, so Lizzy emitted a little shrill shriek and clasped her chest. ‘Oh, Etta! I didn’t realize you were in there, sorry. Got a bit of a shock …’

‘No prob, Lizzy. I’m glad you’re down. I’ve been waiting until nine because the butcher’s will be open. Want to come with me?’

Lizzy didn’t want to. Not one bit. But she was aware that this wasn’t a question or even a suggestion. This was, frankly, an order. From a forceful woman, on her last day alive. Lizzy was unlikely to resist.

‘Of course,’ she replied, ‘that’d be … lovely.’

Such politeness. So British.

They both climbed into Etta’s old Land Rover. If Lizzy was nervous to be alone with Etta, this experience wasn’t going to help matters. For some reason, Etta insisted on keeping this old tank of a car, which had belonged to her first husband, Rob, Vernon’s dad. He’d been dead for more than thirty years but Etta clearly couldn’t bring herself to part with it and all it stood for. These days, it mainly represented many a clunky ride and endless roadside rescues by the AA or the local garage, who knew Etta and the vehicle far too well. This kind of travelling only served to exacerbate Lizzy’s anxiety. Lizzy preferred their car – clean, reliable, Japanese, with a dependable satnav and button-operated seats – not this rusty old heap. Nevertheless, she scrambled in and struggled to put the ropy old seat belt on.

‘Oh, don’t bother, Lizzy, the catch doesn’t work. These seat belts are useless. No one round here minds, honestly.’

‘Right,’ Lizzy said with a smile, and decided with her natural obedience to simply hold the seat belt in position across her body, as if it were done up, just in case a police car saw them.

Etta noticed this and chuckled. ‘Good luck with that, darlin’. Doesn’t matter so much for me, does it? I’m off anyway.’

Lizzy had no clue how to respond to that morbid remark, so she joined in with the chuckling and immediately regretted how collaborative and conspiratorial it felt. It was bad enough being captive alone with Etta, without somehow approving of her insane plan. Lizzy was unquestionably in shock but doing what many people in shock do, which is to merely CARRY ON. As if all is normal, tickety-boo.

Get in the car, put the faulty seat belt on, or not, la la la, go to the shops. Play families. Chat nonsense with your crazy mother-in-law.

Etta crunched the gears and off they went, pulling out of the overgrown driveway far too fast for Lizzy’s rule-abiding liking, and on to the main road into town, a journey Lizzy had done hundreds of times, and Etta had done thousands of times. They passed all the familiar landmarks. The old Wesleyan chapel, now a second home for a brassy family from Watford who had gutted it of everything that was beautiful and churchy about it except the walls, the windows and the bell tower. The innards had been laid out, discarded, on the road for weeks while the renovations went on, and gradually the locals reclaimed all the components – the pews, the font, the altarpiece table, the lectern and so on. So now all these churchy items lived on in many houses in town, like a strange ecclesiastical organ-donation scheme. Etta herself had a pew in among the chaos of the back garden.

They passed the bus stop, repainted regularly with various murals by an amateur local artist who wasn’t overly blessed with talent. The murals had become the main talking point in town each time they were replaced with increasingly awful images. It was currently sporting a fantasy vision of a unicorn party in a forest. On top of the nightmare image, the ‘artist’ had decided it would be fantastic to extend the idea into a kind of installation, which spilt out from the front of the shelter: Lizzy could see a giant plastic rainbow and a trough covered with pink glitter, as well as several brightly coloured dreamcatchers. There was now so much tat surrounding the bus stop that it was physically impossible for anyone to take shelter there while waiting for a bus. On the upside, if there is one, the shelter had become an Instagram trend, and even had its own Instagram profile, a place from which hundreds of people posted selfies, mocking the hideosity of it all. The site was entitled BUS PLEASE GOD STOP.

They drove on past a small, round, thatched cottage with a black door and a brass bat for a knocker. This was the home of the local witch, Wikka (or, Tracey-Ann, as those who went to school with her knew her), who was busy tending to her window boxes; they contained all the green witchy plants she used for healing and spells and general everyday connection to the divine. She had mugwort and silver sage and borage and lemon balm and buttercups and meadowsweet. She had taken in the altar from the chapel and it now served as her potions table for all her Pagan conjurings. Much as Wikka had become the subject of idle gossip and giggles in the pub, almost every family in town had gone to her quietly at sometime – when they’d developed a mysterious rash or had awful period pains or wanted to murder their cheating ex. She was a skilled apothecary, whose herbal remedies never made anything WORSE … so why not? For Etta’s taste, the faery gardens and oracle cards were a step too far, but she definitely recommended the gooey green cream she sold to chase off warts. It worked. No doubt.

Except …

on Wikka herself, who was regularly plagued with them – on her nose and her hands, often rendering her the absolute epitome of a Disney witch. Ironic. The miracle green cream didn’t do the trick for Wikka, but copious gallons of cider at the Swan on a Friday night seemed to help. She could regularly be seen (and heard) there, in her cups, ranting and raving, and casting dirty spells willy-nilly on anyone who annoyed her – which was EVERYONE who didn’t have warts …

Which was EVERYONE.

They passed the ‘gift’ shop, where the grumpy owner was putting out the baskets of neon beach balls and utterly unsafe polystyrene surfboards. This shop had sold the same hazardous, tatty seaside merchandise for pretty much all of Etta’s lifetime. How did they make a living? How were they not sued for the dangerous items? The plastic armbands Etta once bought there for Pearl disintegrated almost immediately as they touched the water and left her with red welts on her arms. Ridiculous.

Very little conversation happened inside the jeep. Etta slammed the one cassette, yes, still a cassette, into the ancient machine and turned it up loud. The same one cassette she’d played for thirty or more years – Thriller – Michael Jackson. Etta regarded it as a perfect album and her hunger for ‘Billie Jean’ and ‘Beat It’ and ‘Wanna Be Startin’ Somethin’’ trumped the somewhat unpleasant taste in the mouth she was left with when some of M.J.’s proclivities were revealed. The music transcended all that, and she didn’t do a single journey without listening to all or part of it.

Eventually they pulled up outside the butcher’s and Etta invited Lizzy to join her inside. Lizzy smiled her tight smile and reluctantly climbed out of the jeep. She didn’t like butcher shops. She wasn’t vegetarian, but she didn’t like the full-on confrontation of flesh in there. She preferred the shrink-wrapped, nicely presented, clinical supermarket meat, bloodless and clearly labelled, thank you, with absolutely no visible connection to dead animals. Plus, this shop contained the added issue of Martin, the butcher, who was zealously cheerful and boomingly loud. His thunderous baritone greeted them before they had even stepped into his shop.

‘Morning, Maids! ’Ere they comes, chargin’ across my threshold, demandin’ meat!’

‘Morning, Martin,’ Etta said, smiling back. She liked him, despite his alarming crudity.

‘They wants their portions and they ain’t leavin’ till they’se satisfied. Am I right, women?’

Lizzy smiled a rictus smile.

‘Yes, Martin, you’re right,’ Etta replied.

‘Thought so. They wants my meat, they wants to take it ’ome and pound it into submission.’

‘Kinda. Just really want some skirt to make my pasties if we’re honest …’

‘Oh, SKIRT is it? We’ve changed sides, ’ave we? We’re chasin’ skirt now, are we? Joined the ranks of the Lebanese, the Librarians, the Ladies of Lesbos, on the good ship H.S.S. Lezzipotamia these days, ’ave we?’

‘Martin. Just the skirt, please.’

‘Righto, Miss Etta, comin’ right up. Right up your skirt, that is! Eh?!’

It was excruciating and Lizzy was struck dumb. She actually wanted to buy some sausages, but decided against risking the obscene badinage that would surely accompany such a request, so she stayed quiet.

Despite his annoying wankery, Martin was a good-hearted chap. Well-intentioned if massively misguided. Etta was convinced he had a filter missing; perhaps it’d dropped out at birth. Once you accepted that the person you were dealing with was most certainly going to behave in this extraordinary fashion, it was quite amusing and had become the source of much family fun as they dreamt up the cuts of meat that might be the most fun to ask for. So far ‘lardons’ were the winner for the sheer value of the rhyming potential.

Martin busied himself chopping up the skirt beef into ideal pasty-perfect-sized chunks. This must surely have been the most common meat request he got, and it showed: he was fantastic at it. Everyone within a twenty-mile radius went to this butcher. Everyone suffered the banter, because he knew his job, and, somehow, the pasties made with his meat were just better.

Etta and Martin had exactly the same conversation every time she went in to get this meat. She moaned that it costs too much. He maintained that everyone wanted it so there was a premium on it. She said that everyone wanted it because everyone round there was making pasties. He said they should stop, then, and buy sirloin steaks instead. She said the skirt cost pretty much the same. He laughed it off, knowing full well that she was right. He reminded her that he had to make a living, and that he had twenty mouths to feed. She asked how come when he only had two kids at home? He claimed that he was including all the other children in the town that were his offspring because he was so virile and sometimes his seed was so powerful it hurdled over the counter and impregnated his customers immediately, so they’d better watch out! Etta said that Dolly looked suspiciously like him and he said, ‘Oh no! That’s twenty-one, then!’ and they laughed. The same ol’ cheesy familiar script every time. Ordinarily it was weirdly comforting. Today Etta thought about how she would never do this again. She would never have the skirt/meat double-entendre dialogue ever again. This would be the last time.

Etta thanked him, picked up her bag of meat and left, with Lizzy trailing behind.

Next door to the butcher’s was the cafe, so Etta said to Lizzy, ‘Fancy a cuppa? A croissant? Anything?’

Lizzy nervously giggled. This meant even more intimate time with Etta. Oh God.

The cafe was called Sweet Treats and it did what it said on the tin. Contained in a glass counter was a heaving cornucopia of cakes and pastries. The owner and her daughter made every single one and every SINGLE one was delicious. Etta’s tight jeans were a testament to that. She strode up to the counter and, with zero hesitation, ordered two large cappuccinos and two red velvet cupcakes. As was Etta’s wont, she didn’t even check with Lizzy if that was what she wanted, because Etta knew for sure, and with experience to bolster her, that those particular cupcakes were the best treat on sale and the ideal accompaniment was a bucket of milky frothy coffee.

Etta was on the clock and had no time for any fussy dietary requirements Lizzy might have had. This was a prime example of Etta’s need to control every situation. Of course, she chose the table they would sit at, a quiet one by the window, and she indicated clearly to Lizzy to go there and reserve it by placing her bottom firmly on a chair, while she engaged in the usual bubbly inconsequential banter with the ladies behind the counter.

When Etta finally brought the tray of goodies over to settle in, Lizzy, ever the submissive daughter-in-law, checked again that Etta was content to sit at this particular table. Since they were pretty much the first customers in that morning, they had the pick of the tables. Etta surveyed the room and confirmed that this was the prime position. Lizzy sighed. Good. Got one thing right. Phew.

It was clear that Etta wanted to focus on Lizzy. After some fussing with spoons and forks and napkins, Etta took a deep slurp of her lukewarm coffee froth and looked directly into Lizzy’s eyes.

‘So. Lizzy. My lovely daughter-out-law. Is there anything you want to say to me …?’

What a question, Lizzy thought, and, actually, Etta didn’t have enough minutes left of her life (according to her) to hear the many things Lizzy would have loved to have said to her, if only she had the courage.

‘Umm, well … I suppose … thank you, probably?’ she offered.

‘You are so fantastically polite, Lizzy, and I love that about you. We’re a bit rubbish when it comes to manners in this family, as I’m sure you’ve noticed.’

Yes, Lizzy had indeed noticed, many times. No way was she going to acknowledge that right now, however. It felt like a big fat trap. So she just giggled. As usual.

Etta continued, a little less confrontationally, ‘I very rarely have time alone with you, Lizzy, and I want you to know that I’m sorry about that. I would say I’ll make it up to you, I’ll make a change, but that isn’t going to happen, so let me apologize instead. I’m sorry.’

‘Oh, Etta, honestly, it doesn’t matter –’

‘It does, Lizzy. It really does. I don’t want you to dismiss this apology to make me feel better. I know that’s what you’re doing, because you have the kindest heart, but this time I want you to properly accept my apology because I need to really mean it, and you need to really hear it. I’m sorry.’

This was far too intense for Lizzy.

‘Seriously, it’s fine.’

‘Please accept it.’

‘OK. I accept it,’ Lizzy giggled nervously.

‘Right. Good. We’re getting somewhere. Now I want you to tell me what I’m apologizing for.’

Lizzy gulped. She would rather have been submerged in a sewage tank than be here in this excruciating moment. Why was Etta torturing her?

‘Umm, for not having more one-on-one time with me? I think …?’

‘Yes. That. But, really, it’s more than that, because by not finding time for you all these years, I think I’ve contributed to the feelings you carry about being overlooked and easily ignored.’

Pow. Lizzy didn’t expect that truth grenade. It was accurate and perfectly aimed, and Lizzy felt it detonate somewhere very deep. Etta saw Lizzy reel, and she put her hand on hers on the table for reassurance as she carried on.

‘Too many people do that to you, darlin’ Lizzy, and I’m ashamed to be among that number. Especially because it’s not hard to do to someone so … gentle.’

‘I know I’m a wuss –’

‘No, you’re not. You’re kind and you’re loving, and you’ve come into a family of bellowing, pushy, opinionated smart alecs who insist on being heard by bickering so loudly that no other voices are heard. We drown you out. I know it. I’ve seen it. I’ve done it myself. I’ve preferred the noisy roaring of our squabbles to anything you’ve quietly tried to say. I’ve had little tolerance. No tolerance, really. I just haven’t stopped blaring away for long enough to hear anything from you. I think this has gone on for ages. For so long that you’ve given up trying and so, on the odd occasion that we acknowledge you, you’ve retreated so far that your voice is distant and disappearing.’

‘No, no, no …’ Lizzy argued softly.

‘Like that. You invite us to disregard you. That’s bad enough. Then we do. That’s worse. THAT is what I’m sorry for, Lizzy. Cynically taking advantage of your tenderness. The very thing that I know is what drew Verne to you. He’s had a lifetime of us two brawlers with our salty feckin’ overconfidence. He was exhausted. He needs all the sweetness of lovely you, listening to him properly and understanding him. Forgiving him. Loving him. I couldn’t ask for a better person to be with him forever. I know that, and I’m genuinely sorry if I’ve ever crushed you. Like him, you’re worthy of deep, soft, big love. I want you to have that.’

Lizzy was stunned. Who was this Etta?

Etta continued, ‘And I know just how difficult it has been for you … with the miscarriage … after all that trying. It wasn’t your fault and it wasn’t fair. But it also wasn’t right, so nature stepped in. Easy for me to say, I know. But I want you to hear me when I tell you this. If, one day it works out for you and Verne to be parents – you will be MAGNIFICENT. And if that isn’t on the cards for you, whatever, you will always belong in our family. Truly. I mean that. I’ve watched you with Pearl. She adores you, because you always make time for her and you always have fun games up your sleeve. You’re the best auntie on earth, you really are, Lizzy, and she needs you, and Dolly needs you too. Even more after I’ve gone. You realize you’ll be stepping up the ladder? You’ll be the matriarch, Lizzy.’

‘Blimey,’ was all Lizzy could manage.

‘So I just want you to know how much I appreciate you, even if I stupidly, endlessly forget to let you know. Thanks. That’s all, really. Just thanks.’

Lizzy mustered her courage and leant over to kiss her mother-in-law.

‘I’ll always be here for them, Etta. I love them all.’

In that moment, Lizzy stepped into her power and assumed a quiet confidence she’d not experienced before.

She suddenly swapped plates with Etta.

‘I’ll have this one, thanks,’ she said, ‘it’s bigger.’

Etta smiled.

Lizzy took a further bold step.

‘Now, what can I say to make you stay?’


Slice 5

I am thirty-two.

The baby is sick all over my shoulder and it’s starting to stink the way sour milk does. Acrid. He looked me right in the eye confidently after he did it, as if he was expecting a round of applause, so pleased was he with himself. He grinned like the Joker. Then, when I snuggle in on the bed next to his father, Rob throws up on my other shoulder, right next to his face. A different variety of puke altogether, with the sharp smell of astringent medication about it. And full of flecks of blood. Unlike his six-month-old son, Rob is not proud; he is mortified.

‘Oh God. Sorry. Shit. Sorry,’ he is gurgling while he is still puking.

‘Doesn’t matter, darlin’. Really. S’no problem. I absolutely LOVE vomit. It’s my favourite.’

I climb off the bed, careful not to crush Rob with my huge bosoms, still engorged with milk for Vernon. Milk which is leaking through the front of my linen top. As I awkwardly manoeuvre myself off the metal care-bed, I bump into the bedside table, knocking over a supplement drink and Rob’s mucus cup. More crap all over my legs now. I’m a human spittoon. So many revolting fluids on one person. It’s rare to feel this special.

I pick the baby up and make sure he’s secure in his bouncy seat, then I attend to Rob to clean him up. When both of them are washed and changed, we attempt the same cuddle again. I lay sleeping baby Verne on Rob’s chest and climb gingerly on to rest next to him, with my arm beneath his head. We are all calm and fragrant. I’m aware of the fragility of Rob’s much diminished body. It’s strange to me. Not the body I know at all. And I knew this body so well. Every crease and hair of it. I once desired it so badly that I could feel the tug of its absence in my belly, if we were apart. I would’ve been able to locate and identify him if I had a blindfold on and was in a room of strangers, so well was I acquainted with his shape and smell. We were joined. We were in love. Our whole future was sun-drenched and open. Open like a beautiful ornate gate to a hidden property beyond, which you absolutely know is going to be big and impressive. Open like an exquisite hope-filled invitation to step into an adventure and trust the future.

I remember when I met him at that party, and I couldn’t stop myself from physically homing in on him, an Exocet missile on a mission. It was embarrassingly obvious and very unlike me. I typically preferred to be much more enigmatic. I worked hard at being a human curio. Too hard. I once smoked a churchwarden’s long white clay pipe, stuffed with tobacco and menthol. I genuinely believed it made me look scholarly and interesting. Rob was the first to name it: he saw me coughing (I didn’t know how to smoke) and called me a pretentious fucklehead while offering me the opportunity to see myself out. He called it. Pathetic.

That very first moment, though, when I saw him sitting on the stairs at the party … and something seismic in me shifted … THAT moment can never ever be repeated. He moved from the stairs, and for a panicked moment I couldn’t locate him. I scanned the downstairs of the party house, first with just my eyes, subtly. When I couldn’t see him, I moved my head and then my body, slowly, to take in each room. No sign. Then I felt the dread rising, the dread that maybe I’d missed my big moment forever with the man I was instantly convinced was my life partner. I knew we were swans, forever to be together. Except for the necks. I’ve never had much of a neck and Rob’s was the thick stocky thing of a seasoned rugby-player. In that respect, we were more mole than swan. Do moles mate for life? Dunno. Probably – because they can hardly see, and that certainly helps when it comes to choosing a spouse.

I darted between the rooms, frantically searching for him. People were asking me if I was OK. The fluster was plain to see. All sense of mystery and cool was out the window. I was a desperate skittish hen, clucking about frantically. Searching, searching.

Then I heard his voice behind me, deep and marvellously camp.

‘Hey, dearie. Looking for something?’ Like a King’s Cross hooker. I turned and our eyes locked. He knew. I knew. He continued, ‘If you’re at all inclined, I’d love an opportunity to flabber your gast?’

I laughed hysterically and that was it.

It was easy to fall for this man-bundle of contradictions. A big, thick-set sporty man with a dark bushy beard, yet also an effete wordsmith with a wicked tongue that could lash you from fifty yards. A blustery chap who was also soft. A walking paradox. Just my type: a virile man with a scorching female soul.

There was never a moment in eight years of being together that he didn’t want to have sex with me. His appetite for it was astonishing. Of course, I was flattered and delighted … and consequently often exhausted. He placed me at the centre of his chaotic world and I felt like the queen of his heart and his cock. On the rare occasion I couldn’t rouse my own interest in it, he could. Unfailingly. If not physically, then verbally. He was funny and clever and hilariously lascivious, often verging on the offensive but always for shits ’n’ giggles. He was the best girlfriend wrapped up in a charming sexy man. I couldn’t get enough.

The wedding was a huge camp affair.

Colourful. Loud. Wild. Boozy.

Yeah, boozy …

Should I have read the signs?

Many signs over the years that much of our life, the fun bits and the sadder bits, were fuelled by plenty of drink. He was excessive in EVERYTHING. Alcohol was just another part of the jolly mêlée. Too much food, too much shopping, too much sex, too much shouting, too much drinking. I was swept up entirely in the abundance of it all. It was a big, generous, excessive, raucous and witty life, and I loved it.

I loved him. I do still love him. What remains of him. Something about being married after lots of years together dampened the fun. We were suddenly wrapped in a huge wet kitchen towel of ordinary and day-to-day, which didn’t suit his spontaneous personality. We were settled. It was anathema to him. He lived for the spark and we’d quickly become the embers.

Then Vernon happened.

Neither of us anticipated how everything about this beautiful baby would rock our worlds. The birth … was beyond hellish, and I genuinely believed I was facing death. I looked at Rob at one point, mid-contraction, and told him it was too much for me, that I wasn’t managing. I was ripping. How did anyone do this? I asked him to help me. He couldn’t. I saw the fear in his eyes and I knew that I was alone with it. Only I could do it.

Only me.

And I absolutely knew, unreservedly, that it would always, inevitably, be only me.

So I had to find my reserves, for the baby.

And I did.

He landed in our life, and I was changed.

Absolutely nothing else mattered as much.

Not food, not drink, not fun.

Not Rob.

He told me later that he felt unthroned, unimportant.

I can’t deny it. He was.

Vernon was EVERYTHING. All the atoms of my being were irresistibly drawn to him, the tiny wriggly magnet. I suppose I expected Rob to prize him just as highly. The new prince. I couldn’t believe, and didn’t like, that Rob didn’t adore him in the same way. After all, he was made of Rob.

He even mostly looked like Rob, which was irksome. He was mini-me Rob, as if I had nothing to do with it.

It was during this tricky time, when Vernon was only a few months old, that I started to feel the distance between us. Sex was off the table. Ironic, considering it had so often been ON the actual table. In fact, I’d put my money on that table being the location of Vernon’s conception.

Rob was ‘away’ increasingly. Then I was also away, although I was still there. My heart was packing his bags.

I remember the exact moment I knew it. Maybe post-birth hormones sharpen all the senses, but there was a day when Rob stood next to me at the bathroom sink while we brushed our teeth together before bed. We were talking in toothpaste, that foamy, full-mouthed pre-sleep language couples know well. We were standing close, me in my old bedtime comfy T-shirt, him in pyjama bottoms. His torso was naked, and so nice. It was the first time in a long time I’d looked at him and lingered. Perhaps I was hoping something animal in me might wake up, come out of the hibernation cave, want him again. So I leant up close to him. He looked at me in the mirror. I looked back in the mirror.

He said in toothpaste, ‘All right, dearie?’

I nodded, leant over the sink and spat out my mouthful. As I stood back up, I took a deep breath. I think it was to kind of reset myself, to start again.

But …

In that breath, I took in some of his air. He was right next to me, our arms touching. Like always. Together.

There was a distinctly unfamiliar smell.

Fresh, lemony, but not from actual lemons.

It was soap. Lemon soap.

I leant in and took another gulp of him.

We don’t have lemon soap.

He was squeaky clean. Every pore of him was lemony-scrubbed. He’d showered. Somewhere. Not at our house. Somewhere else.

Wherever he’d been that afternoon …

He had showered off his treachery before coming home.

Guilty. Guilty. Guilty.

And smiling at me … all the while …

I exhaled the evidence, and by the next breath in it was over, my heart was shut.

Clunk.

We didn’t fight. He moved out.

He saw his son as often as he could and we kept it civil, which was difficult in the face of the tsunami of gossip and opinions that came at me from all sides. It was apparent that his many infidelities were common knowledge to pretty much all our friends. How humiliating. All that time, seemingly, since we met, he had been available for all kinds of sinning and shenanigans, especially when drunk. It appeared that the only thing my ex HADN’T fucked was off.

But now he did.

I was devastated – left London, and crawled to this house with my baby, to close the door on it all, and howl.

The house, the sea, the beach, the people, the town, all unknowingly did their part, and helped with the mending, until I was stronger and safer in my own spot. I’d just begun to shift my soul from a tired gloomy grey to a prismatic glimpse of a faintly-there-just-possible, hazy rainbow. A colourful umbrella to shelter me and my new son. I was tentatively stepping into those lights with hope, setting my compass to cheerful, starting at last to laugh at jokes and definitely at all the funny stuff Verne was … when Rob called me.

‘Some good news and some bad news: the good is that I’ve lost two stone. Sadly, not off my giant unfaithful penis … but you know I’ve been trying to shift some extra meat so my de is lighted. The bad news is why. I have cancer, dearie. And it don’t look good …’

That was that.

Of course, I immediately went to pick him up and brought him here. I can’t believe it was only six weeks ago. The deterioration has been swift and alarming. Luckily, I’ve had help. The local GP set up regular care visits, and my friend Sue in the town is a Macmillan nurse and comes at the drop of a hat when it gets scary. Which it does. A lot. I know stuff now that I can never unknow. Whoever thought that dying at home was a gentle, sleepy sort of experience, hasn’t done it. It’s brutal.

Rob is frankly out of it most of the time. They all tell me that the morphine is a strong barrier between him and his pain … but I’m not convinced. Whenever he is even vaguely lucid, his face is contorted with the effort of his fight, so we keep him pretty deep in the fug of the drugs.

I worry that we do that mainly for me? So that I feel better about it? So that it’s quiet? What if he wants to be more present here with us, but is too exhausted to say? I’m making the choices for him mostly, and I’m praying that it’s what he wants. His only smiles are for Vernon, who smiles back at him unflinchingly, always. Any time he is conscious, he is looking at him … or at me, that same old laser stare; but, now that his eyes are sunken and the wattage is diminished, he’s emitting thousands fewer lumens. He appears to be pleading. I know what he wants.

I can’t give it to him.

The grateful gift.

The mightiest mercy.

The least I could do if I ever loved him, surely?

Yet I can’t.

All I can do is be part of the sedate-and-prolong posse, which feels like I’m utterly complicit in his torture.

My stomach is leaden with guilt.

So – here we are, all on the bed together, clinging to life. To the wreckage of Rob’s life, and to the vital nascence of Vernon’s. Rob is thirty-four. It’s not a lot of years. He’s packed a lot in, I suppose, but we should, shouldn’t we? We should all be a bit more Rob. Even all his mistakes don’t matter at all right now. In fact, I would wish for more time for him to make more of them. Tons of marvellous, naughty, butt-clenching mistakes to tell stories about and chide him for.

To laugh about.

To learn from.

That’s what he deserves. Not this.

Rob is moaning softly. He’s been doing this recently as he drifts in and out of sleep. He’s muttering words, but I can’t make them out.

‘OK, darling?’

He tries harder and mumbles a bit louder into the crook of my neck, where his head is cradled. Vernon wakes as he hears his father making sounds and he lifts his head to see him. Vernon gurgles at him in delight. It’s not easy for the baby to hold his head up like this – it’s almost half the size of his whole body, after all – but he wobbles himself into a position to fix a solid stare at his dad, and breaks into a broad smile. Rob summons all he has to return the glee. The baby registers this and suddenly bursts into hysterical giggles.

As do I.

As does Rob, as much as he can muster.

What is making the little one laugh so heartedly?

I can feel Rob’s reduced shell of a body shaking with the effort. I’m scared he might crack, but he is definitely laughing … with his son.

He says, ‘He’s hilarious, ain’t he?’

I say, ‘Yep. Like you.’

He says, ‘Gonna break some hearts. Like me?’

I say, ‘Yep. Prob’ly.’

He says, ‘Sorry about all this, dearie, you’ve been wonderful. I don’t deserve you. You are the absolute dote.’

I say, ‘Thanks. I concur. Shush now, save your strength.’

He is quiet.

Vernon stops laughing. He’s knackered, so he lays his heavy baby head down on Rob’s chest and starts to drop off to sleep again, drained from all the hilarity.

Vernon snores. Snuffly snores.

I’m listening closely for Rob’s breaths. They are different. Not even. More gaspy.

I can hear a rattle deep in his chest.

I want him to sit up and clear it, but he doesn’t; we lie there, letting it be.

He coughs a little bit, and speaks quietly.

‘Time,’ he says, ‘is such a cunt.’

And I wait for him to draw another breath.

One more? Please? Just one. No.

No more.

He’s gone.


CHAPTER 5

Sext. Noon.

As they walked down to the seashore together, Etta looked down at Pearl’s hand in hers, at Pearl’s bare feet hurrying to keep in step with hers. The sun was at their back, so they were walking towards their shadows all the way, the longer shadow in front of Etta, and the shorter shadow before Pearl. The sand was crumbly and soft beneath their feet, but the path through the dunes and down to the shore was narrow in many places, so they had to go in single file then, and Pearl’s shadow was subsumed by Etta’s as she shuffled in front of her grandmother. The long marram grass growing on either side of the path tried to sting their legs as they whooshed by, so Pearl kept jumping to avoid it. A grasshopper. Literally.

Not once on their journey did Pearl stop talking: she had so much to tell her Titi, so much going on in her tiny life.

‘An’ then Ryan pushed her and I said you can’t do that, Ryan, because it’s not kind to Bella and anyway Bella’s mummy done some shouting at Bella’s daddy at the big school door because he got the day wrong and came to pick up Bella on Bella’s mummy day. She was sayin’, you an idiot, you always getting it wrong and done some bad words I don’t say.’

‘Don’t you?’ said Etta. ‘You don’t say bad words? Even if you really want to?’

‘Sometimes I do, but not allowed. Mummy does.’

‘Yep, I don’t doubt that for a moment. Probably a few bad ones slip out every now and then, but I expect she tries not to –’

‘She does it a lot. Then she says to me I’m not allowed. S’not fair.’

‘I agree, Pearlie, it is absolutely not fair. Would you like to say some bad words?’

‘Sometimes.’

‘OK. Well, look, while we’re walking down here and you’re in front, pretend that I’m not here and I can’t hear you, and you can say any swears you like and it won’t matter.’

Pearl stopped dead in her tracks. Etta nearly crashed into her. She turned and looked up at her grandmother.

‘Really? Any swears I like?’

‘ANY. Just get them out of you, Pearlie. It’s bad to hold them in, and this is a good place to do it because it’s only me here, and I’m not going to listen.’

‘And I won’t get told off?’

‘No. I promise you won’t get told off. Want to?’

‘OK.’

Pearl turned round and continued marching and jumping over the grass fronds. She started off mumbling, but gradually she turned up the volume as she strode ahead.

‘You bloody. You bloody piss hell. Bloody willy. Shut up, you witch. Shit you. Shit and piss you. Bugger hell. Stupid bugger. You’re nasty. You’re a willy. Smelly willy. Smelly boobs. Boob head. Smelly boob head. So funny – NOT! Bum. Bum poo. Butt poo. Smelly bumhole. Fart poo. You do farts. Bitch. Horrible bitch. Bitch poo. Do a fuck. And a poo. Fucky fart bitch poo. Shit. Shit on your poo, bitch willy. What the fuck, bum head …’ And with that she wound down and continued walking in silence.

Etta chanced it. ‘You all done, sweetheart?’

‘Yep.’

‘All the bad words out for now?’

‘Yep.’

‘Great. You won’t need to use them for a while, and maybe when you feel like you want to, go instead into a quiet place and do this. I will ALWAYS never listen. OK?’

‘OK. Thanks, Titi, I will … look!’ She suddenly pointed to a log on the beach and immediately started to run towards it. Etta and Pearl had picked up driftwood from this beach ever since Pearl could walk, as had her mum before her. Etta’s back garden was strewn with tons of it. Detritus from all over the world washed up on this, ‘their’ beach, where it always found a home.

Etta tottered after her towards the log, her crumbly knee preventing the easy running she so wished she could still do. She was perfectly mobile, but just more limited, and any attempt to run meant a surefire payment later, with stiffness and aches. No matter.

When she reached the log, Pearl flumped down on it to wait for Etta.

‘Come on, Titi!’ she shouted, impatiently.

Etta arrived out of breath and smiling.

‘Oh, Pearlie, it’s a LOVELY log, isn’t it? Shove up and I can sit next to you.’

Pearl did exactly that and tapped on the wood to invite Etta to sit.

‘It’s a treasure. I saw it first, didn’t I? Can we take it back for the garden, Titi? Has it come from a long away? Far and wide places?’

‘I think it has. It looks like it might have been part of a boat once upon a time.’

‘A boat with a queen on?’

‘Easily, yes.’

‘An’ the queen would say, “Take me to a new place full of gold and crowns,” wouldn’t she?’

‘Yes, and off they’d sail towards the horizon, looking for adventures.’

‘Yes, and when they get to the ’rizon they would stop on the beach and she would get off the boat and take her unicorn and her princess daughter called Princess Purple, and they would do all dancing and make a new place all safe for animals and little new dogs and bugs ’n’ stuff.’

‘They would, Pearlie.’

‘And was this their special chair on the boat? Where queens sit?’

‘Throne. Yes, I think it was once, yes.’

‘And if you sit on it, do you be a queen?’

‘Yes. As far as I know, yes.’

‘And do I be a princess?’

‘Absolutely. Or anything you like, frankly.’

‘So, so, so, I can be a princess but with a big sword?’

‘Yep. Anything.’

‘A purple sword, yes, and I do have trousers so I can ride the unicorn and I can make magic food come if I like? Like … like … Donald’s chicken nuggets with red sauce? And hot chocolate for all the children? And gallop gallop all up the beach on my unicorn, which has a green tail, doesn’t it?’

‘It does.’

‘With sparkles on?’

‘Yep.’

‘And when it does a fart, does a rainbow come out?’

‘Most certainly.’

‘That’s good, then. Can we take this chair log back up for the garden treasures, Titi?’

‘Yes, Pearlie. But let’s just sit here for a moment, let my funny old legs have a rest, shall we?’

‘They’re not funny legs!’

‘They’re a bit funny.’

‘You’re a bit funny, Titi. You’ve got silly faces, haven’t you? All your chins wobbling. And Mummy says you don’t got a neck and you made her don’t got a neck, cos she your daughter. But I do got a neck. Mummy says I got it from Daddy.’

‘Yes, Pearlie, you definitely got a neck. Praise be.’

And they sit side by side for a while, watching the sea and contemplating all things neck and unicorn, and everything else marvellous. Etta looked down at her beautiful, beloved grandchild, and she considered the flawlessness of her.

The innocence and the hope.

And the phenomenally long eyelashes. Any camel would be jealous. They were so very lush. Disney eyelashes. Etta’s heart was always full when she was near this little soul. She felt that she’d been given a stunning opportunity to vicariously re-love her daughter all over again through this dear mite. In that moment, as she sat next to her favourite person ever in the world, Etta was overwhelmed by the fact that, to Pearl, she herself, Etta, was also flawless. Even the chins, the no-neck, the weak knees, were as nothing to this child. They weren’t faults or blemishes; they were simply who Etta was, who her cherished grandmother was. To Pearl, Etta was the cook, the storyteller, the driver, the bed friend, she was the safe place for Pearl to do all her ‘pretendings’ without fear of being mocked or reprimanded. Quite the opposite: Titi was guaranteed to join in with all of it, the stories, the dancing, the hurty knee-scabs, ALL of it.

Etta was adored by Pearl, because every time Pearl entered the room Etta lit up and Pearl felt it, knew it, deep to deep. Every single time, without exception, she was gathered in with unmitigated joy. She could count on it. Took it for granted, in fact. Absolutely believed it would always be there.

Etta stood up and suggested that they wander together over to the rock pools. Pearl skipped and jumped all the way, chirruping about anything and everything that hopped into her five-year-old head, not a care in the world.

When they reached the rock pools, Pearl knew to sit quietly and spend the time patiently looking. She knew it took time to acquaint your eyes with that particular water, to search out any signs of life. She had learnt so much from Etta. She knew the difference between a black mermaid’s purse, full of living dogfish eggs that you can see squiggling about if you hold them up to the light, and brown bladder-wrack algae. She pointed out tiny shrimp darting about playing hide and seek. She carefully moved flat rocks to find hermit crabs secreted under seaweed. She knew not to touch spiky sea urchins because they were like underwater hedgehogs and could prick tiny fingers. Her least favourite were limpets, because she couldn’t prise them from the rocks, and even if Etta helped she didn’t like the sluggy thing inside. It was slimy, like horrible whelks. Yuck. Her favourites were the starfish, of course, but she hardly ever saw them. Ten points if you saw one. Pearl had her face close to the pool, watching the constantly changing water intently.

She whispered, ‘Blennie! Blennie fish! Look, Titi! It was right there, by my nose, I didn’t see it, he’s so good at hiding, naughty fish.’

‘Well done for spotting it, Pearlie. They don’t want you to see them, they don’t want anything to see them, not sharks or octopus or people or anything. What do we call it when creatures change colour to look like where they are, so you can’t see them?’

‘Umm, oh, I know … umm … porridge! Is it porridge?’

‘Not quite, no. It’s a hard word … something that covers you up so you blend in … cam … cam?’

‘Chameleon?’

‘No. But yes in a way. But no. They hide themselves too; they’re like a lizard. No. I was thinking of “camouflage”. Remember that word?’

‘No,’ she replied matter-of-factly.

‘Oh, OK. Doesn’t matter. Look at the water. It’s so clear, isn’t it? Slide your hand along slowly. Don’t frighten anything, just gently …’

Pearl pulled herself further up the rock, so that she could put her hands deeper into the pool. Her gorgeous chubby little fingers couldn’t resist feeling around on the floor of the pool. She wrapped her fingers around a bright green sea lettuce and felt how soft it was. She explored the gnarly back of a limpet, and she tried to catch a little brown shrimp that defied her and darted through her fingers to escape into a cranny. She giggled. She splayed her fingers out and the sunlight on the water painted dappled shapes on to the palms and backs of her hands as she turned them over and over slowly, basting them in the lovely luminous patterns.

‘Look how big your hands are underwater,’ Etta pointed out. Pearl looked very closely.

‘I can see all the holes, Titi, in my skin.’

‘They’re not holes exactly, darlin’, they’re called pores. Everyone has them. It’s where hairs grow out. You don’t see them normally, but the water makes it all big.’

‘Whaaat?! I haven’t got hairy hands! Will water pour in … to inside me?!’

‘No, different kind of pore, but don’t worry, we all have them. Look at mine,’ and she dunked her hands in beside Pearl’s.

The difference was at once alarming and fantastic. Etta’s much older hands looked positively primordial in comparison. Every vein and wrinkle was exaggerated in the magnifying water, and all the loose skin was swaying in the swell of the pool. They were the hands of an ancient, long-forgotten sea creature.

‘Yours look scary, Titi! You’re a monster!’ Pearl exclaimed. Etta laughed; she couldn’t argue, she sort of was. ‘Yes, I used to be younger than I am now. Don’t your nails look amazing, Pearlie? Like pink shells.’

Pearl inspected her own hands very closely, her nose virtually touching the water, when suddenly, out of the blue, a huge golden retriever dog splooshed into the pool near her and started greedily lapping up the water, much to the consternation of the owner, who was puffing to catch up and shouting, ‘HENRY! Stop that! You’ll be sick! HENRY!!’

Henry ignored his angry human and proceeded to kneel down in the rock pool and roll over, gleefully covering himself in salty water and seaweed. He quickly jumped out of the pool as his owner approached, immediately shaking his whole body dry. His loose pelt seemed to rotate independently of his torso, and the water was flung off him in giant arcs of spray, most of which ended up all over Etta and Pearl, with the latter squealing in delight. Henry ran off just as his person arrived, gasping for air and apologizing profusely,

‘Sorry! He’s usually very obedient, sorry about that,’ and she took off in hot pursuit of the apparently usually obedient Henry, who was busy hurtling towards a picnicking family, where he clearly planned to cause havoc while simultaneously snacking. ‘HENRY!’

Pearl was soaking. Etta less so.

Pearl was shrieking. Etta less so.

It was a sunny, warm day so, really, it didn’t matter one jot – they’d be dry in minutes – but the calm of the rock pool was destroyed. The water was cloudy now, and all the creatures had scurried off into nooks and crannies, or been carried off as passengers on Henry’s coat.

Pearl laughed and laughed, and, as she shook her head to mimic the shaking of Henry, Etta saw glimpses of red flecks in her hair, highlighted by the sun. The sudden raw beauty of it caught Etta off guard and she welled up, realizing that she would never see this beautiful sight ever again, the soft loveliness of this beloved child and her glorious, glinting hair.

It was all at once exquisitely powerful, tender and tragic.

‘You OK, Titi?’ Pearl asked when she noticed the tears.

‘Yes, darlin’. Just some sand in my eye, that’s all. C’mon, let’s walk over there, to the water’s edge. My toes want a dunk – do yours?’

‘OK. I like it there, where the kissing is.’

‘Eh? What do you mean, Pearlie – kissing?’

‘You said it before, when we were walking with Mummy. You said the water kisses the beach. Mwah. Mwah.’

‘Did I? Well, that’s sort of right, isn’t it? Look at it now. In it comes – kiss kiss. Out it goes – bye! See you in a minute for another kiss! Oh, here it comes again, kiss kiss …’

‘And bye bye – see you in a minute! Do another kiss.’

All the while, their feet were being lapped by the incoming tide. The water was cold, but there were a few brave folk out in the deeper stretches, sitting astride their surfboards, waiting for the big one. Or any wave, for that matter. They’d have a long wait today; there was hardly a wisp of wind.

‘Can we go in, Titi?’

‘We shouldn’t, really, didn’t bring our cozzies.’

‘Please?’

‘And you don’t have your armbands, Pearlie.’

‘Pleeeease?!’

‘Oh, bugger it. All right. Come on,’ and with that, Etta helped Pearl off with her shorts and T-shirt till she was in only her Olaf pants. A little laughing girl, with secret red hair standing on the water’s edge on a warm day with a snowman on her pants, Tigger-bouncy with excitement. Etta took her dress off and Pearl giggled even more when Etta stood there proudly in her obviously not best bra and big black comfy pants.

‘Go and put our clothes up there on the beach.’ Etta handed her dress to Pearl, who scuttled off to dump their garb further up on the dry sand. She was fast, and very quickly came running back, hardly touching the ground, like a small gazelle. Fleet and nimble.

So Etta the old lady, broad in the beam, with her saggy skin wobbling, and Pearl, the little child with her perfectly trim little athletic form, went hand-in-cherished-hand into the nippy sea, excitedly screeching as each new fantastic wave bashed them.

‘Jump, Titi!’ Pearl shouted repeatedly, and Etta obeyed with pleasure, as they tried to delay the inevitable bite of the cold water and cling on to each other. The incline was shallow, so Etta could make sure the little one was safe, but, even so, each wave brought a new challenge. For as long as Etta had swum in these waters, she’d felt the same edge of delicious fear. Some waves were more perilous than others, but all were to be respected. Etta had more than once thought she’d met her maker as the tide pulled her under and tossed her about, even on the most gentle of days. So she clasped her granddaughter’s little hand very tightly as they jumped the surf together. Pearl had no such fears, because Pearl lived every day in the utter surety that she was safe. She believed everyone who told her so, especially her closest pal, her grandmother. Pearl could very nearly swim unaided, but she hadn’t yet been tested without armbands or one of the many flotation devices Etta had stored in her home, used by all the generations who’d learnt to swim in this same water.

The two made their way out past the breaking waves to the calmer and considerably colder water beyond. Pearl was out of her depth now, just, but could feel the ocean floor if she held her nose and jumped. Etta had to raise her voice to be heard above the cacophony of the sea. ‘Try to swim, Pearlie! Swim to me, float on your tummy, go on, and kick your legs up behind like I showed you. I’m right here.’

‘I don’t think I can!’

‘Yes, you absolutely can. Come on, little fish, I know you can do it. I’m right here. I won’t let anything happen. Try …’

‘OK. Can I do it?’

‘Yes. You can.’

‘OK …’ And with that, she scrunched up her little face and started to kick and fling her arms about doggy-paddle style. She kept dipping under the water and gulping in mouthfuls of salty wet sea and coughing it out again. She opened her eyes to look at her Titi …

‘I can’t do it!’ she gasped, clinging to Etta.

‘Yes, yes, you can, Pearlie. One more big try, and this time try not to drink all of the ocean. We need it on our planet, it’s a vital part of a huge complicated ecosystem …’

‘What?’

‘Nothing. Just keep your mouth closed, darlin’, and use your arms like this, to pull the water behind you. Pull. Pull. Kick. Kick …’ Pearl listened and she believed Etta. She tried again, took a deep breath, closed her eyes and kicked her legs up behind her. This time she used her arms differently, and gradually, after a few dips, she was semi-floating and then, in an aquatic miracle moment, she started to move slowly forwards. Suddenly, her submerged body’s movements made sense, and she could feel the sheer kinetic wonder that swimming is. Her head was out of the water, her eyes were open, her legs were straight; she was a proficient amphibious machine, and the revelation of it rose on her face like a sunrise.

Pearl was swimming.

‘I’m doin’ it! Look!’

‘Keep going! Yes, Pearlie, you’re a swimmer. All on your own. Well done!’ Etta clapped her hands, encouraging Pearl to swim to her, so Pearl swivelled, reset her tiller and moved towards Etta, spluttering and muttering with the effort. As she came closer, Etta did that thing grandmas are wired to do: she stepped back a little, making the journey just that little big longer. Pearl kept coming. Etta stepped back. Pearl kept coming. Etta stepped back … until Pearl clocked what was happening.

‘Stop it, Titi!’

‘OK. Sorry … but you were swimming so well, sweetheart,’ and she gathered the breathless Pearl up in her arms.

‘Stinky bitch,’ Pearl blurted out.

‘Pardon?!’

‘Sorry, Titi, but I wanted to use a swear at you for moving back.’

‘No problem. I deserved that. And, anyway, I didn’t hear it.’

‘I love you, really.’

‘I know.’

‘And I can swim now! Can’t I?’

‘You can, Pearlie. You can. My little mermaid. So pleased for you. C’mon, let’s head back.’

Etta manoeuvred Pearl on to her back, and, with her arms clasped around Etta’s neck, Pearl rode her dolphin grandmother all the way to the sandy shore, and piggy-backed on her to the pile of their clothes up on the dry land. They wrung out their hair, shook the surface water from their bodies just like usually obedient Henry, and clambered back into their clothes, which clung to their damp torsos as they headed back up the beach towards the house.

‘I do swimming now, don’t I, Titi? I’m a growed-up like you.’

‘You are, yes, but even grown-ups make sure someone else is ALWAYS watching when they go for a swim, just to be extra safe, so promise me you’ll always do that, OK?’

‘You will always watch me, Titi, cos you’re my best friend, aren’t you?’

‘I am.’

‘And I am your best friend, aren’t I?’

‘You are.’

Etta was stumped by the profound simplicity of this logic. Pearl felt safe in the knowledge that both life and love were forever. And ever.

‘I’d walk through fire for you, Pearl, and that’s a fact,’ Etta muttered almost to herself, absent-mindedly.

Pearl stopped abruptly, ‘No, your feet will be burned!’

‘It’s just a saying, sweetheart, don’t worry, I’m not actually going to walk through fire.’

‘Oh. Good,’ and they continued walking, all the while Pearl thinking about the prospect of the fire-walking, until she started to offer alternatives.

‘Would you walk through water, though?’

‘Yep.’

‘Leaves?’

‘Yep.’

‘Cake?’

‘Definitely.’

‘Yoghurt?’

‘Umm, yeah.’

‘Lego?’

‘Quite painful, but yeah.’

‘Bogeys?’

Mercifully, they reached the throne log at this very moment, so Etta didn’t have to confront the truthful answer to that particularly challenging suggestion.

‘Phew, let’s have a little sit before we head in, shall we?’ Etta suggested at the request of her nagging arthritic knee. They sat side by side, looking out to sea, a bedraggled but happy pair.

‘It’s such a lovely colour, isn’t it, the sea?’ Etta chanced.

‘Yeah. Big blue over there at the edge, and smaller blue closer.’

‘Exactly, Pearl. Well said. But ALL of it is some kind of a blue, isn’t it?’

‘Yep.’

‘And it’s so nice to look at, restful for our eyes. Blue, blue, blue, for miles and miles, as far as you can see.’

‘All up to the edge over there.’

‘Yes, and the blue is lovely. But. Imagine if a little red dot comes along –’

‘What is it?’

‘Just a little red dot.’

‘Is it a boat?’

‘It might be, but it’s so far out that I can’t tell exactly what it is.’

‘Where is it? I can’t see it, Titi.’

‘It’s not there right now. I’m talking about IF it was there.’

‘Where?’

‘Out there, at sea, in the middle of all the BIG blue, imagine if there was a red dot bobbing about, imagine that.’

‘Like pretend?’

‘Yes, like pretend, Pearlie. A red dot in the blue sea.’

‘Is it on the water? Or under in it?’

‘It’s ON the water, where we can see it.’

‘Is it? Where?!’

‘We’re pretending, remember? So … pretend there’s a red dot floating around out there in all that blue. Where do you think my eyes are looking?’

‘At the dot?’

‘Exactly! Why?’

‘Because … umm, because … because it’s not blue.’

‘Clever girl. Yes. Because it’s different, so I immediately want to look at it, focus on it, because it’s different, and my eyes like different.’

‘My eyes do too.’

‘I thought so. It’s not that the blue is bad or boring, Pearlie – the blue is lovely and it’s so OK to be a blue sort of a person – but it’s also OK to be a red person if you want to.’

‘What am I? Blue or red?’

‘That’s up to you. We’ll have to wait and see. I’m just saying either is perfectly fine.’

‘Yeah. Can we take the log back now?’

‘Surely can, missy, let’s go …’

They stood up, and Etta heaved the log throne on to her shoulder. She grunted with the effort. They started the short walk back with the rescued treasure in tow.

‘I got some red paint,’ Pearl said after a few reflective minutes. ‘I’m going to paint me red.’

‘Umm … maybe not such a good idea?’

‘Yes! Then I can be different. Really different.’

‘Is it soluble paint that you’ve got – out of interest?’

‘Is it what?’

‘Never mind, honey. You do you.’

And on they marched home.


Slice 6

I am forty-two.

For the first time since the kids were born, I am taking two days off with my friend Bernadette. Adam has agreed to look after Vernon and Dolly on the strict understanding that I return with his favourite treat in hand.

His favourite treat is jamón ibérico.

I am in Barcelona. Bosh.

Bernadette has been my chum since college and we are the kind of friends that know every dark (and light for that matter) secret about each other. So we HAVE to remain besties or the floodgates would open. Spies use this exact method to blackmail recruits, don’t they? Bernie and I keep the shared secrets safe without the blackmailing, thankfully. Just trust and love for us. She is my advocate, my heart-holder, my counsellor, my companion. Best of all, I chose her, unlike school friends or family. By the time I reached college I was fully ready to be more discerning about the people I allowed into my life and into my heart. I love my family … but … y’know … most of them are gits of varying degrees, and they’ve been foist upon me. Unlike Bernie.

Anyhoo, Bernie is single and up for a little city break like this pretty much any time. We’ve been promising ourselves we’d do a gals trip for so long, and finally we are here. Happy. Hot. Here.

We are sweaty, we are inappropriately dressed because her suitcase was lost by the stupid budget airline, so we’re sharing my badly packed, ill-chosen micro wardrobe, which consists of too many heavy wool tops. I got it into my head that we’d be visiting endless churches in this predominantly Catholic country, so I decided I ought to pack ‘cover-up’ clothes. Why did I not consider weather? Or, indeed, that we were hardly likely to be in many churches, frankly, because we had to cram a week’s worth of holiday into two measly days, which ordinarily precludes too much worshipping or altar-gazing, however beautiful the church. Why do non-churchy people like us suddenly become obsessed with visiting churches when we travel to other countries? It’s bonkers. Having said that, we of course spend the morning visiting the extraordinary Sagrada Familia, Gaudí’s mammoth folly of sky-high towers and infinite windows. Is it a church? Or is it the carcass of a church? Whichever, it is breathtaking and weirdly wonderful and my first experience of the mad-professor genius of Gaudí. I suppose I sort of knew about his eccentric mosaics a bit, but he isn’t the reason I’ve come to Barcelona.

The reason is more basic and indulgent. And greedy. And Epicurean. And carnivorous.

I’m in Barcelona mainly to visit the phenomenal food market. The Boqueria market, just off Las Ramblas. I’ve seen pictures of it, and I want to be in the same air as that fruit, that meat, those fish, those pastries, those nuts, that cheese, that wine, that tapas. I want to overindulge. I want to ignore the plethora of tourists and pretend to be authentically Catalan, even though the extent of my local lingual skills thus far has maxed out at Bon dia and Gracias. I want to drink small sweet black coffees and smoke Fortuna cigarettes – even though I’ve never smoked before, and will surely hurl.

So Bernie and I head to the market and it is HUGE. The roof is vaulted and iron and there are murals and posters and stained glass. It’s a market cathedral. So we ARE sort of in church, after all. We wander through the maze of stalls, completely overwhelmed by the enormity of it. We are clearly meandering far too slowly, and you don’t have to speak Spanish to understand the muttered insults as locals bustle past us, trying to get on with their shopping as we spend most of our time open-mouthed in gawping awe, staring up at the impressive ceiling and taking it all in, like the gormless tourists we so obviously are. It wasn’t part of my plan to be so patently alien. I wanted to blend in. No chance.

We do eventually sit at a corner tapas bar and proceed to order all the wrong things and end up with inedible spicy peppers and something with tentacles that I can’t cope with.

I do, at least, manage to get the ham for Adam, but I’m pretty sure I misunderstand the exchange maths for the peseta, and my British embarrassment precludes me from checking. I think I pay upwards of fifty pounds for six paper-thin slices of ham. Well done, me. If I could, I would stay all day in this phenomenal place, feasting on everything with both eyes and belly; it’s everything I dreamt it would be. However, Bernie has other plans and she drags me away from a particularly wonderful cheese stall where I’m mesmerized and salivating badly. She wants me to see a building.

Another Gaudí place.

I mean, seriously? I know he’s important here and blah blah blah … but y’know … there’s cheese. I don’t really want to look at a building, however snazzy, but apparently when you’re on holiday with your friend, you’re supposed to accommodate their desires as well as your own. Is that right? Who knew?

Reluctantly, I’m persuaded to leave the giant hall of cornucopia. I make my feelings known with plentiful huffing, sighing and muttering – but I go.

We walk out into the blue, sunshiny day and she decisively knows the way, so she strides ahead while I sulkily follow in her purposeful wake. We walk down Las Ramblas, past thousands of interesting things we are not stopping to enjoy. There are people eating little sausages on little plates – what are they? There are people drinking pale hot liquids in tall glasses with slices of lime floating on top – what is it? There are human statues painted in gold standing still – who are they pretending to be? How do they do it? Does the paint come off? There’s a man playing a guitar and singing. How does he have the balls? Is it his own song? Or a local favourite? How much does he make a day in his guitar case on the floor? There are kiosks selling cigarettes and papers and magazines. How do they fit all the stock in that tiny space? Where does the man go to the toilet? What does he do with the papers that don’t sell? There are flower stalls. Where do they get all those flowers? How early do they get up to create that huge display? Do people nick them? What happens to the flowers that start to wilt and don’t get sold?

So very much to take in, to consider, to be baffled and amazed by … but, no, we are staunchly striding on, past all the quirky fascinating stuff … to look at some ruddy property! It’d better have attractive Spanish swirly bits on it or something, at the very least.

Bernie turns down a narrow street, with awnings and parked cars on either side. The car fumes and the hot sunshine combine to make the air fairly intolerable. It’s quaint, and historic but there’s far less to look at than on Las Ramblas. I can feel a major grump coming on. We have such little time in this beautiful city, and I’m having to traipse about and look at bricks! Really?

Then she stops and takes out her camera. She points at a pair of huge ornate iron gates. They look like the forbidding entrance to a prison. Quite a camp prison, admittedly, but some kind of fortress. Bernie tells me to go and stand in front of them for a picture, so I cross the narrow street to do that, and wonder why there are two giant doors/gates side by side. What is it? In and out? Is it a school? Girls’ and Boys’ entrances, like the old Victorian primary schools?

I look up at the building and it is indeed impressive. A big structure in a small street. Strangely incongruous. There’s a wide stone terrace protruding from the first floor and it seems to go up about five floors altogether, with some kind of weird turrets on the very top. Curious.

I stand and smile a grudging rictus grin for the shot. That’ll be a keeper. ‘Unhappy chum on hol’ for the photo album. Bernie laughs and calls me ‘Christina Crabby’, then indicates for me to follow her through the entrance and into the first hallway, where I hang back and she buys our tickets to tour the house.

It’s cool in the grey marble lobby. This place is way bigger than it looks on the outside, and grander. Bernie hands me a pamphlet about the building, with a floor plan of what we are going to visit.

Blah blah, built for a wealthy businessman, blah blah, Güell gave Gaudí free rein, wanted a townhouse, blah blah.

Up the marble stairs we go, no doubt to trudge through dark posh living rooms full of dark posh furniture. Yawn. Why aren’t we eating cheese? Very few folk are in evidence, so the atmosphere is somewhat hushed.

At the top of the rich red carpeted stairs, just when I believe we are on the first floor of what could easily be an austere private cinema or something, we round a corner …

… and the earth tilts on its axis. I forget to breathe as I try to process where I suddenly am. Nothing has prepared me for this.

We have arrived in the central hall of the house. The heart and soul of what I now realize is an actual palace. This room, if it can be described as simply a room, has the dimensions of a huge Baroque church, and rises to the entire height of the main building. It soars up and up into a giant wooden cupola with hundreds of holes in it that let light teem in like a starry night. The towering sides have multi mezzanines overlooking the central hall, with twisting metal latticework creating endless beautiful balconies.

The whole effect is out of all known proportions and my brain doesn’t have any idea how to understand it. Are we in a Tardis? A magnificent folly of some sort? Is it even real?

I stand right in the centre, awestruck, drinking it all in. The light is wonderful, subdued. In front of the large, almost rectangular windows there are huge Gothic grey polished stone pillars. I’m in a glorious enclosed courtyard, really, with giant columns at the edge. Instead of ordered, upright pillars, though, these columns become arches at the top. They are the most beautiful shape, and as I stare at them Bernie is reading aloud in hushed tones from the pamphlet. She is explaining that these arches were a Gaudí signature; they’re called ‘Parabolic’ and they form the shape a ball makes if you throw it into the air, a gentle, organic, tall curve.

Yes. I can totally see that. It’s such a perfect, coherent shape. Why aren’t all pillars this shape? I have a sort of revelation, which is at once mystifying and also crystal clear.

I love this building. I actually LOVE it.

I’ve never felt such an overwhelming surge of utter visceral joy. What’s happening?

Look at it! Everything here is exquisite. The marble floors, the winding metalwork, the cathedral height and beautiful ceiling, the gorgeous artwork depicting some kind of religious stuff without being too obviously preachy, the greys and browns and blues and subtle golds. The sheer audacity of it. It is so solid and majestic, but it’s also like being in a cave – cool and stony, and sort of earthy.

I can’t move from the spot.

I’m in shocked awe.

I’m mesmerized.

Bernie suggests that we move on, up, through and around the building. She says she wants to see the roof.

What?!

How could the roof be more captivating than this lovely citadel of a place?

I tell her I’ll catch her up. I’m not going to rush. I’m enthralled. I want this space, this chamber, wrapped around me for as long as possible.

Everyone can eff off. I’m even feeling slightly annoyed at the few other folk I can hear approaching. I’m feeling unreasonably territorial.

I don’t want to hear their banal observations … about MY house.

I don’t want any interruptions whatsoever, nothing should come between me and my congress with this palace. I’m feeling that there aren’t enough minutes left in my life, never mind this holiday, to drink it all in. I want to stand here forever and just … feel … it. I slow my breathing down and try to calm myself, as I sense some panic rising in me at the awful thought of being moved on. I don’t want to move. I’m smitten.

No one is approaching me. It’s OK.

It’s all fine and normal. On the outside. On the inside, I’m in a kind of stupor where time has slowed and I’m reeling.

I decide that the only way I will properly experience this moment is if I stay inside my head and switch all senses and sensors to ‘receive’ – so that’s what I do. I stand stock-still in the middle of the room, feet planted firmly on the parquet floor. I scan the walls in front of me from floor to ceiling, past the decorated doors, the marble walls, the studded ironwork, the frescoes, the balconies, the metal helix light fittings, the stained-glass windows, up up up to the vaulted cupola with the octagonal marble tiles getting smaller and smaller the higher they soar.

I feast on the stunning energy of it all. Then I turn my body ninety degrees and repeat the same exercise three more times, scanning everything, until I’m back facing the way I started. Full circle.

The room is not entirely symmetrical. There are curious anomalies I didn’t notice at first, but that is part of the charm: it is all surprising. I am completely enchanted.

I have no idea how long I’m standing here, but I’m aware Bernie is waiting for me on the roof, so I uproot myself begrudgingly, head up the stairs and follow the delineated route, which winds around the central atrium, through various elegant salons and dining rooms, even a billiard room, and past magical chandeliers and remarkable, strange furniture.

Climbing, climbing, until I can see daylight through a door on to the roof of the building, where I immediately spot Bernie sitting on a stone bench, puffing on a ciggie.

I sit next to her and try to recover from the visual ecstasy I’ve just experienced. I look around and we are in yet another wondrous place. The roof is covered with turrets and spires, a bit Arabic, a bit Alice in Wonderland, a bit Gothic, all covered in mosaic tiles. It’s a veritable acid-trip of a roof.

Playful. Strange. Another space I can’t claim to understand, but which I entirely appreciate for its silly madness. Are those chimneys? Are those dovecotes?

Gaudí’s imagination has run riot up here. It’s the opposite of the demure and sombre colours of the interior below. It’s a playground. Bright and cheerful. Impossible not to smile.

What kind of beautiful mind has dreamt all this up?

Bernie and I sit quietly in the sunshine together, and she eventually asks me if I’ve enjoyed it? I don’t think I have the words for what I have felt. Without warning, I start to cry and that cry develops quickly into a sob.

She puts her arms around me to check that I’m OK. I’m trying to get my breath … ‘I don’t know how to tell you this. I’ve never felt this way about a building. It’s mad, but I feel like I’ve had some kind of divine experience or something in there. It’s so beautiful, I almost couldn’t bear it. I genuinely felt such a strong attachment to … what? The sheer power of it, so uplifting, so overwhelming. This is bonkers … but what I deeply, truly feel is that I’ve been here before, or something? Like I KNOW this place somehow? Like I understand it? In my bones, in my blood, in my heart. It just makes magnificent sense … I can connect with it. I feel that it’s beloved. By me. How? It’s SO weird, but, honestly, it’s a proper love. For a building …’

Bernie says, ‘Maybe that’s what real beauty is. Maybe the essential beauty in this place has found the essential beauty in you …’

‘Yes,’ I reply, ‘I can genuinely feel the passion and the commitment. The vision. Blimey, Bernie. Thanks for bringing me. I felt real love here. Now let’s get pissed …’


CHAPTER 6

None. 3 p.m.

Thwack. Etta slapped the meat down on the chopping block. She loved this particular block because unfiltered Martin had given it to her when he was having his shop revamped five years ago, so it genuinely was an actual butcher’s actual block. It was scarred and uneven, beaten into misshapen submission over the many years of slicing and pulverizing it had sustained. Something about the authenticity of it made Etta feel like a better cook, as if the block itself, at least, knew a good cut of meat when it met one, even though Etta’s butchering skills were limited. Like most people, Etta knew how to concoct and make about ten dishes well. She wasn’t particularly adventurous in the kitchen, but she loved simple, fresh, clean peasant food. Not that she was feeding any peasants; she was feeding her markedly middle-class family food that somehow became tons more wholesome if you labelled it as ‘peasant’. That in itself was a measure of the middle-classness.

However limited her range of dishes might be, she cooked them all well, and her family had come to associate certain meals with only her, and to love them because of that. The breakfast fried eggs from Daphne at the bottom of the lane came close to the top of the list of favourites.

Etta was determined that today was going to be full of favourite food for them. She wanted their memories of this day to contain powerful reminiscences of all the good stuff, these dearest dishes included, alongside the obvious shock and horror. She hoped that comforting food would soften the blow. Or the edges of the blow. She knew it was unlikely, but she wanted to try. She also didn’t quite know what else to do.

So …

Pasties it was. The absolute champion of favourites. The winner-overer. The heart-warmerer. The forgiver.

Etta’s recipe was her mother’s, was HER mother’s, was HER mother’s. Tried and tested a million times over. An absolute winner.

Etta went to the fridge to fetch the big ball of pastry dough she’d made the day before and left there to cool. As she opened the fridge door, she heard footsteps thumping about above her. It had to be Dolly. Vernon and Lizzy had taken Pearl to the park. It was probably less for Pearl’s benefit than for the furious Vernon’s, who needed some space to cool off away from Etta for a while. Either way, it left only Dolly in the house, apart from Etta. No doubt she would be down soon, if she could stem her temper enough to talk to her mother.

The thumpy steps overhead were purposely hefty for Etta’s benefit. In the room above, Dolly was in an emotional limbo. She had no blueprint for how to handle this shocking news. In any and all previous rows with her mother, it had followed a pretty standard pattern. Irritable to grumpy to angry to shouting to performative flinging of flingable stuff to whispered curses of the most heinous nature to stomping off in a minty fit. All that would be followed by one or other of them caving in after an inordinate length of sulk, and a conciliatory dance on eggshells, leading to an apology, some forgiveness and all the way back round to love again. This circular ritual was familiar and even strangely appealing. Dolly had gone much further on this awful day, though, and had physically slapped her mother. She shocked herself with that. Shock but no regret.

Dolly was stomping in and out of the little en suite bathroom in her bedroom. She couldn’t sit still. How could she? Her mother had exploded her and she was in a serious panic. She was bursting with rage, sorrow and trauma. She didn’t know how to contain it all inside her skin. She knew there wasn’t time to hold out and wait for the usual olive branch. The clock was ticking if what her crazy mother had said was true. No time for a dramatic lengthy sulk. There were only a matter of hours before they were due to head back to London, the customary Sunday-evening journey, a slow motorway crawl alongside all the other glum weekenders, back to the humdrum of normal weekly life. How on earth was she going to do that? Just get in the car and drive away? Knowing that she’d never see her mother again? Leaving her just when she ought to be staying right beside her, either to force her not to go through with it, or at least to be there for her? How could she possibly drive away? Was she seriously supposed to go home, put Pearl to bed, go to sleep, wake up, get Pearl to school, go to work and … what? Wait for someone to call to tell her it was all over? Who? Her dad? Was she supposed to feign surprise when she was told? Was she supposed to race back down to attend to everything? Was she to organize a funeral …?

A FUNERAL!

Oh God, who’s responsibility is that? What does Etta want? The thought of Etta’s body cold in a coffin when she was just there, downstairs, warm and alive (annoying as hell, but alive at least) was unfeckingthinkable. She had choices. Why, of all her choices, is she choosing this dreadful path?

Dolly couldn’t believe that she was suddenly tasked with this most appalling duty. She did NOT want to do it.

Yet she didn’t want Vernon to assume that role because he so would, being the big brother and fully bossy, but he’d be rubbish at it; she would do a far superior job. Hang on, why was she even considering it when Etta was alive and kicking?

But … on the other hand … a wicker coffin would be perfect. And so would a sort of funky gospel choir …? Or maybe a dove for each person to liberate – symbolizing Etta’s soul flying free?

Oh no … how utterly cheesy and cringe-making. Etta would hate that.

What WOULD Etta want? She surely owed Dolly that, at least – all the instructions for her impending demise and how to tie all the ends up.

How dare she even consider dumping everything on Dolly? And Vernon? And Pearl? And everyone …

How would Dolly explain it to people she knew?

Dear God, she was going to have to tell people about this AS OF TOMORROW … and she had no clue what she ought to say, or indeed what she could say that would make an iota of sense.

All of these thoughts were swirling around Dolly’s head as she thumped up and down, each heavy stomp louder than the last so that Etta might witness it in the kitchen below, from which Dolly could hear the clanking noises of cooking.

COOKING?!

Why was Etta insisting on being so bloody weirdly normal? It infuriated Dolly further. She stomped out of the bedroom and headed for the stairs and the showdown she’d been brewing.

Etta was calmly rolling out pastry on a lightly floured board when Dolly crashed in to the kitchen. She didn’t stop shaping the dough as Dolly began her tirade, which only served to exacerbate Dolly’s ire.

‘Are you actually going to commit suicide?’ she yelled. ‘You haven’t even used those words yet, you total coward. Just say it. Say it if you mean it. Go on!’

Dolly was screaming at Etta from the opposite side of the table, tiny droplets of shriek-spit spraying from her mouth, down on to the pastry that Etta continued to roll.

‘I’m sorry, Dols,’ Etta replied quietly.

‘Say it, Mum!’

‘I said I’m sorry –’

‘SAY IT!’

‘OK. Then, yes, it is my intention to end my life. Today. All right?’

‘Say it …’ Dolly was frighteningly, intensely quiet now.

Etta laid down the rolling pin and looked her daughter straight in the eye. She owed her this. She owed her the straight shooting.

‘Today. I am going to commit suicide,’ Etta said, in as steady a voice as she could muster. She hadn’t used these particular words yet at all. Not even to herself. There was something criminal and crude about them. Besides that, it was outdated and unacceptable terminology. And, anyway, Etta didn’t want to frame it like that: it wasn’t the notion that she’d persuaded herself to think about. Etta had, even in her most private thoughts, in her head, her heart, her mind, always reframed what she was going to do, so that it had an almost lyrical dignity to it. She processed her decision that way, so that she could allow herself to think of it as very nearly … brave. Self-sacrificing at the least. So being forced by Dolly to be this raw was a challenge, but she did it.

‘There,’ she said, ‘there it is,’ and she picked up the rolling pin again. It was a comfort of sorts. It was her mother’s rolling pin. It’d been in this house, this kitchen, that drawer, for a very long time, and it had made thousands of pasties. Today it was going to make significant food and it was going to double up as a safety rail for her to cling to while she made some kind of peace with her daughter. Continuing to resolutely flatten the dough, she then turned and picked up a large white dinner plate, which she placed upside down on the rolled-out dough and proceeded to cut around to make the flat discs she would later fill. There was a satisfaction as the sharp, old knife (also her mother’s, like so many utensils in this kitchen) sliced easily through the pastry to make perfect circles. She moved those circles to the side carefully, and smooshed all the remaining pastry together to knead it and start the whole procedure once more, flattening and rolling it out with the reliable, antiquated rolling pin, again and again.

Dolly was momentarily speechless. Then, ‘Excuse me, can you for one sodding moment please acknowledge how insane this all is? Why are you being so casual about it? It’s ridiculous, Mum. You’re seriously asking us to just deal with the fact that, with zero warning, we’re told that you are going to die. Purposely die. Finished. End of. How are we supposed to deal with this? I can’t, I just can’t …’

Etta quietly continued with her culinary task during all this. She finished cutting out the last of the pastry circles and then started to load up half of each disc with the ingredients: chopped-up potato, swede, onion, a generous handful of Martin’s cubed skirt beef, salt, white pepper, a couple of cubes of cold salted butter and … her special ingredient, a teaspoon of clotted cream …

This final addition stopped Dolly mid-flow. ‘Umm, what exactly are you doing? It’s bad enough that you’re intent on killing yourself, but why are you ruining our last meal together? Are you trying to kill us too? What fresh hell is this?! Cream … in a pasty?!’

‘I’ve put a little dollop of clotted cream in every pasty I’ve ever made for you, Dols, your whole life. You’ve just never watched me make ’em.’

‘I don’t believe you. I mean, what the guffing hell? Offing yourself? NO! Cream in a pasty? DOUBLE NO!’

‘So cream in a pasty is twice as bad as me taking my own life, is it?’

Despite herself, Dolly spluttered a laugh at the insanity of that statement. Indeed, she was finding the cream debacle much more offensive for some bizarre reason.

Etta laughed too.

‘I think it’ll be OK if that’s the case, Dols. I reckon you’ll survive.’

‘Stop it, Mum. Really, though? You’ve always done this? And I never knew?’

‘Clearly. I mean, it’s not like some dirty secret I’m trying to hide. It’s a dab of cream, to make the gravy rich.’

Etta folded the pastry over the mound of ingredients and started to expertly crimp the sides by folding the pastry over itself all the way along the edge, to form the crust. Dolly watched on in awe.

‘How do you do that?’ she asked.

‘C’mere, I’ll show you. I do it like this because your granny taught me. Each person does it their own way. That’s why pasties are so good. They’re bespoke, with years of creative additions and love baked in. This is our family’s way … you’re welcome.’

Etta took Dolly’s hand and showed her how to dip her fingers in water and curl the edges in on themselves to seal the parcel. Dolly was pretty good at it straight away, so Etta encouraged her. ‘I’ll fill, you seal.’

‘Our own production line,’ Dolly agreed.

So mother and daughter stood side by side preparing the last supper, and talking quietly.

‘I’m sorry it’s so sudden and awful, Dols, I hope you believe me on that, because it is utterly true, but I want you to know that, for me, there’s no other option.’

‘Yes, there is, Mum. Don’t do it. That’s the other option. Or at least hang on and let us all think it through –’

‘No one has to think it through except me, and I’ve done that. I’m ready.’

‘You feel ready to die?’

‘It’s not a feeling, it’s honestly not. It’s a decision. And I’m making that decision. About my own life. My life.’

‘Is it just your life, though, really?’

‘Yes, of course – what do you mean?’

‘Well, when you decide to have kids, which you actively and gleefully did, in a very bohemian way, with an obviously gay man, who told you he was gay, anyway …’ Dolly gulped. ‘When there are kids, doesn’t your life also belong to them?’

‘No. No. No.’ With each ‘no’, Etta’s resolve was failing her more. She hadn’t really considered this. She had, of course, thought about the effect on them all, but she certainly hadn’t countenanced the idea that they might actually have rights to her life.

Dolly continued, ‘You are my mum, aren’t you?’

‘Yes. Of course.’

‘And you’re Verne’s mum?’

‘Yes, Dolly.’

‘So you belong to us. And we belong to you.’

‘Umm …’ Etta felt cornered.

‘I am yours, and you are mine. You are my home. Literally. I lived in you once and I’ve lived all around you my whole life.’

‘Yes. Yes, you have.’

‘So doesn’t that give me some rights? You chose to bring us here – aren’t we entitled to play a part in the decision as to how you leave?’

‘If I lived to a ripe old age, say … I dunno, ninety or something, and then just conked, you wouldn’t be deciding THAT, would you?’

‘No, but we would be part of every decision leading up to it and we’d be doing that in league with you. Nothing would be decided without you. You could hole up in this very house until you croak, if you like, but at least we’d be included.’

‘I think, in a way, Dols, that’s a big part of it for me. I don’t relish the thought of any of that last part, frankly. Let’s be honest, the future looks pretty challenging once you’re into your seventies. Everything is going to slow down physically, and get more and more creaky.’

‘You don’t know that.’

‘I do, darlin’. That’s simple nature, raw science, I’m afraid. It’s the normal way, and I get that I won’t know how speedy the whole deterioration thing will be for me specifically, but it’s definitely going to happen and guess what? I want to skip it, thank you very much.’

Etta started to place the two finished pasties on to parchment paper on an oven tray and walked to the fridge to get two eggs, which she broke into a cup and started to whisk up with a fork.

‘You want to “skip it”? You want to skip life?’

‘I want to skip all the cruddy stuff about later life, yes. The fact is that so far my life has been pretty fantastic, I’d say, wouldn’t you? I mean, sure I’ve been through some tricky stuff, but not more than anyone else.’

Etta started to brush the top of the pasty-pasties with the shiny yellow egg wash to help them brown off in the oven.

‘What would you describe as “tricky stuff”?’

Etta stopped still and cocked her head to the side to think. ‘Rob dying was pretty bad. Losing Dad, then Mum, but at least they were properly old. Rob wasn’t. That was wrong. Mind you, if Rob hadn’t gone, Adam wouldn’t have stepped up and there wouldn’t be you … or Pearl … so y’know … every cloud ’n’ all that.’

‘So you don’t count not getting to be Head Girl as one of your darkest moments, then?’

Etta laughed. This family didn’t forget a thing.

‘Obviously, it was pretty painful, yes … but I think I’m over that now.’ Etta gave her daughter the side-eye.

‘Not,’ Dolly countered, as she pinned her mother with an accusatory glare, and continued, ‘So losing Granny and Grandad was a big deal?’

‘Of course. I loved them both. However bonkers.’

‘Yes,’ replied Dolly, ‘but it was a bit easier, wasn’t it, because you said – “They were properly old”?’

‘Look, Dolly … I know where you’re going –’

‘So at least you got to see them into their older age, didn’t you? You were there, Mum, alongside them both right to the end and that’s why you’re able to put them into a category of “properly old” … so why are you denying me that chance? Why can’t I see you get properly old? Flaws ’n’ all? Some of it is funny, isn’t it? We had such a laugh with them both – they seemed to get more hilarious the older and less filtered they got. Even the farting was funny. The dentures were hysterical – remember when the dog had them in? I nearly wet myself! And Grandad’s memory was crystal sharp right up to the end. I sort of wished he didn’t remember some of that stuff quite so clearly, to be honest. TMI.’

‘Make that crimping neat, Dols, or it will open in the oven.’

‘My point is that you got to look after them. I saw it and seriously, Mum, I don’t think I’d ever … admired you more …’ Dolly’s voice faltered slightly.

‘Oh, Dols, you don’t have to –’

‘No, let me say this stuff. You need to hear it and we don’t have a lot of time. Apparently. Because of that, I haven’t been able to think anything through. I genuinely feel like I’m going a bit mad … but I know that there are things I need to get out of me. That’s one. I’ve only just realized it, because when I watched you care for them both, the way you did, so tenderly –’

‘Not always.’

‘No, but mostly, c’mon.’

‘I lost my temper, my patience on occasion.’

‘Yeah. Course. But you did it: they were never alone. You were a fantastic daughter when they really needed you and some of it was pretty ugly at the end.’

‘Yes. I owed them that after all they’d done for me … it was my privilege –’

‘Exactly! So can you hear yourself? Why are you denying me that privilege? Mum? Why can’t I have the same experience of looking after you till the end?’

‘Because the end may very possibly be awful; it may go on for years; it could be very painful and very difficult. I don’t want that. For either of us, ANY of us.’

‘So you think you’re doing me a massive favour?’

‘In a way, yes. I do. Believe me, if there was some way of staying here without getting old, I’d choose that. Of course I would. We all would. Instead, we’re supposed to surrender to whatever fate has in store for us, in the certain knowledge that it probably ain’t pretty. I don’t want that for you guys. I want all of your memories of me to be positive ones, like this, us together, healthy, happy, doing something we love, not all that other grim stuff.’

‘So, really, this is about ultimate control?’

‘I’m in charge in life, in my life that is, and I like that. All I’m asking is to be in charge in death. We’re all heading there, Dols, I’m just moving the finish line a little closer and making it easier for you in the long run. The thought of having no control is utterly dreadful to me. Can you see that?’

‘EASIER? Sorry? You think this is easy?’

‘Not easy. Easier. Than anything it could be. Please make sure you’re using plenty of pepper, and note also that it is white. We only use white.’

‘Racist,’ Dolly muttered.

‘Twat,’ Etta muttered back.

‘No, you’re a twat.’

‘I am. And proud of it. Load all of those on to the tray. Now we have to make a tiny one for Pearlie. Did you know that little pasties are called Pixies?’

‘Lovely,’ replied Dolly.

Etta continued, ‘Then we have to make a meatless one for Lizzy.’

‘Meatless pasty for gutless Lizzy,’ muttered Dolly.

‘Hey. No. Enough of that. You need to be gentler with her, Dols, seriously. I think we’ve been a bit tough on her … she’s the only soft thing in this family besides Pearl, and look how Pearl adores her because of it – it doesn’t matter how clever or funny she isn’t.’

‘I know.’

‘Just reel it in. Lizzy deals with a lot. And she loves your bro. And your daughter. And you, despite the constant teasing. I know because I’m guilty too. I’ve apologized, as it happens.’

‘Buggered if I’m going to apologize. She married into our family. This is who we are; she knew that.’

‘Sometimes, Miss Dolly, you unfortunately suffer inordinate amounts of blindness when it comes to sensitivity, which is interesting, isn’t it, considering your own relationship with thin skin in your life?’

‘Patronizing.’

‘But true.’

‘All right. I hear you.’

‘I’m just saying that we know the terrible time Lizzy’s had trying to get pregnant. They’re both dealing with that, yet look how generous-spirited she is when it comes to your child. She doesn’t bear grudges, which puts us further to shame when we do. She’s carrying some heavy weights.’

‘Like I said, I hear you.’

There was a pause. Both mother and daughter knew perfectly well it was begging to be filled with a witty and possibly vaguely unkind remark; but, with retribution and guilt hanging in the air, maybe, for once, this moment wasn’t appropriate for such smartarsery. On the other hand, it was ripe for the taking, and these two famously had very little willpower.

Etta said, ‘She’s still a bit of a gloop.’

‘Obviously.’

They shared a sly giggle.

‘Come on, let’s make hers lovely and full since she can’t have the meat. Spoil her with extra swede.’

‘Lucky bitch.’

They worked together in comfortable silence for a few minutes.

Then Dolly said, ‘This is what I’ll miss, Mum. We get each other. You know me better than anyone; you know everything about me.’

‘Clearly not everything, judging by what your brother said earlier?’

‘Please don’t hold that against me; I won’t cope with that.’

‘Sorry. Like I said, some things are just too important not to be private, I understand. I just feel sad for you, that’s all. I know you well enough to know you wouldn’t have taken that step lightly. You’re a person with a massive conscience and an accurate moral compass. I’m dead proud of that. So like your dad. Not that he ever had to apply it to a big decision like an abortion.’

‘No, but he applied it to a big decision like having a kid, me, with his best friend. Unconventional. And, in case you’re wondering, yes, I did tell him about it.’

‘Right.’ Etta suddenly felt jealous.

‘Not at the actual time, though. Then it was just Verne and me. I told Dad a couple of weeks later when I had a bit of a collapse and needed a parent –’

‘I see …’

‘Please don’t get huffy about it, I … needed it to be low key and the thing about you, Mother, is that you are the cavalry. It’s a brilliant thing about you, actually: you respond to everything all guns blazing. We know we’re protected and fought for. We’ve always known that, but there are times when the situation doesn’t require all the hoohah.’

‘OK. I get your point. But I CAN do minimum hoohah, if requested. Just saying.’

‘Well, not from now on you can’t: you’re going to be dead. Your choice, may I remind you?’

‘Right. Yes. True. I’m … glad that you can go to Adam. He truly is the best chap. And, by the way, I never told you – and I never would – but, honestly, the whole “extracting his sperm scenario” was hilarious. It involved a vacuum, a plunger, a marinade injector and that lovely ceramic bowl over there’ – Etta pointed to the top shelf – ‘the one I got in Portugal and that we still put nuts in.’

Dolly’s mouth was agape. Etta continued, ‘And, of course, half a bottle of absinthe. Anyway … umm, he is wonderful, your dad.’

‘Well, yes, he is. But he’s not you, Mum, and that’s the whole point of two parents, isn’t it? Good cop, bad cop. Nice ’n’ nasty. Soft and sharp –’

‘Excuse me, am I bad, nasty and sharp?’

‘No, you are hard-core unflinching and solid. You’re the Barbarian Horde. Everyone fears you when you’re on your righteous path – all my friends say it about you. The teachers at school were terrified of your wrath, the council are, even the bloody police are!’

‘I believe in justice, that’s why, and I’ve always fought for that.’

‘Yeah, so who will fight for me now? Dad is too soft. He will always listen, but he won’t DO, like you do.’

Etta was stumped. She continued to construct Lizzy’s veggie pasty in silence. She’d not really ever stopped to consider that she was perceived as a defender. She couldn’t help liking it.

Dolly didn’t give up; she had her mother on the back foot,

‘It’s not just me either, is it? What about Pearl? Who is going to be in her army? We have her entire school career in front of us to conquer, and she already has a few opponents.’

‘Really? Who?’ A spark of disdain awoke in Etta.

‘Well, there’s a uniform Nazi who commented on her jumper being “not the right green” already. She’s five.’

‘I knitted that jumper. It’s better than any single garment on any single tyke in that whole infant school. Guaranteed. It has cable-stitch piping, for dog’s sake! And skull-bone buttons for edge. She loves it. How dare they? Who is this heathen?!’

‘You see? Who is going to step up as her advocate if you go? You’re an old hand at it. She needs you. We all do.’

‘You know who will step up, Dols.’

‘Who? Dad is too polite, Verne’s so busy.’

‘YOU, Dolly. You will step up. Because you’re made of me. At heart, you are doughty and brave and persistent, it’s just that you haven’t properly tapped into it yet.’

‘See? You know all this about me, stuff I don’t even know, you know EVERYTHING about me, Mum, all my holes, everywhere that I don’t have courage.’

‘Yeah, and tons more places that you do.’

‘I don’t, though! Everyone else keeps mistaking me for an adult, just because of my age.’

‘You are an adult, Dols. You have a daughter.’

‘But I’m not grown up! Like I should be.’

‘You absolutely are. Funnily enough, I think it’s partly my fault that you doubt it – I’ve probably coddled you too much, kept endlessly rescuing you from crap choices, but I only partly regret that. I’d probably do it all again the same way, given the chance. But, Dols, honestly, when I’m out of the way –’

‘You’re not IN THE WAY!’

‘When I’m not here, that will be when you can step in to your adult self for real. I have a feeling that you can’t while I’m here. The fear will fade away when you face it, hon, it always does. What did Granny always, incessantly, irritatingly often, say …?’

‘The only way out is through.’

‘Yes. And it’s so effin’ true. Once you genuinely confront being an actual adult, which I already know you are and can continue to be, you will belong there, comfortably. Maybe you can’t step up to that confident mother rung of the ladder till it’s vacant?’

‘Don’t make me grow up, for fuck’s sake.’

‘You already have, love. I say that because one of the best parts of my life, and believe me, I’ve been forensically remembering my life recently, was watching you grow up. And guess what one of the worst parts of my life was?’

‘Hot pants?’

‘No, but yes, but no. One of the worst parts was also – watching you grow up. Witnessing you grow your wings. Pushing you out of the nest. Watching you fly. And you do, Dols. You soar.’

‘Not always.’

‘Not always, but you CAN, is the point.’

Dolly turned to her mother. ‘I wish you didn’t make sense, or tell the truth. It’s so annoying.’

Etta put her arms around her daughter, leaving floury handprints all over her back.

They leant into each other, quietly, intimately, sharing long, deep, slowly synchronizing breaths and finding comfort there, in that unquestionable devotion.

As they eventually pulled apart, Dolly risked another shot.

‘Maybe you could take your mother’s own advice? Maybe your only way out is also through whatever this is … and come out the other side, where you choose life? What about that for a radical idea? What if … stick with me here … it all works out? What about if it’s simply not your time? What about if Verne and Lizzy do eventually get to have a baby and that baby will never even be able to say they met you? What about if you realize that the light in me will go out if you do this? Extinguish. What about if you accept you are infecting us all with misery? What about if you see that, yes, your heart might stop and for you, apparently, that is some kind of blessed relief – but our hearts are expected to go on somehow? How? What about if you think about how lonely I’m going to be without you? What about if you tell my heart exactly how to cope with this shitshambles of a decision?

What about THAT?’

Etta thought for a moment.

‘Thank you, Dolly. That’s enough.’ She was rattled.

‘And, on top of it all,’ Dolly persisted, ‘what kind of effin’ funeral do you want? I have no idea …!!’

‘You can do whatever you choose. I won’t be there,’ Etta said with alarming finality as she closed the door on the oven, the last pasties nicely, tidily, within.


Slice 7

I am fifty-eight.

It’s August. There was the lightest drizzle of summer rain early this morning. Barely there rain, referred to as ‘mizzle’ round these parts. The sun has dried off all the outside furniture but there’s a hint of damp about the cushions. No one cares if they leave with a soggy bottom.

We are all gathered in the garden. Dolly, Vernon, Adam, Mum, Pops and assorted mates of theirs, past and present. I’ve tried to give the messy garden a boho-hippy sort of vibe with colourful put-me-ups and lots of scatter cushions, and bright tablecloths. There’s all Pop’s favourite food, so Greek salads, scotch eggs, sausages, pineapple-and-cheese hedgehogs and tons of mezze platters. It’s his eighty-eighth birthday, and when I suggested that we have a few folk round, he agreed on the condition that, along with celebrating his birthday, it should double up as the FUNeral he’s been asking for. He claims that he wants to be there for all the tributes, he wants to wallow in praise, wants to put the fun into funeral. Doesn’t want to miss a thing, wants a kind of living, fully THERE funeral. So that’s what it is, along with a birthday. We’re celebrating his beginning and his end at the same time.

Pops is in his wheelchair, wearing shorts and a T-shirt that boldly proclaims I’M RELENTLESSLY HORNY, HOW ABOUT YOU? We all attempted to dissuade him from this choice. He has drawers of lovely shirts … but no. Insisted on it. He has become wildly inappropriate with age. I wish I could blame cognitive failure or something, but it’s probably the opposite. With age, he has stepped into an unfettered, unfiltered, new confidence. Mum would’ve been able to rein him in, but Mum’s gone. She’s sitting there next to him, in her favourite garden chair, in her favourite rosy dress, surrounded by all her favourite people, but she’s not there at all, really. Mum left her mind behind about three years ago now. It was a slow decline. Confusion, then utter bewilderment, then fear, then a gradual heartbreaking creep back to childhood. Looking at her now, sitting there cuddling one of Dolly’s old stuffed toys and grinning at everyone, I’m grateful that she at least seems calm. The awful terrors are now, thankfully, few and far between. She’s in a fluffy fog of some sort. I have no idea what she’s thinking, but she’s in no distress. She doesn’t know any of us any more, but there’s something about Pop’s voice that calms her. A familiarity? A memory? He keeps her close by and he constantly reassures her that she’s OK and that he loves her. Pops has never been soppy. I can’t remember a time before when he said stuff like that, but the current circumstances require it, and he showers her with an abundance of love all day long.

Mum is a child.

She was always childlike to an extent; she’s never been good at the responsible, sensible stuff of life, and she was always a great one for feigning girly helplessness to get attention, which I found infuriating. It was embarrassingly unfeminist, and shockingly effective. Why does the silly baby voice and eyelash fluttering work so well? Why are men so disarmed and gulled by it all? Mum has been using this luring technique since she was a teenager, and now here she is, embodying a helpless girly for real. Pops is as solid as a rock, on the other hand – mentally. Fit as a fiddle cognitively and enjoying all the freedom from Mum’s rules.

Physically? Not so much. Too many fags since he was fourteen, carrying on well into his RAF career, when cigarette smoking seems to have been an Olympic sport he was determined to be champion at, have left him with very little lung capacity and the need to have constant oxygen tubes looped around his ears, shooting the good stuff up his nose at all times. It’s lung cancer. Squamous cell. Aggressive. Advanced. We all know there’s not much time. It’s obvious. Ironically, the parent with no sentient capacity is going to out-live the parent with twin-boosting intellectual agility.

In the past few months, Pops has spoken to me repeatedly about how Mum must be looked after when he’s gone, and he knows it’s soon. He has transferred all his savings and assets over to me, including this lovely house, and he asks that she never has to be in any care facility unless it’s a medical emergency. I have promised.

I hope I can do it.

Give me the strength to keep my promise. I pick up a glass and tap it with my knife. Ting. Ting.

‘Guys! It’s time to call this extraordinary gathering to order. We are all here today to celebrate Victor Nelson Gibson in all his eighty-eight years of magnificence. Some of us in the family wanted to only celebrate this fantastic birthday today, but Pops had other ideas. Everyone here knows Pops, and everyone here knows that what Pops says goes – so here we are, to say both congratulations and goodbye. It’s unusual, to say the least, but, Pops, we love you very much and want you to have the best day … so first up is the elder and only boy grandchild, Vernon.’

A ripple of applause as Vernon comes to stand where I have made a small dais. I have chosen this spot because you can see the sea through the dunes in the distance, the exact same view Dad has looked at and loved for so many years. He will hear his beloveds while he sees his favourite beach beyond.

Vernon starts to speak. ‘Grandad. Firstly, happy bloody fucking birthday, as you say to us each year. I didn’t really know what to get for you, the guy that has everything, frankly, and the guy who hasn’t really got long enough to enjoy anything either.’

The crowd takes a deep simultaneous breath in at this raw truth. Is it a step too far? Already? Has Vernon overstepped the line?

Of course Vernon knows his grandad well and part of their exclusive banter is precisely this upfront and rather cruel humour, so Pops laughs immediately and chimes in, ‘Cheeky bugger.’

Everyone relaxes, exhales. The tone is set by my brave boy, who is hurting a lot at the thought of losing his cherished grandfather.

Vernon continues, ‘I wondered if you might like a trip to the moon in a spaceship? Or some other unique experience like a race around Silverstone in a McLaren MP4-31? Or a lap dance in Spearmint Rhino?’

‘Now you’re talking,’ mutters Pops, loudly enough to elicit giggles.

‘But I decided that all of that is so old hat. So showy off, not your style at all. So instead I went down to the beach and I looked for limpet shells with holes in – the holes the wrasse have eaten through to get to the tasty limpet – remember when you taught me all about that? Well, I picked up five, and I’ve put them on this string. That’s all of us, Grandad, your family, for you to wear round your neck instead of a laurel garland like those old racers used to get when they won.’

Vernon takes the hoop of shells out of his pocket and goes over to Pops and places it around his neck.

‘There. Because you honestly are our champ and you always will be.’

‘Thank you, Vernon,’ Pops says, ‘you are my favourite grandson.’ He winks. Vernon is, of course, his only grandson, but Dad isn’t finished yet.

‘But, mate, is there any remote possibility of the Spearmint Rhino option …?’

Vernon laughs and hugs Pops, then settles back into the crowd.

Next, Dolly gets up. She is already welling up.

‘Sorry, I don’t want to cry –’

‘It’s all right, Poppet, don’t worry, I know your tears are all completely fake …’

Everyone laughs. Dolly continues.

‘Happy bloody fucking birthday, to start. I want to kick off by owning up to something, Grandad, that’s been weighing on me for some time. Do you remember the jar you had, where you put all your small change? It had FAG FUND written on it?’

Pops nods and smiles as he recollects the old pickled onion jar he’d kept in the shed all those years.

‘Well, I’m sorry, but I regularly nicked a few quid out of there …’

Pops does a mock-surprised face.

Dolly continues, ‘But … I did spend every penny I took on tobacco, so I did honour the nature of the fund at least …’

Pops laughs, then coughs as a result, both of the joke and of his own tobacco damage. He says, ‘Did you think I didn’t know? I put a few quid in each week just for you, although I admit I hoped you spent it on sweets or hard drugs rather than tobacco. It’s the devil’s work, Dolly, and if you ever needed a cautionary example, darlin’ – here I am with my clogged lungs. I can honestly tell you I don’t fear the dying, but I do fear the not being able to breathe part of it. Don’t be like me, love. Find another evil habit if you can. Bite your nails, or steal or join the Tories or something. Leave the smoking to the fools.’

‘OK, Grandad, I’ll try. I can’t believe you knew all along. I’ve felt guilty for ages! But, look, that’s just another example of what a total dreamboat you are. You need to know that, because of you, and everything you are to us … to me, I genuinely know that I have pretty much measured any bloke that’s come into my life by you, and absolutely none match you. I’ve made mistakes, I know, but I really do try to imagine what it would be like to finally meet a man who is even half as wonderful as you. Everyone who knows you loves you and you’ve shared your lovely big heart with all of us. Look how you’re caring for Nanny, even now. All my friends wish you were their grandad, and actually you have even stepped up to do that if they don’t have one, on more than one occasion. Remember when you took that twat Piers “for a ride in the car” on the moor that time? For those that don’t know, he was my mate Rachel’s boyfriend, and he’d pulled her across the street by her hair when they got drunk once, so Grandad contacted him to invite him for a “drive”. I think Piers thought they were going to talk about rugby or something, thought Grandad was his matey mate … little did he know that Grandad would take him to a remote car park on the moor, invite him to get out and enjoy the view, then suddenly grab him by the hair and pull him across the car park quite violently –’

‘Deserved it, little shit,’ Pops mumbles audibly.

‘Quite. And you also made him apologize profusely to Rachel, and she says that it helped her to know that he definitely was NOT her person, watching him squirm. You are Rachel’s hero, Grandad, and frankly she can get in line, because you are MY grandad, and I love you more than you will ever know. And … I don’t want you to go …’

‘I know, little Doll, I know. Don’t forget, ever, that you are my favourite granddaughter and that’s a fact.’

Dolly laughs at this, despite herself. ‘But, Grandad, when you’re gone, who will step up for me like you do?’

Pops looks bereft for a moment and then says, ‘No one will need to, my lovely, because you know how to do it for yourself. That’s been my whole purpose: to show you, and your smelly bro, and your naughty mum, how to be your own champion. That’s the brilliant thing about growing up, and God knows there’s not much, but what happens if you’re clever is that you magically, gradually, turn into the person who was waiting patiently for you to become them. The best person you can be. Not a perfect person. That would be unmitigated shit … and you’d be unbearable … but the one you always should’ve been. That twat. That splendid twat.’

‘Like you, Grandad?’

‘Yep, like me.’

‘OK, I’ll take that. And, just so everyone knows, your gift from me is something I’ve mentioned to you before, but you’ve always said no. This time, though, I want you to say yes.’

‘OK …’ Pops says hesitantly.

Dolly climbs off the little platform and hands him a small box. He opens it, accompanied by his own loud breathing and the hiss of the oxygen shooting up his nose. There, in tissue paper, is a perfectly rolled joint.

‘Is this the nefarious weed I think it is?!’

‘Umm … yep,’ says Dolly.

‘Excellent!’ says Pops. ‘That’s tonight sorted …’

Pops claps his hands and hugs Dolly. Mum also claps her hands, but she has no idea why.

Several of Pops’s mates get up and tell stories about him. Some are hilarious, some are heroic, some are deeply touching. He’s been such a good friend to so many. He’s given support and advice, and he has kept their counsel. His old RAF pals regale us with stories of the young Victor, at dances on their various bases where they were stationed, and how he was an irrepressible flirt. They would shout, ‘Hey! Leave some women for the rest of us!’ at him on the dancefloor. They tell us that the moment he met Mum, all of that changed, as he only had eyes for her. Three of his mates sing ‘Only You’ acapella to him and Mum, which is so beautiful except for the fact that Mum doesn’t know what’s happening. I don’t think she even really remembers what singing is, never mind this particular song, so she’s a bit alarmed by the volume and the immediacy of it all. Pops takes her hand to reassure her. She looks relieved when it’s over.

Now it’s my turn to pay tribute to my lovely, dying dad. I step up, heart beating fast. ‘Happy bloody fucking birthday, Pops. It’s so wonderful to be here with you and Mum and to see you surrounded by all the folk you love, and I know that you really do love us, Pops. What has struck me looking about is that every single person here, myself included, has majorly pissed you off in some way over the years. We’ve been insensitive, or thoughtless, or greedy, or idiotic, or Lib Dems, or whatever, and you’ve cursed us or raged about us. I know because I’ve heard you about others, and because I’ve been on the receiving end of it myself. Oh boy, yes, and you have also been your own fair share of knob on occasion, I think you’ll admit?’

Pops laughs and nods.

‘But the amazing thing is, Pops, we are all here today because the biggest and brightest thing you’ve taught us all is the power of apology, REAL apology, and of forgiveness, REAL forgiveness. You’ve always told us to look for the good in each other and to let the stupid stuff go … so nobody here today is begrudged or unforgiven. We all know you love us, properly love us, and Pops you should know that we all cherish that love, because we all look up to you. Your impact on people is much more than I think you know. You leave a mark on each of us that we’re proud to bear. It unites us and it comes from such a golden place in you. I’m not going to pretend that I won’t miss the warmth of that place, your heart, where I’ve been sheltered for the whole of my life, but … I just need you to know how hugely safe I’ve always felt. If I’ve ever done ANY good parenting’ – at this point Vernon and Dolly enjoy loudly murmuring their doubts, and I push on through the teasing – ‘it’s because you showed me how. You even showed Mum how to do it. It didn’t come naturally to her, but she learnt from watching you. Thank you, Pops, for always having time for me and my kids, for making sure we felt like your priority. You showed us the profound beauty of unflinching family love which completely sustains us through everything. You are my beloved anchor, and, although it’s pretty rusty and covered in barnacles now you’re older than God or Joan Collins, I just want you to know three things for sure, before you conk:

I love you

I love you

I love you.’

I go to my dad and fall into his familiar embrace, the hug I’ve known for fifty-eight years, and I can’t stop the tears.

Pops whispers, ‘It’s OK, pet, this is how it’s supposed to be, don’t be sad. It’s my bloody fucking birthday … come on now, you know you’re my favourite daughter.’

Then the man himself gets up, a bit wobbly but aided by Vernon, who positions a stool for him to perch on. I take his seat in his wheelchair and hold Mum’s hand.

Pops starts.

‘Unlike the other soppy cretins in my family, I will be succinct. First of all, thanks for coming and scoffing all the expensive food and grub, you greedy gannets. I’m eighty-blood-eight. Surely in the name of all that’s holy, that is enough? Even if I am the wonder my family claim, everyone knows you can have too much of a good thing, and I’ve tipped into extra time. I’m fed up with myself, to be honest, so only God knows about you lot!

Here’s the thing – we’re supposed to last for just a while. That’s how we’re designed, and I’m out of power, a bit threadbare. I can feel my edges wilting, and that’s fine, because it’s natural, a scientific fact. The truth. As my tribe know, you can’t ever hide the sun, the moon or … the truth.’

These two words ‘the truth’ are echoed by all three of his close family as he says them. They’ve heard this mantra many times: it’s Pops’s ‘thing’.

‘But this very moment, here, with you all, is everything to me. I’m completely here, with every creak in my bones and every faint beat of my fading old heart. I’m utterly open to it all, looking at your gorgeous faces and hearing your lovely words, all of it here, unfolding before me. A good, full life is made up of moments like these and I have been blessed with many marvellous moments – especially this, today.

And you, my darlin’ wife …’

Pops gestures to Mum, who is smiling broadly, not at him, not in a sudden rare moment of intense clarity – but at the pink fluffy world of goo in her mind. Pops acknowledges this, and continues.

‘You are the one who showed me all the softness which allowed me to be the flawed person I am. You accepted me, fully. And I accept you now, fully, including everything you were, and everything you’ve become. You’ve been summoned, my love, to other, lovelier places already. You’ve left. And I’m going to meet you there, don’t you worry. That’s our next adventure. For the rest of you cockwombles, I wish you to hold yourselves at least as dear as I hold you – which is VERY dear – and to remember how good you are. Honour me this way, please, because that at least proves what a great judge of people I am. And I am. So less of this guff. Now, let’s drink a bit too much and be as inappropriate as we can, until it’s time to fuck off. Love you all.’

We sing ‘Happy Birthday’ to him and Dolly brings the huge cake in with eighty-eight candles aglow on top. Mum looks frightened at the inexplicably bright light, so we all huff out the flames very quickly and cheer. Mum cheers along with us. I’m wanting to believe that she is at least having the ghost of a memory. Maybe of one of our many birthdays in the past, where she made a cake? Has the singing and cheering pierced the film of confusion her thoughts are wrapped in? Is she in a snatched childhood memory of her own? Does she think she’s four years old and that we are all her party classmates?

Impossible to know, but, from the outside, she seems content. Happy, even. For that, I am leagues grateful. Not least because Pops can enjoy himself without fear or guilt.

I look over at my dad. He’s in the midst of pals, telling dirty jokes and loving what little is left of his worth-living-to-the-full life.

I know for certain that I have his blood in my veins, and his fortitude in my flesh.

I’m made of him.

And he is everything.


CHAPTER 7

Also None. 3 p.m.

‘Faster!’ Pearl was shouting at her uncle, who was running in circles, frantically pushing the little roundabout she was sitting in. The entire play park was pirate-themed and this spinner was supposed to look like a ship, if a ship is small, circular and has only one painted-on portal and a skull and crossbones emblazoned on the side where the skull part has completely flaked off with age and the bones are so faded that the remains of them look like a dodgy dog treat. It was not at all frightening or pirate-y, but the roundabout had clearly been recently oiled, so was whizzing round very fast and Uncle Vernon could hardly keep up.

‘I’m getting dizzy!’ he shouted. ‘Why aren’t you dizzy?’

Pearl answered, ‘Pirates don’t get dizzy, m’hearties! Run faster!’

Lizzy was sitting on the bench nearby, laughing a lot at this sight.

‘You tell ’im, Pearlie!’ she shouted, while Vernon gave her the solid side-eye, indicating what a traitor she was.

Eventually, it was too much for him, and he gave up.

‘Sorry, Captain Pearl, I’m nearly dead, that’s it from me, I’m afraid,’ he exclaimed as he stood back puffing hard and allowed the ride to slow to a halt.

Pearl looked him right in the eye defiantly, and said, ‘Well, that’s very disappointing,’ then ran off to play with some children who were climbing all over a giant parrot with an eye-patch that doubled up as two separate slides.

Vernon flumped down on the bench next to Lizzy. ‘I’m thirty-six. How am I so out of shape?’

‘Umm …’ Lizzy didn’t need to think for long. ‘Possibly, I dunno, takeaways, PlayStation, long hours at a desk, no exercise and a ton of stubbornness?’

‘Yeah, OK, point taken, smartypants.’

She took his hand and laid it on her knee as they sat close and he attempted to get his breathing under control. They had a clear view of Pearl on the other side of the playground, but Vernon kept craning his neck to check on her. Lizzy noticed this, and loved him a little bit more for it, if it was possible to love him any more. It wasn’t. Lizzy’s devotion to Vernon was enviable and all-consuming; she was one of those rare people who deeply mean every word of their marriage vows. She had seriously considered beforehand whether she could honestly keep them for her whole life … and decided that she could, for the simple reason that she absolutely WOULD. It was a conscious choice, and she was prepared to make it. Her determination to make the marriage work, come what may, was Lizzy’s sworn purpose, and she valued it above all else.

Inventing a functional, successful relationship was new territory for Lizzy. Her own parents were trapped in a long-term, committed hell. It was obvious, but it was unspoken. The absence of real kindness had a significant impact on the young Lizzy, who felt lonely and isolated inside her own family. Her parents loved her, after a fashion, and to a sufficiency they considered appropriate – which was the same amount of love they also thought was enough in their own marriage. Measured. Stingy.

The young Lizzy quickly grew used to the paucity of it. She could’ve so easily transferred those measures into her own relationship with Vernon, but Lizzy didn’t do that. Lizzy invented her own, newer and better template for marriage. She decided to lavish it with all the withheld love she hadn’t received. She pulled it all out from its hiding places in drawers and under beds and in the attic and deep in her hurting heart. She trawled her life for it, and, when it was all gathered in, she unleashed it on Vernon, in a tsunami of unconditional devotion.

Vernon took for granted this unquestionable commitment. Lizzy had been steadfast since their first meeting and so it was their norm that she should be so resolutely loyal. Vernon too was a faithful man who loved his wife, but without doubt he’d gradually forgotten to appreciate her as the years went by.

And they weren’t that many years, really; they’d been married for only six, although together a couple more years than that. If you are taking your wife for granted after such a short time, surely, incrementally, there’s a real danger that you might not notice her at all in another six years’ time? She’d become air … or perhaps the distant sound of the kitchen door thumping shut after she’d scooted out of it for the last time?

For now, though, she loved him and he indeed felt it. That which many would long for, he had right under his nose.

‘My heart won’t slow down,’ he said. ‘I know it’s mostly chasing around with missy over there, but, seriously, it’s been going like the clappers since Mum dropped that … shitty bombshell this morning. I can’t make it stop.’

‘I’m not surprised,’ she replied. ‘It’s completely unthinkable …’

‘And so sudden. Do you think I should call the police …? I know she says that would only delay it, but, y’know, I’m all up for delaying it. At least we’d have a chance of persuading her then.’

‘I know, I know … but there’s something about the way she is … so calm, so sure, I think she has absolutely decided, I really do. Unfortunately. But, look, she’s your mum, I’ll support whatever you want to do … it’s just –’

‘What?’

‘I had a talk with her this morning and it was so … dunno … final, y’know? And we all know what your mum’s like … what she says kinda goes, doesn’t it? She seemed really sorted, really organized, really determined.’

‘Yes, she’s the most stubborn being in the known, and probably unknown, universe … but obstinate isn’t enough of a reason for me to roll over and let her off herself, frankly. Why doesn’t she stay and be as obstinate as a donkey into her old age? I fully expected that.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes. Of course. She’s always been there. Every day of my entire life. She did every single school drop-off and pick-up. She heard every gripe about my day. She knew the names of my teachers, my friends, which team I supported –’

‘Man U, obviously.’

‘Actually, no, not back then. I started with Argyle, only moved on to Man U after Trigger Evans left the Pilgrims, when I was seventeen’ – Vernon started to wander off into his boyhood memories – ‘a selfless and dedicated servant of the club and a true Janner to boot …’

‘Oh. Sorry.’

‘No, how would you know? You’ve only known me as an adult.’

‘You’re an adult …?!’

They laughed.

‘Sorta,’ Vernon continued. ‘Sometimes. But … it’s true, she has known me every single day. Everything. She knows I can’t eat kiwis. Not the people, the fruit. She knows I fiddle with the label on my clothes. She knows I can’t have anything to do with the number five. It’s got to be four or six. Not five. Ever. Even when it was my fifth birthday – six candles. She knew. And when she rescued me from a locked toilet – oh God – she powered in there, to the gents’ loo – guys with their cocks out at the urinals, and she went over the top of the stall door, for God’s sake! Bloody heroic, I’ll never forget it. I was in such a state. I was only seven. She was my everything.’

‘Still is,’ Lizzy chimed in.

‘Well, yes, I suppose she is, but you are more, Lizzy.’

‘Don’t worry, it’s not a competition, buddy. That’s your ma. I ain’t entering that arena! A mum is a mum is a mum. You only get one. If you’re lucky. And you’ve had a pretty amazing one.’

‘You said “had”. Past tense. Oh God. It’s not had, it’s have. I have a mum. She’s back at the house right now, cooking pasties with my crazy sister, like everything’s normal. It isn’t normal. It so isn’t.’ His voice started to wobble.

‘I know, love. I feel the same and it’s not even my mum. The weird thing is that I’ve been so jealous of your relationship with your mum for a long time now …’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah. I know she’s a handful, but you know where you are with her. I especially do after this morning. She fiercely loves you, Verne. You absolutely know that. I’m not sure I’ve ever known that about my own mum, to be honest, but I can see it about yours. It’s palpable, the love.’

‘So why isn’t it enough, then? For her to stay?’

‘Maybe that’s the whole point: she’s doing something radically generous in a way – she sees it as a chance to remove herself before she becomes a big burden. That’s her take. It’s part of how she loves you.’

‘It’s sick.’

‘Is it? It’s definitely unusual. It’s upsetting, but in your heart of hearts do you believe she’s mentally unstable?’

‘You have to be to think like this, surely?’

‘Do you?’

‘I think so, yes.’

‘You think she’s out of her mind right now?’

‘Yes.’

‘Well, for what it’s worth, the Etta I’m witnessing today is calm, collected and reasoning. You may not like what she’s saying or doing, but I couldn’t hand on heart say that she is in any kind of distress. Mentally or physically. She’s pretty zen, actually.’

‘Doesn’t mean she’s not mad.’

‘No madder than usual.’

‘Why are you supporting this insanity, Lizzy?!’

‘I’m not supporting anything. I’m just witnessing it, that’s all.’

‘Look, I don’t want to fight. Not with you, not with her. I just want to understand.’

‘Forgive me, darling heart, but it may be that you might never get to fully understand this; you might simply have to accept it. That could be the most loving thing you can do.’

Vernon turned to look at Lizzy directly. He had no answer for what she’d said.

Because it was true.

He started to shake. He glanced over to where Pearl was still playing; he didn’t want her to see this, because he had no way of explaining to her in words a five-year-old would understand. He couldn’t explain it, full stop, and he couldn’t stem his fear.

‘Come here.’ Lizzy took him in her arms. She instinctively wanted to say ‘It’ll be all right’ – but she couldn’t honestly mean it, so she didn’t say it. Lizzy was wired to be honest.

What she COULD say and truly mean, was:

‘I’m here, and I always will be.’

Vernon tried to swallow his sadness, but his hunched and shuddering shoulders told the real story. He fell into Lizzy’s comforting arms and let himself silently surrender to the overwhelming sorrow thumping through him. Vernon was eight years old in that moment, wanting his mum, and imagining the horror of a world without her and her unswerving love. His face was in Lizzy’s chest – he could smell the fabric conditioner in her dress – and he felt his hot tears soaking into the cloth. She was stroking his head while he was grieving his beloved and still-alive mum. It was the first time he’d dared to let the panic grip him. The bigness.

‘Just breathe …’ she whispered repeatedly in his ear, until gradually, he was able to take in some full, deep, steady breaths, and to start to retake control of his body. He blew out six long sighs, wiped his face and sat up. He was both exhausted and relieved. Something had shifted. He had clambered on to the first rung of some curious kind of understanding, an acknowledgement, at least, of the magnitude of it. He was viscerally aware that time was ticking and that, if this was genuinely going to happen, if he couldn’t stop the train, he ought at least to savour every last minute of the ride with her. They should get back to the house.

‘It’s unbearable, Lizzle, but I need to be around her right now.’

‘OK, yes, of course. Let’s grab Pearlie …’

‘And I just need to tell you that you are –’

‘It’s fine, hon, you don’t need to –’

‘I do. I need to tell you much more, just what a bloody miracle you are. I wouldn’t get through an ordinary day without you, never mind a catastrophuk like this. Please know that I see how good and … kind … and connected you are. I pray to God I’ve never made you feel lesser or smaller or anything bad, because you are so the opposite. You are EVERYTHING, everything, Lizzy, and I’m an ocean-going knob if I’ve ever hurt you. I’m sorry …’

‘Shush now. I know. I know. I love you and we will get through this together, whatever happens. We’ve survived … stuff … haven’t we?’

Vernon knew what she was referring to. The baby they lost. The giant pain of it.

‘We have,’ he reassured her, ‘and we’re not done yet. Are we?’

With that question, Vernon opened a wound they’d both been terrified to admit to. They’d been kind to each other through the excruciating pain, but they’d also been polite. Cowardly. Evasive. Tenuous.

‘I don’t want to leave anything for later any more. Sometimes there just isn’t a “later” … there’s only a now.’

‘Yes,’ she said, shocked by his directness.

‘So? I’d like to try again. Would you?’

He held his breath. He was risking so much. He was risking overstepping a giant unspoken boundary and crashing through into her sensitive heart, maybe too soon …

She exhaled.

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘Yes, I would.’

Vernon smiled at her, reflecting the huge relief.

‘We’ll cope,’ he said, and meant it.

‘Yes, we’ll cope,’ she echoed, and meant it.

He stood up and took her in his arms in a powerful hug which told her, with his whole body, that she was truly held. For a brief moment they both felt mighty.

‘Right,’ he said, ‘let’s go,’ and he walked off towards the huddle of toddler pirates with Pearl at the centre, holding court.

‘Pearl! Time to go home, little one, we need to go and see Titi! Come on!’

Lizzy watched him scoop up his niece and, for the first time, maybe ever, she felt she belonged.

In a family.


Slice 8

I am sixty-seven.

This is our idea of a perfect day. Me ’n’ Adam. We try to have ‘dates’ whenever we can, but it’s hard to find the time. He runs an art gallery with his boyfriend and I … do my life. We are both retired but seem to be busier than ever, so these stolen days are just THE BEST, when we can hang out together and chew the cud about nothing and everything.

Except today really is about something. We spend the morning at our favourite hotel, having Ayurvedic massages. This is supposed to be relaxing. I need it badly after the mandatory and onerous homework assignment of filling in the ‘medical’ questionnaire … including challenging questions about dryness … followed by a further twenty-minute ‘consultation’ to establish my dosha type … Eh? I obediently answer endless questions regarding my wellness, my skin type and my lifestyle. I pretty much invent a wholesome new me who apparently exercises regularly and eats only raw food. Surely the ‘practitioner’ doesn’t believe a word of this guff, but I enjoy making it up. I am pronounced a Pitta-type of person, which I can verify. Usually with taramasalata dip.

Anyhoo, when we finally start the massage, or ‘journey’, I commit the elementary sin of falling asleep virtually immediately, thereby missing all the joy of it. Damn. Plus, when I come round with the lovely lady whispering that my journey, which I never really began, is now over, and I’ve apparently reached my destination, so it’s time to wake up – I’m aware that I’ve been snoring loudly because that is what wakes me seconds before she does. No doubt I’ve been gifting her some mint-tea-infused farts also while I’ve been spark out. Lucky lucky her.

My skin feels oily and nicely pummelled, so I meet Adam in the hushed and tented relaxation room, where we climb into individual ‘resting pods’ hung from the ceiling like giant sleeping bats. The ropes creak as I climb in and all relaxation vaporizes while I fear the consequences if the pod won’t take my weight. I’m supposed to rest and snooze here, but I’m far too anxious, so pretty soon I crawl out awkwardly on all fours and whisper to Adam to escape with me.

In our swimming costumes and huge fluffy white dressing gowns, we pad outside to the peat-fuelled hot tubs and climb into our own private one, reserved just for us for the next forty minutes. We have posh bottles of water and a view over the cliff edge down to the huge sprawling beach, with the north coast disappearing into the sea mist. We’re in warm bubbly water and we’re perched up high. It’s surreal and it’s properly marvellous.

I’m looking across the steamy tub to that face I love so dearly. Adam has aged deliciously, like the queen he is. He has a full head of silver and the luminous skin of a man who understands the benefits of moisturizing. We raise our bottles to each other, chink them and drink to our familiar toast of ‘Up yours, darling, with any luck!’ and we settle back to let the warmth soothe our older bones. He is so beautiful, and the bright blue light reflected from the sea drenches him in a wonderful softness. We are easy in each other’s company; after all, we speak most days, mainly about Dolly and Pearl, of course, but always about Vernon and Lizzy as well, whom he also regards as his kids. It’s natural for Dolly to call him ‘Dad’, but he once told Vernon that he could, if he liked, because Rob was gone. Vernon replied that he couldn’t quite do that, but would Adam be up for ‘Pops’ like my own dad? So that’s how it’s been now for so long. Pops, also Dad, has been there, on the sidelines, for anything they needed. He wasn’t great at the discipline or the guidance, but he attended EVERY game, performance, graduation, crisis meeting, doctor’s appointment, eye test, etc., for all of them. Plus he was the softest touch for extra pocket money. They can still wangle a few quid out of him, especially if it’s for something I don’t approve of … ahem … Dolly’s awful tattoos!

We gossip maliciously, deliciously, about mutual friends and we remember key moments we’ve enjoyed together – my sixtieth birthday celebration, when Dolly made everyone wear cardboard masks of my face and distributed ETTA FOR BETTA badges to torture me. Adam’s sixtieth, when we went to a drag club in London as the Partridge Family Singers and took to the stage to ruin ‘I Think I Love You’ on the karaoke. Adam sitting by Mum and helping her with the endless awful adult colouring-in books, to keep her company. That day in 2009 when we’d both vowed to run up the high street naked if Obama was elected … so we did! The visit from the police soon after and the fake contrition, on top of conceding that we may well have traumatized some folk with our unnecessary display of genitals. Our rather drunken visit to a tattoo parlour where we had tiny matching hearts tattooed on the hairline at the very back of our necks, which our family have thus far failed to notice – our inky secret.

This friendship, this true love that we share, is the most sustaining and enduring relationship I have known, other than actual family. Adam is my ride or die, and now is the moment I need to address the die bit. I’ve been wondering how to talk to him about it. The words are impossible to formulate, so I decide I will just let them tumble out, however my heart chooses to release them in the moment. Here goes …

I open with ‘God, I love this, having time with you. It honestly nourishes me.’

‘Me too. Hundred per cent,’ he says.

‘Do you think, right here, right now, that you are happy?’ I ask him.

‘Umm … well, yes, in this exact moment I am, yes, because the whole point of these dates is that we leave the world behind for a few hours, don’t we? So I’m not thinking about all the annoying things – ooo, reminds me, did I tell you we’ve got rising damp in our basement? That, on top of bats in our attic that we’re not allowed to touch because they’re endangered … even though we will shortly also be endangered because they are shitting everywhere up there, which Nige says is good for insulation but which simultaneously precludes us from storing any stuff, which I need to, especially my mother’s endless ugly crochet blankets and photos and stuff … and which, frankly, will undoubtedly be the cause of our untimely endings due to the infectious diseases. So we’re being attacked by our own house top AND bottom, closing in. AAARGH! But other than that sort of crap, yes, I’m happy, thank you for asking. That reminds me, we’ve got to talk about the divorce at some point, Etts. Nige is nagging on about getting married.’

‘I know, I know,’ I say.

‘It’s nothing personal. Don’t get me wrong, I’m really glad we did it. It was right at the time. Dolly not a bastard, and all that. But, you know …’

‘Yeah, of course, it will get sorted. I promise,’ I reassure him.

‘But why are you asking?’ he says. ‘Are you happy?’

I think for a moment, and he interrupts, ‘Uh-oh, hesitation. That’s not good, Etts …?’

‘No, it is good. Very good, actually, because sometimes it’s just heavenly to stop and drink it all in. You. Me. Here. This. That sunlight. Your jawline. My new blue nails. Our family with all their flaws. Yeah, flaws – like these flabby bingo wings and this stubborn witchy hair that keeps coming back on my chin and your … well … no, in fact, annoyingly you appear to have zero flaws …’

‘Oh, I do, pet. What about my irritable bowel?’ he offers, cackling.

‘I suppose there is that,’ I concede, ‘but even that I find strangely endearing, because you’re so very apologetic about it when we order in a restaurant.’

‘Well, I feel it’s not their fault that an innocent cruciferous vegetable can lead me into a Hades of cramps and bloating beyond human endurance –’

‘Maybe, on second thoughts, exaggeration could be identified as one of your very few if any flaws …?’

Adam laughs heartedly.

I know I must plough on.

‘I’m very content at the moment. More so than I have been for years, I think. And it’s that … relative peace that’s given me a chance to sit and think recently, about lots of things …’

‘Oh, here we go, Mrs Reflective and her companion Madam Morbid are coming out to play, are they …?’

‘How the effin’ hell did you know that, about me feeling morbid?’

‘Because I know you, my darling, and it wouldn’t be the first time you’ve visited some sad places, would it?’

‘No. I’ve had my moments, as you well know, but, honestly, I’ll die on the hill of defending a person’s right to feel sad or gloomy, without its being a full-blown depression.’

‘Absofeckinglutely,’ Adam agrees.

‘I also feel that it’s OK to think about difficult stuff. You don’t get to be this age without entertaining thoughts about what’s coming up. At least that’s what I’ve been thinking about,’ I tell him.

‘Right. Stuff that’s coming up which is difficult, like … Dolly’s countless speeding fines? Which, by the way, I’ve been thinking, may well end up as a ban, because there are so many now, aren’t there? Or … your root-canal work? That will be grim. Unless you get sedation … which reminds me, did I tell you about that woman on Insta who had sedation at the dentist and found herself pregnant a month later? At least, that’s what she told her husband. Honestly, the chutzpah of some people …’

‘No, Ads, that difficult stuff is manageable. The stuff I’m thinking about is eminently less so.’

‘You’re not moving to Torquay, are you?’

‘No, it’s not that bleak. I’m actually going to kill myself.’

Adam throws his head back and lets out a giant roar of a laugh.

‘That’s funny,’ he says, ‘you are wicked, Miss Etta.’

‘I know. But it’s true, Ads. I’m done; it’s all planned.’

‘Stop it, Etts. Not funny now.’

‘Now listen, I’m properly serious about this and you are the only person I’m telling, because I need your help.’

‘Stop it!’

‘Really, Ads.’

‘Really?’

‘Yes, really.’

‘What’s wrong? Come on now, we’ll sort it, whatever it is.’

‘Nothing needs sorting, except the very last day …’

‘What? Do you think you’re having some kind of aneurism? Or something? A breakdown?’

‘No. I promise you I am fine both in my head and in my heart. I really am, but increasingly I’ve been trying to imagine my future, y’know, getting old … and I genuinely can’t think of anything about it that I will relish other than watching Pearlie grow up, and even THAT is a totally selfish thing for me to enjoy. It won’t be much fun for her as I get less mobile and more grumpy and doubtless end up away with the fairies, sitting in an uncomfortable chair in the corner of some hideous vinegar-and-old-fanny-smelling home, dribbling my breakfast down my bib and weeing into my maxi-control briefs, as I’m forced to watch endless repeats of Bargain Hunt.’

Adam looks at me, speechless for once. I watch his face very closely. I need to know that he understands how serious I am.

Eventually, after what seems an age, he says, ‘Bargain Hunt ain’t so bad …’

He scoots himself around the tub until he’s sitting next to me.

‘I don’t like this, Etta. I don’t like this one bit. I can see you’ve got your determined face on, and that usually means irreversible business.’

‘Yep. I mean irreversible business. I’m asking something very important of you, my darlin’. I’m aware this is going to be unbelievably hard, but I need you in my corner. Please, please, please believe me when I tell you that I’m seeing everything very clearly. I’ve taken my time to think and think about it. I finally have it all in sharp focus, and somehow, I can’t really explain exactly how, but somehow it all makes complete sense. It’s strange, but I can even say that I feel a sort of … joy? Ever since I decided, I have a deal of peace in my mind. It stopped buzzing and all parts of this plan slotted nicely into place. I’ve done all the business side of it, and I’ll show you exactly where all the documents are so that you know –’

‘Etta, please …’

‘No, Adam. I’m saying please to YOU. Please listen. Please. The house is signed over to the kids equally; all the savings are in the joint accounts I opened for each of them when they were teenagers; and the pensions will come through at probate. I’ve had to do that, because the life insurance will be tricky; they probably won’t get a penny of that because of the method. The lawyer thinks I’m just getting my house in order, she doesn’t know why, but I’m sure she will help you. All numbers, passwords, certificates, deeds, etc., are gathered together and sorted, even info regarding the car, the boiler, the mooring, the services – all that is in there. Should be minimal fuss with any luck. I don’t care about funerals or memorials or any of that crap. Let the kids do what they want.’

‘You’ve enjoyed organizing it all, haven’t you? I can see that.’

‘I like tidy, as you know. I just want to slip away and let them get on with their lives as soon as possible. I’ve lived everything I wanted to. There’s nothing I have a burning desire to do, or feel I’ve missed out on …’

‘Swimming with dolphins …?’ he chances.

‘Fuck that.’

‘See the pyramids?’

‘Double fuck that.’

‘Sleep with Idris Elba …?’

‘Would absolutely fuck that, but he has a lovely wife … so … no.’

‘Shame.’

Adam bows his head. He is quiet, and I let him be. We sit side by side with each other and with this frightening, fresh shock lumpy in the air between us.

Just at that very heavy moment, a keen young waiter comes out of the hotel, passes the freshwater reed pool, walks over to us and in the jolliest of loud voices lands himself squarely in our awkwardness with:

‘Hi, folks! Havin’ a groovy time out here? Can I bring you anything …?’

I answer so that Adam doesn’t have to. ‘Umm, no thanks, we’re fine.’

We are not fine.

The waiter persists, utterly impervious to the mood. ‘How about a cheeky cocktail? Nowt like being wet on the outside AND the inside, is there?’

I answer again, hastily, ‘No, we’re all good, thanks.’

He is relentless. ‘OK. Hear ya, but what about some snazzy lil’ snacks to perk up your day? Wasabi edamame?’

‘No thanks.’

‘Raisin-and-rosemary crisps?’

‘No.’

‘Creamy cheese-ball bites?’

Adam is bristling, I can tell, so I place my hand on his knee under the water in an effort to placate him. It takes an awful lot to rile him, but buddy m’laddy perky waiter here is hitting the sweet spot. Why doesn’t he just give up, for the love of dog? But no … he gives it one last try …

‘Truffle-infused popcorn … is gorgeous?’

That’s it. Adam loses it. He raises his head and looks the guy directly in the eye, handsome older man to handsome younger man, and softly but firmly utters, ‘I don’t want to be rude’ – he looks at the waiter’s name badge – ‘Jonty – in fact, I’d like to be helpful and kind, so … how can I help you to kindly fuck right off …?’

‘Oh,’ replies Jonty, stepping right back.

‘Message received loud and clear, captain,’ and he walks off, seemingly undeterred, heading towards yet another couple of victims who look like they similarly don’t particularly want to be interrupted.

Adam looks at me. I look at him. I purse my lips and we laugh quietly.

‘What a tosser,’ he says. ‘I know it’s not his fault, he’s doing his job, blah blah blah … but, honestly, do they give them specialist tosser training here or something?’

‘I know,’ I agree.

Adam stays quiet, but locks eyes with me. Solidly.

‘Is there something big I don’t know?’ he says.

‘No.’

‘Has someone hurt you?’

‘No.’

‘When did you decide this?’

‘Last year.’

‘Did something happen?’

‘No, I just tried to work out what had shifted in me, and why. I was trying to ignore it. It was an unformed nagging idea that was tap tapping at my mind, asking me repeatedly to think about it. I knew I shouldn’t, it’s too morbid, so I just … kept distracting myself … look this way, look that way, anything but look it in the eye. Then one day I was on the beach, just walking and sort of floating off in my head. The thought was swirling, I could hear it swooping nearby, I was used to that, and I looked down at my bare feet trudging through the wet sand and I thought, all right, I’m fully, properly, literally grounded here, I’ll invite it in. I’ll hear what it’s got to say, I can always shoosh it back out afterwards if I don’t like it, but I’ll open up. I’m on my beach, I’m content, the sun is on my face, the water is round my feet, my heart is brimming, I’m strong, I’m safe, bring it bleddy on! So I did, I unlocked and I let it in, this big dark stranger. It wasn’t as if the idea was a horrific monster or anything. It was more like greeting an old familiar. Like an “at last” moment, when you’ve been putting off something inevitable and you finally find the courage to confront it. Cautiously at first, of course, I didn’t relish thinking about this. Believe me, all the obvious negatives about it were there, and screaming VERY loud, all the reasons I’m sure you have ticking over in your head right now. I considered everything, good and bad, wrong and right. I took time, I came off that beach with all this stuff still frazzling my mind, but I tried to give it time to settle, so I could see what remained, what stuck as valid, what felt … right. I let that percolating happen for weeks. It was exhausting, actually. A thousand what ifs and surely nots and I can’ts. I sat with all of them, tempting myself to go back, restart, banish all supposedly bad thoughts from my head, carry on like before … but … y’know that tipping point thing? Where you’ve gone beyond, maybe without even knowing it, but now the world is weighted differently and you can’t go back? Everything is the new direction. Forwards. Like when you’ve seen something and you can’t unsee it. Because you’ve seen it. For me, I felt it and I couldn’t unfeel it. Felt it in my heart and my head. All joined up correctly, all working together in an inevitable, undeniable harmony that I can’t ignore. I just know it, in my blood, in my bones. This is my route, my right way.’

Adam says, ‘OKAAAY. Sounds pretty decided, pretty final … but can I please have a go at dissuading you … give me that chance at least, you attention-seeking whorelet?’

‘Of course.’

‘First off, thanks for the seismic shock, which, I’m not going to deny, I can still feel the tremors of in my actual ballsac. I think I will, some day in the future, hopefully with you by my side, be able to label this moment as actual trauma. I am going to need plenty of therapy for this and you, bitch, will be paying for it.’

‘Concur,’ I say, ‘if I’m here. Otherwise I’ll leave provision.’

‘Secondly … look, it’s clear you’ve done a lot of thinking, but just maybe there are some things you’ve not reckoned with … like … sometimes we can all believe that there’s nothing more, no further chapters in our book so to speak, but none of us know the future. Have you wondered at all if there’s the vaguest chance that there might JUST be some better minutes coming? Literally just around the corner? That you may completely miss out on?’

‘Yes, I’ve thought that, but it’s hocus pocus in my head, wishful woo woo. Besides, I’ve already had a ton of fantastic minutes. The best minutes. So many. It couldn’t be bettered, there just isn’t a “better” thing. All of it is lovely and it’s here. Including you, Ads, it just couldn’t be better. I’m not waiting on a better person; there isn’t one. You’re my person.’

‘What about if there’s a lover for you? Seriously? Imagine that – a whole new joy. A man. A heterosexual man to cherish you, look after you? Give you the intimacy I can’t –’

‘Stop it, Ads.’

‘No, I’m serious. You’re a total fox – you’d have no problem finding someone if you tried. I’ll take it on as a personal mission to find you someone, if you’ll stay?’

‘Mission impossible,’ I tell him, sniggering.

‘Will you?’

‘Adam, honestly, I’m not interested. I’ve had love, huge love. I’ve given love, I’ve felt it. I don’t need that now. It’s too late.’

‘Never too late, pet, never.’

‘You’re not listening.’

‘Is that it, Etta, really? Are you lonely?’

‘I know you won’t believe me, but no, Ads. I don’t feel lonely. Truly. I absolutely love time to myself. The only real company I ever look forward to is my family gang and you … with Nige at a push … I haven’t got the bandwidth for a whole new person. Imagine the effort? New pants, cooking what THEY want, hearing someone’s endless yawling yawns and awful chewing noises, sharing a bathroom, having to pretend to like their awful racist sister, listening to U2, watching Formula One, hearing how marvellous Jeremy Clarkson really is … NO, Adam. NO!’

‘Point taken,’ he says, ‘but, regardless of finding someone else to share it all with, isn’t life worth hanging around for? Does it all hold no value for you any more? Truly?’

‘Of course life is valuable. Everything and everyone in my life that matters give me countless joy. And that is enough.’

‘You mean there’s no more room for evolving or changing? Isn’t that why we’re here, what a lifetime is for?’

‘For some, yes. For me, I’ve had sufficient.’

‘Unbelievable, Etts, you have delusions of adequacy. I wouldn’t want to settle for “sufficient”, I want more, always.’

‘I know that about you, and that’s fine for you, but I’m different. I want to tap out while I’m on top and that’s now. Or soon. I’m perfectly content with that. The only fears I have are of what’s to come, for me and consequently for the kids. The only stuff I feel vulnerable about, the only fearful place I visit in my head, is a helpless and hopeless future of gradual decline. If I go now, I know for certain it’s been a lifetime of love and a pretty good quota of health. No stress or pressure for them.

I want to be courageous about this, and that’s why I need your support. “Boldness will ALWAYS deliver us from fear.” I read that somewhere – and that’s exactly what I’m going to do: deliver myself from fear. Get it?’

‘I get it,’ he says, ‘but I don’t like it.’

‘Way I see it, lots of people are walking around dead. I don’t want to be one of those, and I’m not, I’m really alive. Ironically, I’ve never felt more so since I made this decision, how mad is that? We all think death is there to be fought, that it’s somehow something we have to “take on”. I’m not doing that. I’m shaking hands with it. That way I get a say.’

‘You’ve got a nerve, pet, when so many want to live so much … Look at Lauren up my road: she was diagnosed with bowel cancer, and –’

‘Don’t do that, Ads. It’s not a competition: it’s not about who deserves to live. I’m not going to feel guilty about Lauren or anyone else … My choice is totally separate from someone else’s situation.’

‘Yes. True. But her struggle is real …’

‘There’s absolutely nothing more real than death. I know that, which is why I want to tackle it head-on. On MY terms. And I want to live every day until the last one.’

‘Which is when …?’ he asks, with a tremble in his voice.

‘I’d love to say I don’t know. But I do. I just need to know if you will help me.’

‘Christ, Etts. I’m not going to kill you for you.’

I can even laugh at that somehow.

‘No, I’m not asking that. It would be illegal anyway. No. I just need you to turn up at the house at the exact time on the exact day I tell you, so that you can check I’m properly gone and you can tell everyone. That’s your only responsibility, and, if you like, you can pretend you were dropping by anyway, no complicit texts or instructions or anything. Your hands will be clean.’

‘How will you … do it? God, I can’t believe I’m sitting in a hot tub asking you this.’

‘I have sourced something. It’s taken some bleddy research I’m telling you! No one wants to make it easy. All my searches online kept getting shut down and I was constantly offered the Samaritans’ number!

But … eventually … I managed to purchase something which arrived in the post last week, ironically in rainbow packaging. Why, bonkers? Anyway, rest assured I’ll be gone quickly.’

‘How does it work, what is it?’ Adam asked.

‘I’m not going to tell you.’

Adam stayed quiet. Eventually he said, ‘Etta. You know I would do anything for you.’

‘Yes. That’s why I’m asking you, and only you.’

‘But this is huge. I don’t know if I can. I feel like I’m … complicit in it if I say yes, and I’m not complicit. I absolutely do NOT want you to do this. Not. Not. Not. Can I make it any clearer? Not.’

‘I hear you. Can you at least give it some thought?’

‘I don’t want to think about it, Etts. Whatsoever.’

‘OK. But you need to know that you’re the only person in the world that I can ask. The only one I’ve told. The only one I trust, and the raw fact is that I’m going to do it anyway, but this way I feel safer that you will at least be the one to check it’s all gone as I planned. It gives me massive comfort to think that …’

‘Nothing like major emotional blackmail.’

‘Sorry if it feels like that. Truly. I know it’s effing weird and big and awful, but you have to believe me when I tell you it’s what I really want, and the truth is I also want to stop thinking about just that part of it, and get on with this bit, the living-life-to-the-full-until-then bit.’

‘I need some time, pet.’

‘OK. OK. In the meantime, whatever you decide, I want to say a couple of things to you –’

‘Oh, don’t –’

‘Yes, I’m afraid I’m going to. I’ll keep it short, but I absolutely want to speak my love for you out loud while you’re trapped in this hot cauldron with me and you can’t get away.’

‘Stop it.’

‘No. I won’t stop it. You need to know that you are EVERYTHING to me. If I lived another hundred lifetimes, I wouldn’t find a soulmate like you. We’ve been through so much together, there isn’t another person on the planet who knows me like you. You know all my stuff, you’ve kept my counsel, you’ve held my heart. You fixed me after Rob died. You gave me Dolly. You’re the one I have all the difficult conversations with, all the best laughs. You listen to me on the rare occasions you’re not talking yourself – and, most valuable of all, you understand me. There’s no glossing with us, no bullshit, no fawning or fake, just honest, real, you – accepting honest real me with all my flaws. Your imperfections and mine are friends, and I have never, ever underestimated the power of that approval. It’s truly given me strength. I won’t say this again, so pin yer lug’oles back and hear me. I respect you. I admire you, and I profoundly love you, Adam Smith. The End.’

Adam’s face is wet with tears and he tries to wipe them away with his wet hands, so everything is wet and he can’t make it unwet.

‘I love you too, you twat. I know you know it.’

‘I do. By everything you say, and all you do.’

‘I won’t do well without you, Etts.’

‘You will. Cos I taught you everything you know.’

‘Shut up, you cocky bitch. I’m suddenly remembering so many moments – I feel I need to snatch them before you’re gone forever and we can’t share them again. God, that makes me panic …’

‘That’s what we’ll do, though: we’ll spend the time left remembering everything. Plenty of folk don’t get to do that. What’s the first memory of us that hops into your mind? Mine is that cold stone on my back in that cave, remember?’

‘Oh Christ. Yes. I remember. And I remember how truly kind you were. Nope that ain’t it … my most potent and wonderful memory of you was the day you gave birth to Dolly. I will NEVER forget your strength, your cursing, your red face, your sweat, and then that remarkable moment when, as she came out feet first, she was stuck and for all the world it looked like she was wearing you as a hat. I tried not to laugh … but it was hilarious.’

‘Yes, you definitely laughed a lot – the midwife told you off!’

‘Sorry ’bout that …’

‘No prob.’ I hold his hand tightly. ‘We made an actual life, you and I, and then SHE made a life …’

‘Yeah,’ he muses, ‘it’s a miracle, Etts, life, I wish you wanted some more of it.’

‘Shh,’ I say, ‘please say yes, you’ll help me.’

‘You are a hundred per cent sure?’ he asks me.

‘Yes.’

One word. My final answer.

‘OK, then, yes, I will … ON ONE CONDITION …’

‘Oh?’

‘That I get that divine cashmere scarf you bought in New York …’

‘Deal,’ I say.

‘Deal,’ he says.

‘Seal it with a cardiac arrest?’ I say, as I take his hand and drag us both out of the hot tub. We hurriedly run across the path, past the NO RUNNING BY THE POOL sign, and jump, hand in hand, into the freezing cold natural reed pool, and we both scream at the top of our voices as we hit the water.


CHAPTER 8

Also None. 3.45 p.m.

The kitchen door burst open, and Pearl barged in, full of bluster and all the confidence of a confirmed snitch. ‘Titi! Uncle Vernon is a rubbish pirate, he got all puffed and no one is scared of him. Not even the scaredy-cat kids. Next time, you should come to the park and show him your scary pirate voice you can do.’

Vernon and Lizzy traipsed in behind her, in full agreement with Pearl’s assessment of the situation.

Lizzy was in a traitorous mode, bolder than usual. ‘Yes, Titi, I’m afraid my husband has failed miserably as a pirate – life on the open seas is just not for him – he’s a confirmed landlubber, I reckon.’

Pearl was confused. ‘What d’you mean, blubber?’

‘No, landlubber, Pearlie,’ Lizzy clarified. ‘It means that he’s no good on a ship, only on land. You might need to think of a good punishment for him, for being such a naughty pirate.’

‘Yes, what will we make him do? Eat a fish’s head? With eyes in?’

‘Yes! Or … walk the plank!’ Lizzy suggested gleefully.

‘Steady on … you turncoat,’ Vernon chipped in rather pathetically.

‘Yes! Plank! Do the plank! What is the plank?’ Pearl suddenly realized she had no idea what this was.

‘It’s a long piece of wood,’ Etta joined in the fray, ‘which bad pirates have to walk on until they fall off the end into the sea … down, down, splash!’

‘Yes!’ Pearl clapped her hands with delight. ‘And then will all the sharks come and bite all his legs off?’

‘Yes!’ Etta confirmed.

‘Plank! Plank! Plank!’ Pearl shouted.

‘OK, everyone, calm down. Be nice to maybe get a bit of family support instead?’ Vernon added.

Dolly joined in, ‘I’m afraid all family ties count for nothing when it comes to the real cut and thrust, Brother. Just ask Mum. She’s the expert. The thicker the blood, the less the loyalty it would seem, right, Mother?’

‘Shush now, all of you, thank you. I have to nip down the road for five minutes. Keep an eye on the pasties, Dolly, I’ll be back shortly.’

‘Titi, I’m going to do a list for you – can I have some paper?’ Pearl asked.

‘Of course, it’s there by the phone, darling, and there are your crayons in the pot. Ooo, I love a list, I can’t wait.’

‘It’s going to have some pirate things on, but as well some things from inside my head I’m thinking of …’

‘Fantastic!’ Etta confirmed.

Lizzy put the kettle on, Dolly settled down at the table with Pearl, and Etta put on her outdoor shoes, for all the world like she wasn’t going to die today, like everything was as normal as a normal thing.

Vernon went up close to Etta. ‘Mum, can I walk with you? Where are you going?’

‘Just down the road, Verne. Yes, of course, come with me; you can’t come in, but yes, yes, walk with me. Certainly. Yes.’

Vernon had flustered her a bit, but she allowed it. She wasn’t going to deny any request today.

As they left the house, Etta turned back to see Dolly sitting at the table with Pearl, who was hunched over the pad of paper concentrating very hard on her list. Dolly looked at her mother with wide eyes that spoke loudly in the silence. ‘Where are you going? What are you doing? You are seriously leaving right now?’

No words were needed. Etta read her daughter’s furious sentiments loud and clear. She wondered how she ever could’ve thought Dolly would calmly accept everything that this day was about to bring, especially with Pearl in attendance. In order for this day not to be the most unimaginable trauma for Pearl, everyone was keeping a lid on it all, letting the madness bubble away below the surface without Pearl knowing.

It was under that pretence that Etta could slip out without too much questioning. All disapproval was coded.

Etta took a deep, salty breath the moment she was outside the door. As the hours wore on, it was becoming more difficult to manoeuvre herself through the day with the right level of calm kindness she’d planned. She was more than aware that her family were struggling to process everything and, yes, she’d anticipated some of that, but she hadn’t factored in how much guilt she would experience. She thought she’d rehearsed those feelings for months, and they were nicely sorted into manageable compartments of her heavy heart, not to be refelt today. Today was for matriarchal leadership and guidance through the toughest day ever. She needed to be resolute and courageous.

Vernon was right behind her,

‘You OK with me tagging along? I don’t want to crowd you or whatever, but, by the same token, I don’t want to let you out of my sight either. Sorry, but I don’t. Plus, to be honest, if we’ve only got minutes left with you … actually, what time is it?’ He checked his phone. ‘Oh God, it’s nearly four already …’ The panic in his voice was palpable. ‘Then, y’know, I don’t want to miss any of them. Can’t believe I’m even saying this. Mum. Are you listening?’

Etta was striding down the gravel driveway with purpose. She wanted to hear him, and she also didn’t want to hear him. She took his arm, in part to let him know that this was a forward journey they were on. Not a dawdling one. Forward, with intent.

‘You know what I think …?’ he continued, ‘I think you’ve got the worst case of the morbs. I’m not good at recognizing emotional stuff, but this is pretty obvious, isn’t it?’

Etta stopped in her tracks. Vernon was momentarily hopeful that what he’d said had hit the spot. Maybe she was waking up? Instead, Etta was concentrating on the low granite wall at the side of the driveway.

‘You see all this?’ she said, pointing at patches of moss that had emerged. ‘Lots of folk would tell you to get rid of that, blast it with chemicals, so it doesn’t destroy the stone or cause old crumblies like me to slip, but, for what it’s worth, I think it’s beautiful. It apparently helps to filter the air, traps dust, absorbs carbon dioxide, all that stuff. PLUS … look how lovely it is. So soft and tactile. They cultivate whole moss gardens in Japan with it. I’m not suggesting that sort of scale, but I’m just letting you know that I’m all for keeping it. Obviously, this will be your decision, between the two of you, up to you entirely. I’m simply telling you what I’d do.’

With that, she tugged him along with her and they walked in quiet solemnity for a few paces while Vernon digested what she’d said.

Then he tried a theory, ‘So let me get it straight – you think moss on old stones is a lovely thing, even though the moss might contribute to the decrepitude of the stones? You appreciate the aesthetics and the value to the planet? You love the nature of it? Of the LIVING thing? The lovely, living moss playing its part in the world by doing the living –’

‘I see what you’re saying, Verne. Not exactly subtle.’

‘I don’t have time to be subtle! You are our moss, Mum. At the very least we want to LOOK AT YOU, however old and gruff and hairy you get. We like you being here; we don’t want you to disappear. We’re happy to take on the maintenance work to keep you safe and prevent slippage, crumble, rot and smell.’

‘Delighted to hear that, son,’ Etta replied, as she marched on.

‘Mum, please stop dismissing me. Seriously. It’s bad enough, this bloody nightmare of a scenario, without you making me feel like everything I say is unimportant. Is that the final memory you want me to be left with, for Chrissakes?’

Etta turned round and walked back to where Verne had stopped, latched on to his arm again and said gently, ‘Sorry, Verne. Really sorry. I’m caught up in this schedule, I’m forgetting to make time, sorry.’

‘Yes, please make time. Make another thirty years, please, if you don’t mind. Y’know, if it’s not too much bother …? And anyway – who has set this “schedule”? Only you, Mum. So unset it, please. It’s so unfair. Can you please make an effort to be brave and stop it?’

‘Come on, keep walking,’ she said, nudging him on.

‘You got an urgent appointment?’

‘Not exactly, but I realized there’s something I want to do; it won’t take long. Come on.’

They walked to the end of the drive and Etta took his arm to cross the road. She couldn’t resist a motherly habit.

‘We always look left, right …?’

Vernon automatically joined in with the familiar family tradition at every road edge. ‘And left again,’ he said, reluctantly capitulating. ‘That’s right, good boy, that way we all stay safe.’ Etta propelled them both back to school drop-offs nearly thirty years prior. Then Vernon added, ‘Cos the last thing we’d want is Mummy to be knocked over on the day she’s going to die. That wouldn’t do. Would upstage the theatrical denouement she’s meticulously planned without a care for how it leaves Vernon and Dolly and Lizzy, and especially Pearl … who has just learnt this road-safety rule herself only weeks ago … and would probably appreciate sharing it with her granny.’

‘Message received loud and clear,’ Etta replied, still moving forwards.

‘Can I at least ask you some stuff while we’re walking?’

‘Yep. Course. Always here.’ She looked at Vernon, who was quick to chastise that remark with a glower.

He realized that being angry with Etta wasn’t going to work. It never had, so it most surely wouldn’t now, when it would be least welcome or effective. Etta had always been able to control her emotions in difficult circumstances. He’d witnessed her robot-calm many times, and found it equally reassuring and unnerving. It was great to have a mother who didn’t panic or fly off the handle; she’d always prioritized the emotions of him and his sister over hers, and that had so often given him the space to settle and organize his mind before he reacted too quickly. Etta’s composure gave space to the shouty sibling spats that needed a venue for their volume and violence. He was grateful for those allowances, but equally he was perplexed when she was so controlled that she might have been a machine. The funerals of her parents were a case in point. Etta was able to deliver eloquent tributes to both with hardly a tremor, when he knew perfectly well how deeply she must’ve been hurting. She was serene in moments of extreme stress. She was formidable, even admirable at those moments. He appreciated that.

Back then.

He certainly did NOT appreciate it now. He wanted a present mother, certainly in this moment, and, actually, always.

‘OK. So please can you answer some questions I have? Please?’

‘Shoot.’

‘Who exactly is going to benefit from your taking this action today?’

‘Umm.’ Etta had to think, but not for long, ‘Me, I suppose.’

‘How? How will you benefit?’

‘Because I will feel better for knowing that you won’t have to deal with whatever my old age might bring.’

‘When will you feel this?’

‘When I’m gone.’

‘So – in the afterlife or something? Do you even believe in such a thing?’

‘No, I don’t, but I do believe in improving the lives of those left behind. You guys. I will go knowing you guys will have less stress.’

‘Less stress?’

‘Yep.’

‘What about the trauma? Is that not stress? Of the worst kind? If we’ll struggle to understand this forever, on top of not having the first clue how to explain it to anyone else, how do you think Pearl is supposed to get her tiny head around it? How will she not believe that somehow she is to blame, or in some way responsible? Have you even thought about that?’

‘Because you guys will explain to her.’ Etta puffed as she walked along the pavement; she was becoming increasingly irritated as Vernon was homing in on her conscience with surgical precision. He didn’t have much time. His scalpel needed to be pin-sharp accurate.

‘I have no way of understanding it myself, Mum, never mind “explaining” it to a five-year-old, who will doubtless feel that something she said or did made you go away. Forever. That’s how little kids wrap their understanding around massive loss, whatever adults tell them. You know that. Are you genuinely giving her that to carry forever?’

‘Stop it, Verne. You’re not making this easy.’

‘Good! There’s nothing easy about it.’

‘Today is about ending my time with LOVE, not all this crap, come on. I’m endeavouring to make sure you each know and understand my choice, and that you know how much I’ve loved you.’

‘And then that love just stops, yes?’ he said.

‘It doesn’t just stop.’

‘YES, IT DOES. At some curious, predetermined moment YOU decided it will, tonight. That’s it. That’s our lot. No more love for us. Just a life of confusion, grief and unanswered questions to look forward to. All because you’ve decided to give up.’

‘Verne. I’m not giving up … on you. I’m giving up on me. And, in fact, I don’t see it as giving up at all.’

‘What do you see it as?’

‘I see it as being ready. Hello, Tim!’ Etta waved at a chap on the other side of the road. ‘That’s Tim. Do you remember him? He rebuilt the back garage wall when it started to buckle when that tree root surfaced.’

‘Mum, please.’

‘His wife works in the salon in town. It’s called Muesli. Why would you call a hairdresser’s something like that? Anyway, she’s the one who gave me the undercut when I decided to finally give in to the grey, they are such a lovely couple –’

‘MUM!’ Vernon took Etta by the shoulders and turned her to face him. ‘Listen, please listen, could you please do one more day? One. Could you? Give us that at least? Find something, anything good to aim for in the next twenty-four hours? Just make one more day exist and we can find a way to work it all out. Do anything to make you feel better? Find your way out of this hopeless place? Please.’ Vernon had never before meant what he said more than this. He was looking directly into his mother’s eyes, into her heart, and she seemed finally to be listening, so he moderated his tone to be quieter, firmer, more persuasive.

‘I think you’re a bit lost, Mum –’

‘No, I’m not. Quite the opposite,’ she said, sharply.

‘Please listen, I think that maybe you’re feeling sort of … useless or something?’

‘Nope.’

‘Listen! You told me years ago about being lost, do you remember? When I felt hopeless, when I was drinking a lot, before I met Lizzy? Do you remember what you said?’

‘Oh look.’ Etta’s concentration shifted suddenly to the pavement, where a ginger cat was circling her ankles, wrapping its long tail around her and purring. ‘What a handsome chap! Isn’t he? Think it’s a he. Is it Malcolm at the garage’s?’

‘Mum, please …’ Vernon tried to regain her focus. ‘I’m telling you something important.’

‘I know, love, but look at him. What a colour. Strong, isn’t it, the ginger? He looks like what I imagine Charles Dance’s pubes look like. Not that I imagine Charles Dance’s pubes much. If at all, to be honest … umm, that’s made me feel sick …’

‘Mum!’

‘Sorry, yes …?’

‘I was saying, do you remember what you told me when I was a bit adrift?’

‘Remind me, darling,’ she said, as she tried very hard to keep looking at him and listening to him, despite the overzealous attentions of the amorous furry anklet.

Vernon was highly aware that his mother was distracted, but she was at least looking at him, so he decided to plough on despite that, in a desperate attempt to have her full attention.

‘You told me about changing course. You said that if you are lost at sea, the slightest change in your set course, even a millimetre or two, can put you on a different path, bring you to an entirely new destination. Not where you were heading. Somewhere different, better.’

‘Right,’ Etta responded.

‘So … do you think you could do that, Mum, alter your course? Even just slightly, to see if it could bring you somewhere else, other than this catastrophuk? A tiny change in your thinking?’

At that moment, the tom cat’s affections escalated into full-blown uncontrollable lust, and in his rapturous ecstasy he bit Etta’s leg.

‘Ow! Get off, you little bugger,’ she screamed as she kicked him away. He was shunted on to the road and directly into the path of Morwenna’s mum from Roche’s mobility scooter. Somehow, she managed to swerve and only caught the very tip of his tail under her front wheel. The cat squealed and darted off to safety in the bushes, all attempts to mate with Etta’s ankles vanquished forever.

Morwenna’s mum from Roche looked a bit frazzled, so Etta went over to her. ‘Are you OK, umm …’ She didn’t know her real name. ‘I’m so sorry. It was that ruddy cat, it bit me.’

‘Yes, yes, I’m all right, ta, maid, just got a fright is all. He threw hisself under the wheel, didn’ he? Did you see? Lucky I didn’ finish ’im off. You can’t stop these things quickly. They have a stopping time. Gotta slow down if you sees a hazard ahead, but I didn’ see ’im, see?’

‘No, it wasn’t your fault at all,’ Etta reassured her. ‘Stupid moggy was humping my foot!’

‘Well, I s’pose it’s nice to be desired still, innit? By anything. This your boy?’

‘Yes, this is Vernon,’ said Etta, as she touched his shoulder gently. ‘I also have a daughter and a granddaughter … and Vernon has a wife …’ Etta wasn’t sure why she felt the need to rattle off her family tree, but the old lady was engaged and reached out her hand to shake Vernon’s, forcing Etta to complete the introductions. ‘This is Morwenna’s mum from Roche …’

‘Ah,’ said Vernon, enjoying his Mother’s dilemma. He looked expectantly at Etta, knowing perfectly well she had no clue what the lady’s name actually was.

Etta glowered at him and faltered. ‘Who is called … umm …’

The lady chimed in, ‘Morwenna.’

‘Yes,’ said Etta, ‘I told him you were Morwenna’s mum …’

‘Yes, I’m Morwenna.’

‘Are you?’ said Etta, intrigued. ‘I always thought she was Morwenna and you’re her mum.’

‘That’s right,’ she said. ‘Morwenna, that’s us.’

‘What, all of you? Are called Morwenna?’

‘Yes. Well, no, not the men, that would be mad! Just the girls, Morwenna and her two sisters and me and my mum. And her mum. And Morwenna’s daughter, o’course.’

‘All Morwenna?’

‘Yes, that’s right. Anyroad, can’t stop ’ere chinwagging all day … gotta get ’ome. Not to Roche. Just back to Morwenna’s. Seeya. Chio!’

And off she drove. This was normal village life chunking on, regardless of Etta’s plans, just as it had always been, and just as it always would be way after she’d gone. She knew that. The humdrum alongside the scintillating alongside the plain weird.

As Etta watched the back of Morwenna’s mum from Roche retreating home, with her human thigh panniers draped either side of the seat, rattling in sync with the bumpy road, she acknowledged quietly to herself that she wouldn’t be witnessing this kind of bonkers any more after today, but that these strange interactions with neighbours were what made life in this little edge of the country delightful. On almost any other day, Etta would be relishing the thought of retelling the cat/Morwenna’s mum escapade to friends and family with suitable exaggeration for comedic purposes; she’d love making it extra funny. Today, though, it happened and that’s it, it would simply have to disappear.

Etta turned back to Vernon. ‘You were saying …?’

‘I was saying please don’t die today,’ he said, exasperated.

‘Oh yes, that’s right, talking of which … would you mind if I take it from here? I just need to nip in there’ – she pointed at the church further up the road – ‘I promise I’ll be back home in twenty minutes.’

‘You’re going to church? Seriously?’

‘Verne, please don’t question me on this, there’s just something I need to –’

‘You haven’t been to church since … when?’

‘Mum’s funeral.’

‘Well, of course, then, but other than that sort of obligation … you’re not exactly a devotee.’

‘Thanks for all your valuable feedback, but I’m afraid your application for the Most Understanding Son position has been rejected today. Thanks for your attention in this matter.’

‘Beyond belief. Do you want me to wait here and walk you back?’ he offered.

‘No, ta. I’ll be fine. See you back home.’

‘OK, I’m doing what you say. I don’t know why, but I’m hard-wired to. My whole brain is clanging, I’m trying to think of anything that will help pull you out of this … sad mud … but you are the most stubborn person I know … I could even believe that you like being stuck there.’

‘I’m not sure the street is exactly the right venue for this conversation, Verne, and’ – Etta lowered her voice for better impact and some privacy – ‘I’m not stuck. I’m sure. Two very different things … but thanks anyway.’

With that, she walked off towards the church, leaving Vernon lost as to what to do next. For the first time in a very long time, he had a wave of failed masculinity break over him. He felt like he ought to be in charge of this moment, like a supposedly ‘real man’ would. He wished he had the kind of testosterone coursing through his veins that would instinctively help him to know how to control the situation, how to control her, how to make it stop. Was he supposed to restrain her physically or something dramatic like that? Wouldn’t that be violent and pointless? He couldn’t picture himself doing any such thing … but he wished he could.

Instead, he surrendered, for now, and sloped off home to continue sitting ordinarily in the kitchen as if his world wasn’t collapsing.

Etta faced forwards and kept moving. She didn’t want to look back. It was vital that Vernon should know there wasn’t a single chink in her armour. No single tiny slit where even a sliver of hope could penetrate. He needed to respect her certainty, because, in the end, that would be his salvation. He’d be able to say, without hesitation, ‘There was nothing I could do or say to stop her.’

Yes, he needed to be wrapped up tight in that protection, under the aegis of her resolute decision so that he could NEVER be accused of failure or being complicit. She was determined he should bear no blame. Most especially not from himself. This was to be one of her final acts of Motherhood. Release him from fault.

In this moment, that was the convoluted sense she was making to herself.

Etta arrived at the churchyard. She looked up at the sturdy granite tower. Fifteenth century. Square. Plain. Sea-blasted and worn. With the broken clockface. That clock hadn’t functioned since the silly verger Geraldine Gibson broke one of the old, gilded hands as she scaled the tower to, ironically, raise money to restore it. As she walked under the old lych-gate and up the path towards the entrance porch of the church, Etta looked at the ancient headstones to her left and right, many at higgledy-piggledy angles where they’d settled into the ground skew-whiff. She’d seen this graveyard many times before and she’d glanced at the names: Pengelley, Trevithick, Lanyon, Bolitho, Prideaux, all properly local and mostly families that still lived nearby. She kept walking, but became increasingly aware of imagining what lay beneath. Images of Mrs Pengelley lying supine under that grim stone, young Master Trevithick cold and bony in his plot. All of them would be skeletons now, surely? These were the oldest graves. Would their shrouds have survived? Their hair? The little favourite wooden toy that was buried with baby Bolitho? They’re all lying there, still and stony, decaying a tiny bit more each day. There might even be dead people lying underneath the dead people. How many layers could there be? Whole families rotting into each other?

None of these grisly thoughts had occurred to her before, but something about being on the very verge of her own death made her hyper-aware in this bleak environment. The newer graves were behind the church in the long meadow next door: that’s where Etta’s parents’ plot was, where they were buried next to each other in peace. Although she had dutifully tended those graves for months after Pops and Mum had gone, she decided more recently to let the sites slip into a normal overgrown grassy patch. She didn’t want the family to inherit the burdensome duty, and, anyway, Etta was extremely unsentimental about it. They were simply NOT THERE. They were buried because Etta honoured their wishes, but she had most definitely come to terms with their gone-ness. Now, she was seeking her own exit, and she knew for sure she wasn’t going to end up under this crowded soil.

Etta approached the huge wooden door of the church and muttered under her breath, ‘Please be open.’

So many of the churches nearby had been forced to close because of various burglaries, but this one had remained staunchly open. That, after all, is surely what churches are for, she thought, to offer sanctuary and peace to anyone who needs it at any time, and she was currently first in the queue.

The door creaked open as if it were an Oscar-winning sound effect for horror-film door-openings. As Etta entered the church, she could see she was alone, for which she thanked her goodness. She walked up the aisle towards the altar, remembering the day she’d done that exact same journey on her father’s arm when Rob was waiting for her there at the front, and of course the darker times when she’d followed the coffins of both parents on the same short route. For Etta, this church, like the hospital in town, was a place she had a love/hate relationship with. Beautiful things happened in both: the births, the healing, the weddings, the christenings, the carol services. Terrible things also happened in both: the illness, the dying, the funerals, the bum-clenchingly boring sermons.

True. Yet … both places were hers. Her hospital, her church, where her family attended and were tended. Etta felt proprietorial about both, and she knew she belonged in both. She had no need of the hospital in today’s plan, at least she hoped that it would all go so smoothly that she wouldn’t, and, after all, that was precisely Adam’s job to check.

But the church. Ah, that was different. Etta had planned everything meticulously in preparation for today, so that there was nothing outstanding, undone, untidy. That’s why a dripping tap was particularly irksome, but she allowed herself some human failing on that one. However, she’d completely forgotten about the church until it occurred to her while she was making pasties with Dolly. How could she have forgotten church?

Oh yes, she thought, that’s how … because she hardly ever went, because she had no real belief or faith in anything and everything it stood for. And yet … for some deeply buried, possibly Sunday-school-taught reason, she felt she couldn’t leave the earth without a visit here. She didn’t really know why exactly. To apologize? To seek permission or forgiveness? To say goodbye? Etta wasn’t sure, but she knew she wanted to be there. Maybe it was to grab ten minutes of totally quiet time to reflect and think about the momentous evening ahead.

Etta took her place in the second row of pews. The wood creaked beneath her bum as she sat, and in an involuntary reflex moment she said aloud, ‘Excuse me, Vicar!’ and laughed at her own infantile joke. Once sat, she looked around at the beautiful interior of this small but stunning church. There were more familiar names on the plaques on the walls, tributes to the fallen in both world wars, and thanks to all the previous incumbents. The tall stained-glass windows depicted various biblical scenes involving the sea … she could only guess at their stories, and she had a vague memory of her father explaining them to her … there was Jonah and the Whale, Walking on the Water, the Calming of the Storm on the Sea of Galilee, and one with Saint Peter, it looked like, with a bulging net of fish, the Fisher of Men. All but one of the windows were old glass, traditional and exquisite. The big window behind the altar, however, was the one that had to be replaced twenty years ago after storm damage. This was the window that had prompted an invitation to the congregation to vote for ideas as to the themes. There had been heated, robust debate that gripped and divided the village for almost a year until … the headmistress of the local school suggested that the children might submit drawings of Jesus and their favourite Bible stories, to be replicated and depicted in coloured glass. Everyone agreed this was a splendid idea and the children set about drawing and painting. The favourite images were chosen and now a selection of those formed the main central circle of the large rose window above and behind the altar. Etta had spent many minutes looking at that window when she’d visited the church over all these years. She loved how modern and bright it was, and the contrast of that coloured glass with the intense, dark, old windows.

Etta supposed there must be some biblical references for these images, but, to her, it seemed that they were mainly stories of when Jesus was having his hair brushed or learning to count on his fingers or, it seemed, getting a pedicure, which was novel. Etta chuckled, and, as she heard that giggle coming from herself, she realized that it was inappropriate, both for the church and for her situation. She shouldn’t have been able to find levity in anything today by rights, and yet she’d smiled and laughed quite a lot. She didn’t know if she ought, really, to be feeling much more serious.

Why was it like this?

Maybe that was one of the reasons she’d decided to come into the church: to see if she might’ve forgotten to consider something important. Plus, she couldn’t help reverting to the reverence taught to her by her parents, who, however bohemian they might’ve been, always had a deep-seated faith and a place for the church in their lives, magical and nonsensical as it was. Her father, in particular, loved all the ritual and her mother loved ‘the words’. Somewhere deep in Etta’s psyche she harboured a respect for the basic tenets of Christianity and there was also a part of her that was intrigued by the mysticism. Was it that, then, which had compelled her to come into the church on this, her last day on earth? Was it the vaguest possibility that she might meet her actual maker, so perhaps it would be wise to at least give him the heads-up? Or seek permission? Or forgiveness? Or even a welcome? Either way, she knew she wanted the solitude and contemplation the church offered; these might be her only truly reflective few minutes on this strange day.

She tried to still her mind and focus her thoughts, but then she remembered the other, sillier reason she had wanted to come in here. She stood up and reached into her pocket as she shuffled out of the pew and walked up to the pulpit. It was a large, impressive, ornate structure, carved from dark wood with a spiral stone staircase travelling from the front to the back of it for the Vicar to climb. From the floor to the top, it was about six feet high, and Etta stood on the first step to reach up. She stretched to place the object she’d had in her pocket just under the rim, facing out to the congregation. She pressed it hard, to make the Blu-Tack on the back stick. She stepped down and looked up to see if it was in the right place. It was.

A small ETTA FOR BETTA badge, there for all to see at her funeral in a few weeks’ time. Those who knew would enjoy the joke, she hoped, so long as no one removed it in the meantime. Unlikely. The church was only properly cleaned once a month. Although there was always the chance that an eagle-eyed parishioner might clock it on a Sunday. Also unlikely. The Vicar’s sermons were famously awful and there was a tacit understanding among the congregation that it was completely permissible to read or scroll on your phone quietly while he was preaching, to avoid certain death by boredom. Etta felt confident that very few folk would even look up. Until the funeral, hopefully. Either way, it was worth the risk, for the giggles it might provide to those she loved on a difficult day.

She smiled a tiny personal smile and resumed her seat in the pew. At last. Some peace.

Words started to swirl around Etta’s mind, church words. ‘Yea, though I walk through the valley of the shadow of death … I will fear no evil. For thou art with me …’

Valleys, shadows, all felt pretty creepy. That isn’t how Etta had envisaged it at all, no. In her mind, it would be more like that lovely feeling you get when you have anaesthetic. A floaty feeling. A rising up. An ascension. And then …? Etta didn’t care to think too much about the afterlife or lack of. She didn’t really believe in angels and meeting all your dead friends and family, and being suspended in an aspic of heavenly limbo, or even a purgatory of hell. Etta believed she would just stop. Lights out.

End of.

If she was anything after death, it would be to live in memory, that’s all. For her, that was enough.

She remembered Rumi and all the mystics she read when she was an impressionable youth, when death was eons and lifetimes away, the furthest thought from her vibrant young ‘Desiderata’ mind.

Back then, if she thought of death at all, it was more like seeing your life as naturally returning to whatever you once were, before you ever came into existence. Happy gloop. Etta wanted to be a small drop that drips back into a stream, then on to join a river, then on, on, back into the ocean where you once came from. Back where you belong. Back home.

Not on to a weird candyfloss cloud, where your celestial mum and dad are, because, if you accept that, you have to also accept that dodgy Uncle Colin might be there too, or that grubby bloke who always sat near you on the school bus, and whose sidelong glances were too lengthy and too interested.

No thanks.

And, anyway, how do you stand on a cloud? Even if you’re weightless, there are just too many logistical complications. How many beings are permitted on each cloud? How are the categories organized? Are animals allowed? If so, will it only be your old beloved pets, or will you find yourself sharing a cloud with a Komodo dragon and some angry tigers? Or some annoying stick insects? Are there beds there? Do you ever sleep, in fact? Or are you in perpetual upright awakedness, seeing everything that’s going on below on earth? Do dead people know what their living darlings are thinking about all the time? Will God or some angels be assigned to your cloud? Or do you have to make appointments? Are there punishments? Are there snacks? Are there toilets?

It all seemed too complicated.

Etta wanted to simply stop. In fact, she was tempted to muse that, with her last gasp, her final thought would be ‘Thank God, that’s all over.’ She glanced at the lectern. There, carved in the wood, was the familiar refrain I am the way, and the truth, and the life …

OK, Jesus, you can be all those things if your holy testosterone requires it, but I am none of them, Etta thought to herself. Then she took a deep breath and let out an audible sigh as she revisited the idea she’d been mulling over for months now, but which was just too controversial for her to speak aloud to anyone.

What if life itself isn’t all that invaluable?

What if we’re supposed to live it the best we can – be kind, look after each other, travel about, learn things, laugh and cry and shriek and fume, enjoy nature, love and be loved … all that … then just recognize when it’s done? When it’s enough? All of that experience is special, yes, but it’s life, just life. Given to us for a bit. Leased. The lease of life. What if we’re not supposed to be greedy about it? Or regard ourselves as so entitled to it that we want to remain living for as long as possible no matter how many other lives that affects? Never mind the money, the fuss, the time it takes to keep someone going way past the polite time to leave. Maybe we are more like leaves on the tree, vibrant and green and abundant when the sun is strong, pumping our chlorophyll into every vein, every pore, so that we can be all things bright and beautiful. Then, inevitably, there is less sun, the trunk needs the chlorophyll, so it’s time for the leaves to fade to other, different colours, no less vibrant but indicating that time is up. Yellows and oranges and reds. For us, greys. This tells us thanks and bye. Time to drop off and let new buds push through for spring’s new gang of green leaves. We all know this about mortality; we know we’ve had our turn, our place, our sitting. Now it’s time to dim and shuffle off with grace and courtesy. And why can’t we select that time? Face it, acknowledge it and choose it? Why can’t we put life itself into its correct, normal place instead of worshipping it and prizing it as if we were owed it forever?

Why can’t life just be ordinary? Even dispensable?

Like it actually is?

Why do we have to keep thanking a god for it?

Why do we have to exalt it?

It’s exhausting and takes energy away from the actual living.

Why can’t we put it all into perspective?

We’re pretty insignificant individually, in a cosmic sense. We’ve only been here for 200,000 years or so out of the fourteen billion years our world has existed. Why do we keep thinking we matter so much?

Yes, there is certainly a profound beauty in life itself and, yes, we fight to keep it going if it’s under threat, but is that enough of a reason to chug on endlessly way past our sell-by dates, which are ever-increasing? Probably not.

Etta sat with these deep thoughts, as she had many times. She found herself asking the one remaining question she hadn’t come to any conclusion about, the niggle she still had. ‘Does this body I’m sitting in now in this very moment – does this house my soul? Do I have one? Does it die with me?’ And that’s really why she was in the church, the one place where perhaps she might find an answer or, at the very least, some much-needed clarity.

Etta exhaled again, this time with audible volume. ‘AAARGH,’ she grunted, giving voice to her frustration.

Out of the seeming blue came a response: ‘Hello?’

Etta sat up. Dear Lord, was this the divine response she was seeking … come to give her succour at the crucial eleventh hour?

Tentatively, Etta replied, inexplicably, but instinctively raising her hands upwards, towards the altar and the Lord. ‘Hello?’ she said, hopefully.

From around the back of the pulpit came the Vicar, looking somewhat frazzled.

‘Hello. Oh, it’s you, Etta, I didn’t realize …’

He came skipping over towards her as Etta’s heart dropped into her socks. This encounter was the last thing she wanted right now. The Vicar was a man called Jim who insisted on being called ‘Jiminyjim’ for some annoying reason that absolutely no one could fathom. Jiminyjim was tall and slender with a pointy face and a well-tended, very tidy beard. He had dark brown hair with flecks of badly applied, startling blond highlights. The most remarkable aspect of his face was his extremely light blue eyes which gave him the appearance of an avatar from a PlayStation game, an other-worldly mythical air. Etta was convinced that they were coloured contact lenses, but no one knew for sure and no one had the temerity to ask him. Jiminyjim was, as far as Etta’s experienced gaydar could detect, a gay man pretending not to be. Why he might be so closeted she couldn’t understand. This was an extremely inclusive parish: no one would’ve minded in the slightest. In fact, it might well have been a welcome attribute to have something, anything notable about the man who repeatedly bored his congregation into an inert stupor every Sunday morning. How could someone who looked so interesting be such an ocean-going dullard? Jesus works in mysterious ways for sure.

Jiminyjim approached and sat in the pew in front of Etta, and awkwardly turned around to speak to her. He tilted his head in a vicary way, to achieve optimum patronize.

‘Are you OK, Etta?’ he enquired in a somewhat dutiful and flustered manner, indicating clearly that he didn’t really want an honest answer. Fortunately, neither did Etta want to furnish him with one.

‘Yes, I’m fine, thanks. Just popped in here for … y’know … some QUIET time,’ she said, emphasizing the quiet aspect in the hope he might get the subtle hint. But no … He continued, ‘Good. Yes, I often come in and just sit down so I can think too. Lots of people don’t understand that vicars need some me-time, but we absolutely do. I certainly do after the morning I’ve had! So, the Rowe family have really been going through it. I’m sure you know? I’m not breaking any confidentialities here because they’ve been very open, but their daughter is only fourteen and she’s got a brain tumour that is apparently only found in teenagers, imagine that – a disease that preys specifically on young people? Unthinkable.’

Etta noticed that he was welling up. She wondered if his amazing blue eyes would produce blue tears? Or maybe the contact lenses would slip? He continued, exasperated, ‘I mean, I know I’m not supposed to say, but what sort of God lets that happen? The God I believe in is a merciful God, a kind God, not a sadist who would stand by while that happened. Sorry, but today I am MASSIVELY disappointed with God. I am. Truly.’

Etta was dumbfounded by this frank revelation, and she found herself reassuring him with ‘Yes. Indeed there are, and I suppose always have been, many disturbing intellectual and emotional incoherences in Christianity, but surely that doesn’t negate everything you believe in, does it …?’

‘No, but why is there so much suffering, Etta, not just in that wretched family, but everywhere in the world right now? None of it is just or fair.’

‘I know, but most of it is inflicted by us humans on ourselves, isn’t it? And isn’t that the result of free will …?’

She found herself in the centre of a moral debate with exactly the person who should have the answers, not the doubt.

‘But were we given free will simply so that when it gets abused and people are killed and tortured, God can turn round and say, “Told you so!” in some sort of monstrously smug lesson? How is that OK?’

‘It isn’t OK, Vicar, but what is OK, I think, is to have doubt. Your faith isn’t based on the utter absence of doubt. It’s based on trusting, especially when there IS doubt. That’s harder.’

‘OK, but answer me this, then: what about all the endless bloody contradictions in all the scriptures? Plus the notion that hell is apparently a never-ending conscious torment? And all the ridiculously magicky stuff that miracles are supposed to be? And what the hell is the justification for wasps …?!’

Etta had no comeback for that. In fact, she agreed, but she could see that poor ol’ Jiminyjim was stuck in a dark night and day and week of the soul, so her natural instinct was to nurture and soothe, especially as he was becoming increasingly upset. She was also acutely aware that time was ticking away and she’d promised to be home, so she needed to wind it up.

‘Look, I can see you’re in a difficult place with all this, dear heart. I think all of us are plagued with doubts, sometimes too many doubts to reasonably bear, and we’re endlessly searching for truth and proof. We love evidence, don’t we? It feels like, in the absence of that, it’s foolish to have a faith. With no proof. But … there’s no scientific evidence or proof of love either. And we don’t doubt for a second that THAT exists, do we? In fact, we build our whole lives around the certainty that it does. We know it. And, for what it’s worth, I think the two are the same, God and love. God IS love. That’s what I was taught as a nipper and that’s what I firmly believe. I worship love, I answer only to love, love is my purpose and my Lord, if you like. It’s hard to recognize it sometimes, but unpick it all and that’s what it comes down to, eh? Love. End of.’

‘That’s compelling, Etta, but I’m not sure that’s enough for me …’

‘I’ve had those moments too, Vicar, when everything’s very bleak, when there are too many dark thoughts, when it’s overwhelming. But always, always, always, love is there, underneath it all as the answer. That’s the light in the darkness. That’s the bright stuff. After all, it only takes one white crow to prove that not ALL crows are black.’

‘Is there such a thing as a white crow?’

‘Definitely. I’ve seen one in my garden,’ Etta said.

‘Oh, I’ve never seen one.’

‘Right, well … I’ve never seen the Northern Lights either, but I know they’re there. And rather splendid …’

‘I’d like to see those,’ he agreed.

‘Me too. A lot.’

In that moment the certain knowledge that she never would flashed across Etta’s mind and it was a stab.

‘So anyway,’ she said, starting to stand up, readying herself to leave, ‘sorry if I’m preaching to the converted, that’s a bit ironic, you will have heard all this crap before, no doubt – déjà-poo, as I like to call it.’

Jiminyjim also stood and was wiping away an evident stream of honest and frustrated tears as he said, ‘Actually, no, it’s very helpful to talk. Thank you, Etta, I needed that. Just a tricky hiccup, you know …’

‘I totally get it, Vic. Happy to be of service.’

‘You really are a positive force, Etta.’

‘Nonsense. I’ve just reached some conclusions, that’s all, and one of them is the realization that life is a bit of a car crash, which started with a big bang and developed into an exquisitely beautiful world, if you look for the love in the right places.’

‘You’re so right. That’s the sanctity of life, isn’t it?’

‘Yep.’

‘How lucky we are to be here, at the best party ever.’

‘Yep. Well, that’s me … must be off. Sometimes it’s best to leave the party when it’s in full swing and just before you’re ready to go.’

‘Give us a hug, Etta, and thanks for all that, I feel tons better. Maybe see you here on Sunday?’

‘Maybe,’ said Etta as she reached up and hugged the very thin, very camp man. She felt his bones and she knew he simultaneously felt her plumpness.

Etta turned and hurriedly headed back down the aisle, out and home, to where love lived.


Slice 9

Five weeks before

I am sixty-eight.

Unfortunately. I am hunched over by the hedge, bent in two as I place another seedling into the damp trench in the soil. Pearl is lying on the ground with a twelve-inch ruler in her hand. She’s in charge of measuring between the planting points, which for Pearl is twenty-five centimetres or nearabouts, which in turn is hugely confusing. One of the reasons to do this planting was to teach her about numbers and measurements, but I quickly realize the ruler is an instrument of mass confusion for her, so I mark the length with a big red line on the ruler, and we settle for that as our measure. She is strict about it and snappy with us if we get it wrong.

Dolly is ferrying the saplings from the greenhouse, where they’ve been successfully shooting up fresh green leaves around a thick stalk. Pearl helped to plant the individual seeds in the pots the previous month, and she ran out of patience after they hadn’t grown by that same afternoon.

‘They’re not doing it, Titi.’

‘They will, Pearlie, I promise you, but you have to be patient. It’s taken you five years to get to your height, so give them a few weeks at least, yeah? On your next visit, they’ll be ready to plant out, you’ll see.’

‘Yeah. Can we watch Peppa Pig?’

Now here we are, transferring the baby sunflowers to their assigned place along the fence, where they will grow a wall of tall, sturdy show-offs. Big, smiley, ridiculously cheerful flowers to jolly them all up after I’m gone. It’s impossible to be sad in front of an audacious sunflower. They dare you. You just can’t do it.

We’re planting a grief-relieving fence, although neither of them knows it.

I pat the seedling in with compost. Pearl virtually drowns it with the watering can, and I attempt to stand up. For one shocking moment, I’m locked in place, in this paper clip of a shape. I don’t want to alarm Pearl, so I attempt to walk, totally bent over, to the nearest bench for support. Pearl sees this and finds it hilarious, of course. It is. Her grandmother has transformed into some kind of grotesque crab-monster.

I make appropriate crab sounds so as not to alarm her. What does a crab sound like? Well, this one sounds like me in agony with a bit of monster roaring added in. I somehow reach the bench, using my hands as front feet, and attempt to straighten up. Remember that awful, painful game we used to play at school when you grip someone’s hand so tight for an intense twenty seconds, then release slightly, leaving your hand in a claw-like position? Then they stroke and caress the hand until, after a minute or so, you try to open it up, only to find it paralysed, calcified somehow into the stiffened shape. You try to laugh it off, but it upsets you just how effectively frozen you are.

That’s what I’m feeling. Petrified. Literally. I’m sure I CAN straighten up, but it’s going to be slow and it’s going to hurt. I have somehow been cooked by the bending and the wind into this hideous curl. I am a human fossil. Preserved in my own bone stone. How long for? Forever?

Dolly notices my discomfort.

Pearl shouts to her, ‘Mummy, look at Titi. She’s an upside-down “U”. Make the noise again, Titi.’

I attempt a half-hearted monster, but it manifests as a real-life audible creak.

I know I have to unfurl, but I also know it will be painful.

I have to do it.

So I take a deep breath and force my torso to straighten slowly. It feels like years of agony as I unbend slowly until I become, firstly, a human right-angle, then up, up, cracking and creaking and croaking. Finally my spine is nearly upright and I can feel my vertebrae clunking back into place atop each other in turn, a tower of old bone balancing precariously until the stiffness subsides and my body accepts the straightness again without spasm.

I lift my arms above my head in a tentative stretch to check that my skeleton is still intact and that I’m put back together again correctly. I am, thankfully. I’m fifty years older than I was a few minutes ago, but I’m standing proud and I’ve survived the bend over, so that’s good.

‘All right, Mum?’ Dolly asks.

‘Yep. Just dandy, thanks. Crumbly back is a bugger,’ I reply.

‘What’s a bugger?’ big ears Pearl enquires.

‘A jolly good fellow,’ I say, and that’s that.

We admire our row of tiny trees, and I explain to Pearl, ‘You did a great job there, Pearlie, because as they grow up tall, the big yellow sunflower heads need space to grow, so it’s good to leave room in between like that. I know it’s hard to imagine them big and strong now, but they just need sun and water and time. Just you wait and see. The flowers will look like great big happy faces smiling at you, all along that fence.’

‘They have faces?’ Pearl asks, confused.

‘Not actual faces, no. It’s the middle bit where all the seeds are, which you can collect when the big plant dies and then you can replant those for next time …’ I explain.

‘We can plant them. Not just me. You and me. We.’

I can’t respond to this honestly, so I distract her quickly with ‘Why don’t you get some of your Lego people to shelter under the tiny trees? Put them all along the bottom?’

‘Can we call them names?’

‘The Lego people?’

‘No, the sunflower people with the faces.’

‘Such a great idea – what names do you think?’

Pearl walks to the fence and individually names each plant as she passes and points at it, as though she were the Queen inspecting her guards on parade,

‘You are Yellowhead, you are Sunnyhead, you are Flowerlady, you are Bigbrownface, you are Green … head, you are Highuphead, you are Butterhead, you are Goldyrose … head, you are Princesshead, and you are a Vagina.’

Dolly looks at me, equally surprised and amused.

‘Great names,’ she reassures Pearl, ‘can’t wait to see if they suit them when they’re grown. Go and get your Lego people now, to guard them.’

Pearl obediently rushes indoors to rifle through her beloved box of tiny plastic people with reversible heads.

‘Sit down here, Mum.’ Dolly pats the bench.

We sit together in among the messy garden, admiring the row of baby sunflowers, the fruit of our literally painstaking endeavours.

‘They will be splendid, Dols.’

‘When?’

‘In about five weeks or so. You’ll be looking at a row of tall sunshines there. Any sadness will be obliterated, believe me.’

‘I’m not planning on any sadness, frankly,’ Dolly says, ‘are you?’

‘You never know what’s in store …’

I am obscure.

I will not lie, but it’s not time.

‘You OK?’ I ask her.

‘Yes, actually, for the first time in ages, I’m feeling quite calm and even, dare I say it, optimistic.’

‘That’s good.’

‘Mmm. Work is perking up, my landlady has finally done the jobs I’ve been asking her to do, Pearl’s twat of a dad is being marginally less of a twat, and I have a date next week.’

‘Oh? Am I allowed to know who what where?’

‘Absolutely not. Let me check him out first. See if he’s a murderer or a psychopath or Reform. Then he’ll go through the Vernon filter. Then we’ll do the Sarah’s law and Clare’s law palaver. Then he’ll meet Pearl after several months of close monitoring. If she likes him, then and only then might I consider you meeting him.’

‘Righto. Bottom of the list, then.’

‘Hundred per cent. You’ll tell him stuff about me.’

‘What do you mean, stuff?’

‘Y’know, like, things about what I’m really like, that sort of stuff.’

‘You mean, your name, your height, where you were born, that sort of stuff?’

‘No, stuff about what I’m like when I’m hungry or tired. Or stressed.’

‘Or if it’s Monday. Or Tuesday. Or Wednesday …’

‘All right, stop. You know what I mean. I need time for him to know me.’

‘Maybe that’s the very thing, Dols. Let him get to know you, the REAL you, who can occasionally be hangry, but who is glorious in ALL your flaws. Don’t make the mistake of only showing your best bits. That leads to the exhausting journey of the awful slow reveal, as if pulling back the curtain on your real self is a dreadful thing. It isn’t, believe me, it’s the most freedom you will ever know – living authentically in your real skin. Then he can take or leave you, can’t he? And if he leaves … then, frankly, he’s not your guy anyway. If he doesn’t see the real you as actually glorious, which you are, no question, fact – then he can join the twat queue along with the other superficial fools you’ve encountered.’

‘Can you see now why I’m waiting a long time to introduce him to you …?’ Dolly has made her point and continues, ‘Plus I have to choose my moment to tell him all the gay dad stuff.’

‘Right. Why? You embarrassed?’ I say.

‘Absolutely not, but … it’s not the norm for a lot of people, so it might take a minute to wrap his head around.’

‘Really? I mean call me a gun-jumper, but I’d be straight in with that info in the first five minutes. On the list of ingredients that go to make the delicious Dolly cake that you are, that little fact is completely fascinating but yet utterly normal simultaneously. Only adds to your compelling allure. What’s not to like about a gal with a riveting history? Who wants boring? Honestly, Dols, you have to teach people how to respect you straight away. You can’t live under the auspices of HIS judgements – that would be a very narrow little life. Not you at all. The real you, that is. The wonderful real you, who is SUCH a diamond, such a rare, sweet soul. I’m talking about the inside. And have you looked in a mirror recently? Seriously. Though I say so myself, because I did, after all, make you, you are a cracker. My extraordinary ray.’

‘Mum. Honestly. Thanks. Love you for that,’ Dolly says, as she snuggles in.

‘And never ever forget,’ I continue, ‘I donated my entire perineum to the birth of wonderful you.’

‘And with one swift blow, she reeled back all the joy … and confirmed that she could never, EVER meet a boyfriend!’

We laugh so hard at this true thing.

Pearl comes running out with her treasures and starts to plant them in the soil alongside their sunflower mates.

‘Those flowers will be amazing, won’t they?’ says Dolly.

‘They will, my darling, they certainly will,’ I reply.


CHAPTER 9

Vespers. 5 p.m.

As Pearl leant over her list at the table, her concentration manifested as the occasional open-mouthed dribble on to the page before her. Her thick, red-flecked hair hung down in curtains, brushing the paper. Her breathing was deep and had the constant crackle of background mucus, from the endless school colds and bugs she had transported home for weeks. Dolly kept reminding herself that this was a sign of ‘building immunity’, as the teachers had repeatedly reassured her. It was also certainly ‘building resentment’ in Dolly towards other parents who brought their children to school despite their evident displays of illness, all willing to gleefully spread the snot.

Pearl had told Dolly what she wanted there to be on the list, and so now she was carefully following the dotted outlines of the words Dolly drew for her. Some parts of the list were drawings instead, if Pearl felt that was the better way to show what she meant to say.

As soon as Etta came home, Pearl called to her grandmother, determined to show her all her efforts.

‘Titi – look at this.’

Despite frosty stares from Dolly and Vernon, annoyed that she was later back than she’d promised, Etta went immediately to the kitchen table to take a look at her granddaughter’s handiwork. The page was quite wet with drool but she could easily make out various words and pictures. The first was ‘Har Har’ followed by a giant red heart, which she explained was for ‘m’hearties’. ‘That’s the pirate king,’ Pearl explained to Etta.

‘Right. Yes, I see.’

‘That’s number one. Then, can you see that?’ She pointed to a vague stick figure.

‘Yes,’ said Etta, ‘who is that?’

‘That’s Ryan on the naughty seat. He has a poo on his head,’ she giggled.

‘Does he? What did he say?’

‘Poo. That’s why he has a poo on his head.’

‘Got it, and this says’ – Etta tried to read the spidery scrawl – ‘Princess and Queer? That’s marvellous. And very inclusive –’

‘QUEEN!’ shouted Dolly and Pearl in unison.

‘Oh, sorry. I see now. Yes, of course, Queen,’ Etta said.

‘Because look,’ Pearl insisted, ‘there are two big queen chairs.’

‘Thrones,’ corrected Etta.

‘Yes, and you and me sitting there. I am the Princess and you are the Queen. I writed it on top of your head, there.’

‘I see it, and SUCH good writing.’

‘Thanks. I’m a good writer. And there, coming out your mouth, is another swear because it’s all right to say bad words sometimes, isn’t it?’

‘I think it is, yes.’

‘Only sometimes, though,’ Dolly clarified.

‘So what is coming out of my mouth?’

‘You are saying TITS! I heard you say that. You shouted it in the car.’

‘Yep. Guilty. I’ve definitely said TITS before.’

‘And,’ Pearl went on, ‘I’ve made you have funny legs, like your legs.’

‘Yes. They are just like mine,’ Etta said, looking closely at the bandy trunks Pearl had drawn.

Lizzy came over with yet more cups of tea for Etta and Dolly, and set them on the table in her consistently quiet and kind way. She placed a comforting hand on Etta’s back and stroked it gently, before she returned to sit with Vernon.

‘Shall I set the table? I’ve wrapped the pasties up in tea towels to keep them hot, since you were SO LATE BACK …’ Dolly said pointedly, and moved to the oven.

‘Thank you, daughter, I’d appreciate that. Now, Pearl, tell me about these last few things on the list. I’m LOVING the list, by the way. Such a good idea. What are these black spiky things here …?’

‘Sea urchins. Don’t touch!’

‘Yes, very good. I see the word SWIM here …’

‘I told Mummy – I can swim now. I’m a mermaid, and that is me in the big far-away blue sea, but look at my face … look, Titi …’

‘I see, yes, is it red?’

‘Yes! I painted a red face on me so I can be different, so you can always see me.’

‘I will always see you, little one,’ Etta reassured her.

‘And that is my last word, there.’ Pearl pointed to the big scrawly marks at the bottom of the page. ‘I writed that all myself. Read it.’

‘OK.’ Etta prayed she would magically be able to decipher the huge scribble.

There was definitely an ‘S’, but that was the best Etta could do. She looked into Pearl’s little hopeful face. There was no doubt that, to her, the word was clear as day. Etta looked slightly past Pearl to Dolly by the oven, who was mouthing the word ‘sunflower’ with accompanying big gestures to help. Etta was so grateful.

‘I think it says “sunflower”. Am I right?’

‘Yes! And I writed it, all the letters.’

‘Well, you are just completely brilliant. Fact. Come here, I love you so much it hurts.’ Etta gathered her up, and kissed her.

‘Where does it hurt?’ enquired Pearl.

‘In my heart, here, but it’s a really good hurt. It shows I’m really really feeling it for real real.’

‘Do you want a plaster on it?’

‘No, honey, I want to feel it, but, hey, thanks for being kind.’

‘I’m hungry.’ Pearl brought everything back into stark reality, wriggling free.

Etta went to help Dolly serve up the pasties; they were smelling delicious.

‘Do you want to eat yours in front of the telly, Pearl?’ Dolly suggested.

Pearl turned to her mother, open-mouthed and stunned. Eating in front of the TV was reserved for only the most special of occasions, so this was potentially a huge treat.

‘Really?’ she said. ‘Can my toys come?’

‘Yes, you can all snuggle up together in the telly room, come on.’ Dolly brought a tray with Pearl’s little pasty and a drink and a prized pot of Etta’s ketchup. A tray of favourites. She led Pearl off to the adjacent room and settled her in happily, in front of Moana, the current hot choice.

When Dolly returned to the kitchen, Vernon, Lizzy and Etta were gathered around the kitchen table with piping hot pasties on familiar old mismatched plates that had belonged to Etta’s parents and had been an integral part of this house and their combined childhoods. The tatty wooden chairs scraped on the floor as all of them took their places around the same solid and faded table they’d always known. Lizzy handed them the worn-out, tarnished cutlery with the discoloured bone handles they’d held for every meal they’d ever had under this roof. She poured water from a favourite jug into dearest green glasses that Grandad Victor had brought from his own mother’s house, chunky tumblers that had raised a toast to every single family celebration under this beloved roof.

Etta looked around at all of their faces under the glow of the overhead light. The three faces that meant the most in the world to her, besides Pearl’s, of course.

She wanted to have a suitable toast to raise the old glasses to once more, but, as is so often the case in truly pertinent moments, the correct words failed her. She hadn’t thought to prepare, so, instead, she improvised clumsily.

‘To … pasties … and to … love.’

‘Really, Mum? At the last supper?’ Vernon teased her.

‘Well, yes,’ Etta said, trying to claw back some semblance of solemnity for a moment, ‘because I’m not sure I can think of two more important things. Y’know, when it comes down to it.’

‘So … not family … not duty … not history … not promises …’ Vernon started the list.

Dolly continued it, ‘Not security … stability … joy …? None of that?’

‘All of that, of course … but wrapped up in pastry, with love, so just shut it, will you, and let’s properly enjoy these, in the knowledge by the way that Dols now knows how to make them, so you’ll be able to have hundreds more whenever you like, whenever she makes them. And she can show you, Lizzy, and you both in turn can show Pearl and even Verne if you want to learn? So pasties shall be consumed in this place with love, forever more, Amen.’

‘Can we get real for a moment, Mum, please?’ asked Dolly, in hushed tones that Pearl wouldn’t hear.

‘Never been more real, Dols, seriously,’ Etta replied, as she cut into her pasty and the steam sizzled out, ‘I may seem nonchalant about this, and I’m sorry if it appears like that, but, for what it’s worth, I am chalanting non-stop, and have been for ages, as I said. I’m not casual, OK? I’m resolute. That’s different. I would dearly love you to eventually come to see today as a sort of starting point, not an end.’

‘Honestly, what are you raving about now?’ Vernon chimed in.

‘I’m not “raving”, Verne, I’m trying to tell you something in a calm and considered way. Something important.’

‘Something insane,’ Dolly contributed.

‘OK, if you need to categorize it like that, I totally accept it. In fact, I accept ANYTHING and EVERYTHING you want to say to me today. I realize I’ve forfeited my right to hold any higher ground about this.’

‘Higher ground?’ Vernon scoffed. ‘You really are insufferable sometimes, Mum. Your need to know more, and to be right is beyond –’

Lizzy put her hand over his on the table, and chipped in quietly, ‘It’s OK, love, don’t attack. You will regret it, I think, yes?’

‘I’m going to regret everything I don’t say that could maybe, just possibly, change her mind. That’s where my regrets will be. Not in what I do say, so long as it’s honest, but in what I don’t. I don’t want to be halfway up the motorway tonight, and suddenly think of THE THING I should’ve said that would bring you to your senses.’

‘I’m fully “in my senses”, Verne.’

‘You can’t be, to make such a selfish decision. You can’t be,’ he reiterated.

‘I’m really sorry you see it that way …’

Dolly piped up, ‘Oh, shut up with the patronizing woo woo, Mum, you don’t have the right to that just now. It makes it all worse …’

‘I suppose,’ Vernon continued his train of thought, ‘what I want you to know is that I would say or do anything, Mum, ANYTHING to stop all of this crazy … but … I think I know it’s out of my hands. I’ve realized that as today has gone on, but you need to understand what that feels like, for us, your kids, not to be able to find the reason. I feel hopeless. And helpless. That’s all I want you to know. I feel like I don’t have the skills to find the key.’

‘Please know,’ Etta said, leaning into him, ‘that there is no key for you to find. In all my thinking about it, I know that we come into this world alone, and we leave alone. I’m simply making a scheduling choice, that’s all. Plus a choice to tell you. If I’m honest, THAT is the bit I’m beginning to doubt. I don’t want it to be any more painful than it has to be. I genuinely thought that if I could explain it all, face to face, that would make it easier. Not easy. Easier. For you all to process. Maybe I got that entirely wrong, and, if so, I’m truly sorry. I wanted a goodbye, an ending. For all of us. That’s all … thought I owed you that.’

All four of them fell silent at this reasoning, and they each gradually, almost reluctantly, picked up their cutlery and began their meal together, manoeuvring around their food as they normally would, except not.

‘I feel like I’m watching us in a film or something,’ Dolly said, her voice piercing the quiet. ‘I mean, who is directing this macabre spectacle …?’

‘Cronenberg,’ Vernon replied quickly.

‘No, David Lynch. Better.’ Dolly trumped him.

‘Give me a break!’ Etta chuckled. ‘At least give me Peter Jackson or someone with a few dollops of levity!’

‘Yes, my precioussss …’ Lizzy contributed her impression of Gollum, which momentarily stunned the whole table. Lizzy was being properly funny. Etta, Dolly and Vernon burst into applause and encouraged her with ‘Yes! Well done! Good, Lizzy!’

Pearl came to the door to see what was happening …

‘Why you clapping?’ she asked.

Vernon answered her, ‘Lizzy was being silly funny, that’s all, Pearlie.’

‘What was the funny? Can I see?’ she wondered.

‘I was being a little monster, Pearlie, like this …’ Lizzy left the table and started to chase Pearl with monster hands and cries of ‘My precioussss, come ’ere …’

Pearl ran off screaming, then immediately insisted, ‘Do it again!’

So Lizzy obeyed, again and again.

‘Come and sit with me, Auntie Lizzy, watch Moana.’

Lizzy was delighted to be invited. She loved that she was chosen, and she was relieved to leave her husband and sister-in-law to have some important last moments with their mother. It seemed right. She didn’t feel left out. Not any more. She felt that she was contributing and being sensitive and that she was valuable.

She was right.

Lizzy swept up her plate and glass and cutlery. ‘Sorry, fam, got a better offer, nothing personal, excuse me,’ and she disappeared off into the cosy snug with her favourite little person and closed the door gently.

Etta continued to scoff her pasty. ‘She’s something, your bird,’ she said to Vernon.

‘Yeah,’ agreed Dolly.

‘Yeah, I know,’ confirmed Vernon.

‘These are good, Dols. Nobody will go hungry,’ Etta added, chewing her food.

‘Can we talk properly, Mum, please?’ Dolly pleaded.

‘I’m here, all ears, all eyes, all heart. Shoot.’

‘I’m looking at you, and it’s breaking my heart because I don’t know how to look well enough to keep your face in my memory. But I sort of don’t want to keep this image, now, here, of you etched in my mind either, because this is you after I know what’s going to happen. I feel like your face is different now, because you’ve got a mask on.’

‘Have I? What do you mean? It’s me. This is me, Dols, same as ever.’

‘No, you aren’t. This is you with the face of a person who is about to pull the plug on all our happiness, who is capable of torturing us. That’s not who you are. You are the source of all the good stuff. You are maddening, and controlling and bloody outright odd sometimes, but this is a level of cruelty I didn’t think you could ever stoop to. I have never, for one single moment in my entire thirty years, felt anything other than safe with you.’

Etta looked at her lovely daughter and saw the raw agony she was in.

‘I’m sorry, Dols,’ was all she could summon to say, and she felt a sharp shard of shame.

‘No, let me finish,’ Dolly insisted. ‘I will burst if I don’t say all the things that are clanging around in my head. The sole chance I have of surviving this horror – is to spew everything up so I don’t leave anything left unsaid.’

‘Totally agree,’ Etta said, a bit too quickly and calmly.

‘Shut up, Mum, and listen. Properly,’ Vernon added.

‘I am!’ Etta exclaimed. ‘Jeez …’

Dolly continued, ‘You’ve told me for years that women are the mothership, that everything flows from us …’

‘True,’ Etta whispered.

‘Great. Leaves us bros in the shit bin,’ Vernon chipped in.

‘SHUT UP!’ Dolly took over and went on, ‘And I know you’re right. I know it in my bones. I even know the biology.’

‘Do you?!’ questioned Vernon, doubtingly.

‘Yes, I fuckin’ do! And it’s amazing. Did it in sixth form. OK. So each human has twenty-three pairs of chromosomes, and it’s the last pair that determines whether you’re a boy or girl.’

‘Or other …’ Etta ventured.

‘Shut up, Mum! Women have XX. Men have XY. So the man, Verne, gets his only X chromosome from his mother, and it’s loaded chock-full of thousands of genes, like, umm, emotional stability and intelligence, and memory and intuition, among others. So tons of things that make him a person come through the female line, the X. The Y is tiny.’

‘Where we get our cocks, I ’spect,’ Vernon chuckled.

‘Shut up, knobhead. So a woman has two X chromosomes, one from the father, one from the mother, and she passes those on, which means that what passes through her is all the behavioural and emotional wiring. Women carry this lineage at a cellular level. She is the core. You are our core. You are a living archive. You’re a bloody supernova. A whole astrology. Everything about us is related to you. How can you just rip that away and expect us to blithely accept being torn in pieces? We are connected thoroughly to you, for God’s sake. You ARE us. It’s like you’re killing us.’ There was a loud silence. Then …

‘Bit dramatic,’ said Vernon.

‘She’s entitled to all her feelings, Verne.’

‘Yes, I am.’

‘I do hear you, Dols … but, y’know, I would eventually be gone at sometime, wouldn’t I? That’s the whole cycle of human life: the connection, then the distance, then the separation, then you continue, making your own connections and separations … and on it goes.’

‘I will NEVER separate from Pearl!’

‘Yes, sorry, love, but you will …’ Etta said.

‘NOT ON PURPOSE!’

‘OK,’ Etta conceded, ‘maybe not on purpose for you. But we’re all going to die, I’m asking you to let me go, with no guilt involved, that’s all.’

‘Oh, so now I even have to not feel guilty or else I’ve somehow failed you. This is taking control to a Nazi level, Mum,’ Dolly gasped. ‘You don’t get to be in charge of my feelings. All you can take charge of are your own actions, which will cause untold, generational, effin’ seismic damage. Don’t you dare lecture me about guilt. Take a look in the mirror. If you choose to continue with this, you might well be ending whatever pain you are denying you’re in, but, believe me, you will successfully be transferring it to all of us. Think about that, would you?’

Etta slumped back in her chair. That was the last thing she wanted, and she certainly did not believe it to be true.

‘I’m trying to do the opposite, can’t you see? I’m trying to free you from the crap to come. I’m trying to minimize the pain, not increase it. I know you’ll feel it for a while, but, Dols, with time, all of this will make sense and you might even thank me. I’m trying to free up time for you guys to have with your own families, not caring for an old dribbly bony husk who frightens children. There’s simply no such thing as an ideal time to die. I’m interrupting it. I’m deciding. For me –’

‘For all of us, Mum – that’s the point,’ said Dolly.

‘How about if you can accept that I’ve had enough? Literally that, enough. Not that I’m fed up or I’m surrendering, but that I have lived enough life to suit me. I don’t need more. I genuinely think that it’s one of our biggest problems, and that one of the reasons for widespread unhappiness is that we constantly want more. Of everything. Money, health, belongings, men, jewellery, shoes, cars, sunsets, holidays, careers, birthdays, time, happiness, experiences, approval … all of it. When is it enough? And why can’t I say, honestly, for me, that this, now, here, today, is enough? We all want to “have it all”. We put so much time and effort into it. Having it all. I don’t want it all. For a start, I’d have to bloody clean it! Seriously, it’s too much. Stuff and things and goals. Gradually becomes meaningless. The only proper reason to be here is people. You guys. Love. And I’m trying to love you by making sure you have the least possible shitty stress. That’s what being a mother is to me – trying to make your lives lighter. Can you at least see that?’

Vernon and Dolly exchanged exasperated glances. Dolly threw her hands in the air. Vernon piped up, ‘I absolutely see all that, Mum, but the mistake you’ve made is imagining that you’re in charge. Of life. And that life is dolloped out in neat piles that can be nicely organized. It isn’t. All the joy and all the pain come as a package. You personally can’t separate them out into organized categories to suit you. Nothing that you’re suggesting is going to work cleanly. There is going to be messy collateral damage. Just as there will be if you stick around and let nature, God, the Universe, whatever, do its job. Like most people do …’

‘Oh, don’t say “most people”, Verne,’ Dolly said. ‘You know she’ll hate that. Doesn’t help your argument. She’s inherently perverse.’

‘Thanks. Lovely,’ said Etta indignantly. ‘I’m taking that as a compliment.’

‘So, logically,’ Vernon persisted, ‘it’s the same difficulty either way. Negligible difference. If you go today’ – he had to gather his voice so as not to stumble – ‘it will be horrifically traumatic, but we’ll have to accept, in time, that it was your decision that everyone honoured. If you stay, it will be, hopefully, only gradually difficult over many years, which could very well have lots of happy and healthy moments in them also … and that way we would all have to accept that the process is out of our control, and instead we honour THAT …’

‘What do you mean?’ Etta asked.

‘Well.’ Vernon realized he had some purchase on this argument. It was important to keep her hooked in while there was even the slimmest chance of her hearing it, so he leant in and said, ‘We would just have to know, all of us, in the simplest way possible, that we will do our best. That’s it. Just as you’ve taught us all along. If we do our best, there’s nothing to regret or feel ashamed of. Why don’t we vow that RIGHT NOW, all of us? Promise to do our very best? You can promise to keep living the best YOU can and we can promise to support you the best WE can? We know we can do better than we have – how about that?’

The room fell quiet. Only the sound of Maui singing ‘You’re welcome’ coming from the snug pierced the air. It was a perfect coda to Vernon’s eloquent suggestion. A coincidental approval.

There was no doubt that there was an almost imperceptible – but definitely there – shift in Etta’s air. The tiniest chink in her armour.

No way would she want to admit it, of course. Dolly should’ve let the moment hang, but in true Dolly style she powered in with ‘Is it stubbornness, Mum? You’re the queen of that. You’ve told yourself you’re doing it, so you just bloody are going to, come what may? Is that it?’

‘Shut up, Dols,’ her brother urged, knowing that naming it thus would likely push Etta’s trotters further into the mud …

Lizzy emerged from the snug, interrupting this tense moment.

‘Sorry, guys, just dumping these plates and getting some fruit for little miss. Can I use anything in this bowl, Etta?’

‘Sure,’ said Etta, as she rose from her chair and went to help.

‘Pretty sure you can use anything,’ Dolly chipped in, ‘after all, not like Mum’s saving anything for later … There’s no later for her.’

‘Shh, Dols. No need. Absolutely, Lizzy, take this, she loves a banana, and those grapes are delicious. Take anything. Literally.’ Etta encouraged her.

Lizzy looked over anxiously at Vernon, offering concern and comfort in one familiar glance. He received it and understood it immediately, their unwritten, unspoken but effective language. She was urging him to stay calm and kind. She knew he’d regret it if he didn’t. He nodded. Lizzy retreated back into the warm fug of the snug with Pearl, bearing her fruit gifts.

Etta remained at the sink.

It was easier in that moment for her to stay there, and pretend to be faffing with plates, than to return to the heated arena of the table. She closed her eyes and took a few deep breaths. This part of the plan was proving to be much more difficult than she’d anticipated, and so much more besides. The way she’d imagined her kids calmly travelling through all the various stages of grief and ending up miraculously at acceptance by the end of the day was patently ridiculous. She realized that now.

In her deep real heart, Etta knew that she’d secretly hoped her clear and cogent planning would disarm them and propel them into an understanding. She knew they would rail against it, but she hadn’t considered just how emotionally and intellectually efficient they would be. She’d underestimated them. They were indeed a mighty force. Especially together. In a way, she was, on one level, fiercely proud of them for their passion, but it presented her with a giant hurdle.

Not just a fly in the ointment.

More like the annoying god in the machine.

The big fat accountability god.

Etta took a deep breath. She needed all the air she could take in to gird herself for what she wanted to do.

Suddenly, she felt someone right behind her. She spun round. It was Vernon.

‘C’mere, Mum. Give me a hug. It’s all horrible, isn’t it?’

Etta allowed him to gather her in. As he held her close, she was struck by how big he was now. What a man he’d become. He wrapped around her easily, and being like this in his arms immediately conjured memories of his dad, Rob, for her. He even smelt like him. Not the same aftershave or anything superficial, but his actual flesh smelt like Rob’s: a mixture of soapy clean skin and something a bit like wood varnish. She knew it instantly. She’d missed it. She didn’t realize this about Vernon until she was held so close.

She lingered to enjoy it. The smell, the strength, the support, the gentleness of him. She looked up at him and realized something extraordinary. While Vernon had been struggling to work out who he was back in his twenties, while he was drinking too much and lurching from bad relationship to worse relationship in all his frantic chaos, he’d been a smaller man. Physically. Now, here, today at thirty-six, with a career he was good at, and a loving human to partner him through it all, he had literally grown in stature. He hadn’t changed anything wildly with diet or exercise. Instead, he had somehow grown into his waiting, wanting skin. He was now fully inhabiting it and it gave Etta untold delight to notice it. Here he was, a grown, independent chap, comforting her in all the ways she’d taught him when he was small.

‘Y’know,’ she said, speaking quietly to him, ‘you really are all the best things about your dad.’

‘Am I? Not the shitty stuff, then?’

‘Stop it. No, you’ve had your dance with all that and now you’re properly you, aren’t you? It’s so great to see, Verne, this beautiful kindness in you … but I want to tell you something I’d love you to really hear – please please don’t take life too seriously. I know that’s mad to say on this particular day, but I don’t want you to lose that part of you that was so much a part of him too – which is the cheerfulness. Don’t let that get drowned out, will you? It’s such a plus. It will get you through all of it. It’s that old thing about “moving your chair into sun” – it applies to pretty much every big moment, Vernon. Try to look for the good bit.’

‘Mum,’ replied Vernon, ‘the irony. It’s blinding.’

Despite it all, Etta laughed at that. He was, of course, right. She looked past him to the wall behind. There were two clocks. One showing the correct time and the other, smaller one set to five hours earlier. Etta was suddenly flooded with memories.

‘You see those two clocks?’ she said, pointing at them.

‘Yeah,’ answered Dolly. ‘Isn’t one of them Grandad’s clock?’

‘Yes, it is, but maybe you’ve never wondered why they’re set to different times?’

‘Nope,’ Vernon answered, ‘just thought one wasn’t working.’

‘Well, that one on the left, Grandad’s, is the right time, whatever it is now, five forty something … always been accurate, military precision. But that other one is mine, and it went up many years ago. It’s always set to the time of the place where whichever of you was travelling. So … it’s still set at five hours behind from that trip to New York you made, Dols, a few months back. I like to be able to see what time either of you are on. Helps …’

Etta trailed off as she realized she might be about to reveal herself a little too much.

‘Helps? With what, Mum?’ Dolly asked, genuinely curious.

‘Nothing, just provides a kind of instant contact with you. Especially when you’re away, y’know.’

‘So it helps’ – Vernon offered to finish her sentence for her – ‘with … loneliness? Is that right, Mum?’

Etta didn’t know quite how to respond to such an accurate perception; it wasn’t how she would have framed it.

She was good at framing her life.

To suit her story.

‘I’m not a lonely person, Verne. Truly. I’m not.’

‘Y’know,’ Vernon continued, ‘for someone who loves all the examined-life stuff you talk about, who genuinely believes some self-reflection is a good thing, you seem to be minus a mirror …? All examination finds shadows. Isn’t that right?’

‘Anyway,’ Etta blustered on quickly, ‘let’s finish this food, please. I’d be sad to think our last supper was left uneaten.’

‘God forbid,’ said Dolly, ‘we don’t precisely tuck away our food as was pre-planned, and tidy everything up nicely, spit spot, so that a lovely, neat death can happen at the appointed hour …’

‘I just hate waste, that’s all. Plus they are delicious,’ Etta answered, settling in to scoff the rest of hers.

Remarkably, she still had an appetite. She dolloped another generous heap of sauce on the side of her plate, picked up her cutlery weapons and set about her carrion.

‘I’ve always been able to eat well,’ Etta said, with a mouthful of pasty, ‘some might say too well, but, honestly, I love pasties too much, I never quite knew when to say enough; my dad used to say, “You’ve had enough, you are enough – stop, because we don’t need any more of you!” Made me laugh.’

‘Well, excuse me if I can’t quite stomach mine, what with all the suicide and everything,’ Dolly said sarcastically, laying her cutlery down.

Etta took her time and finished her last mouthful with relish, wiped her mouth and said, ‘OK. Listen up. I’m just going to very quickly do the boring bit, the housekeeping, so shh and listen, please, I’m calling the meeting to order.’

Vernon and Dolly were perplexed. Etta continued,

‘The logistics part of all this is sorted, and, even if I say so myself, I think it’s all pretty efficiently tied up. Adam has all the relevant info, but there is a wooden box under the desk in the snug with all the documents you’ll need. Will, insurance (won’t be much use, sadly), funeral-expenses plan, all paid off. This house is in a trust for both of you equally. I’ve moved my savings into the joint accounts I opened for you years ago, when you were teenagers, and you can divide up the pensions after probate is done. I’ve even put a brochure in there to guide you through probate. The lawyer will help you. There are funds for that. All the details for the car, etc., are in there. All info about the house, guarantees, warranties, certificates and so on. My passwords are there. Details of all my contracts for the phone and internet and all that – all there. I’ve separated out good jewellery from old tat. I’ve labelled what belonged to whom and it’s up to you to pass it all on fairly. There’s not much, but I thought maybe Pearlie and Lizzy might like something … some keepsakes? I’ve burned all old paper crap, but there are some beautiful letters there you might like. Some I wrote home when I was travelling, some between your dad and me, Verne, some from silly school boyfriends. There is also a bundle of thirteen letters I’ve written for Pearl to open on each birthday till she’s eighteen.’

‘Mum,’ Dolly gasped.

‘Don’t, Dolly. I need to continue. There’s a stack of your school reports and some gorgeous pictures you did as toddlers. The pasta montages didn’t survive, sadly, but swimming certificates, school photos, cycling-proficiency stuff did. All important old family photos I inherited from Pops and Mum are in albums and labelled – up to you how you archive those, or not. I honestly want you to know that WHATEVER you decide to do with it all is all right with me. You simply CAN NOT get it wrong. Save it, burn it, sell it, bin it. All of it is OK. Decide together what you want to do with this place. Use it or sell it or rent it out, whatever, but please be kind to each other with any decision. Sorry there’s still so much crap everywhere, but, believe me, I’ve slowly been culling anything I don’t think you’d want or would be useful. Oh – YOUR BABY BLANKETS! Yes, all that lovely linen, including the towels my mum embroidered and the quilts with your names on … are all in the ottoman in my room … yep, think that’s all …’

Etta finally ran out of puff, and she powered down calmly back to her usual idling energy, that of mind-boggling calm.

Vernon and Dolly were dumbfounded. Of all the craziness in this strangest of days, that moment was possibly the most shocking. The preparation, the planning, was meticulous. She’d considered every bloody thing. No stone left unturned. Except, possibly, their hearts, which might very well become stone, and Etta’s heart, which they were convinced was already fossilized. How else could she continue like this?

Without doubt, Vernon had gradually realized earlier in the day that his mother was dead-set on her plan. Dolly less so. She hoped so much that her conversation with Etta over the pasties was going to change her mother’s mind, but quite the opposite seemed to have happened. It looked like Etta’s having explained herself only consolidated her somehow. She was resolute, or so it seemed, and, much as that unwavering choice was the hardest imaginable thought to accept, Etta’s hugely efficient plan of operations she’d just delivered so methodically was pretty convincing. Dolly felt a shift happening inside her. An acceptance, or at least a trace of it. Instead of surrender, it was more like confirmation. She even felt a whisper of relief. Like when your mum calls school to say you won’t be coming in because you’re so sick, and there’s that incredible feeling of liberty, that it’s out of your hands now. A grown-up has made the choice for you. Permission has been granted. All that remains for you to do is abide by it obediently. Stay home.

And play on your PlayStation all day of course. And have sugar sandwiches for lunch when your mum’s at work.

And go furtling around in your mum’s bookcase to find that special old book called The Joy of Sex and spend hours scouring the illustrations of hairy hippies investigating each other’s genitals. Become a bit sick and overwhelmed as a result.

Etta put both hands on the lovely old table and felt all the scars on it beneath her fingers. So much life lived here – it gave her the strength to continue.

‘Right, that was the business, but I want to get on to much more interesting stuff. Obviously I’m not leaving a note –’

‘A suicide note. Say it,’ Dolly said quietly.

‘A … suicide note, because this whole day is that, really. I’ve written a letter for Pearl, and it’s in the wooden box. Well, I say “it”. What I’ve done is write a letter for each birthday until she’s eighteen, as I said, and I’ve clearly marked them.’

‘Of course you have,’ Vernon muttered.

‘So please ensure she opens them in order …’

‘God forbid the order might be ignored, mein Gott in Himmel! Jawohl!’ Dolly chimed in.

‘Thank you. So … because I haven’t put pen to paper for either of you … I want to say stuff instead …’

‘Oh Christ’ and ‘Oh God’ Dolly and Vernon said simultaneously.

‘I want to address you individually, so you first, Mr Vernon, firstborn. Buckle up.’

Vernon swigged his mug of tea nervously.

‘I want to tell you the three most potent memories I have of you – needless to say, there are THOUSANDS – but I wanted to whittle it down to the three that most immediately bipped into my mind, and here they are …

I remember when your dad decided to change your nappy one day when you must’ve been about a month old. He was being a bit loud and braggy about what a heroic father he was to do such a thing. Y’know, “I deserve a medal for being so modern”-type of behaviour. Anyway, he took off your wet nappy and lovingly wiped you, accompanying this with all the old jokes about your supposedly substantial tackle that you’d apparently inherited from him – not – and then he placed your clean, new nappy underneath you and was leaning over, ready to secure it, when you looked him straight in the eye, made a little squeaky noise and proceeded to projectile shit a stream of frighteningly yellow diarrhoea upwards … how? Upwards? … right in his face. I mean, honestly it was a splendid moment. And kudos to you for the bum skills.’

Vernon clasped his head in his hands, shaking with laughter and embarrassment.

‘Mortifying,’ he mumbled.

‘It’s only us,’ said Dolly, laughing, ‘and our ongoing mental damage.’

‘My next memory of you happened when you were eight – it was school speech day. We were sitting in the hall to watch you and all your classmates cross the stage to receive your book tokens. Every single kid was given one, so the categories became more spurious after the more trad awards had been and gone. Your award was for “most improved at listening”, I think. Bit dodgy, but, hey, y’know, well done, and we’ll take what we can get. As you crossed the stage, you stopped dead-still. I worried for a moment that you’d frozen with fear; you were pretty shy back then. But no. You turned to face the audience and you took a deep breath and you said in a tiny, only just perceptible voice, “I just want to say that I’ve only got this prize because my friend Sean has helped me to calm my pants down and do better listening this year. So I want to say thank you to Sean. There he is! That’s him. Stand up, Sean.” And Sean indeed stood up. He was dying with embarrassment, but he stood up, and you started clapping, so the whole audience followed suit and, basically, you gave your moment away to him. Because, Vernon, you have always had the most golden heart. We all know it.

My third memory is one that I don’t think you ever knew I saw, but I did. You were about thirteen and we were staying with Auntie Bernadette in London, I think it was Acton she lived in then, doesn’t matter, but she’d told us about a Pakistani family that had moved in a couple of doors up and how they’d been experiencing various racist attacks at their house. You quite rightly asked endless questions about why this would happen because your innocent thirteen-year-old brain couldn’t process any of the supposed “reasons” as at all understandable. You found the concept of racism completely impenetrable and horrific. While I was sitting at the dining-room table, I saw you, through the open doorway, go to Bernadette’s kitchen sink and get a bucket out of the cupboard beneath. I saw you half fill it with soapy water, I saw you put a sponge in there. I saw you quietly open the front door. I thought you were going to wash the car or something. You’d never done that before, so I was curious. I followed you. You walked out of her front garden and turned left. I stayed in the garden, but hid behind the hedge and watched … as you went up to the door of this family’s house. Something was smeared on that door, and I think I know what from the way your little face was set. Such a determined and disgusted frown. You proceeded to wash that door until it was clean, and then you headed back, so I had to nip indoors swiftly. I returned to the dining-room table and saw you clean out the bucket, put the sponge in the bin, wash your hands and then move to the living room to watch TV. No conversation, no attention. Just pure and proper heroic. I knew at that moment what a mighty creature you are.’

‘Oh, Verne,’ Dolly said, as she stood and wrapped her arms around him in a way that only a sister can, when it feels like eight clammy arms are holding you. ‘You’ve always been such an advocate for anyone being bullied. You’ve seen off my enemies in the past. Even Lee Tucker, who acted like an enemy, but who I actually fancied? You saw him off when I was twelve.’

‘I think you’ll have to agree that was the right decision, Dols, Lee Tucker’s back in the nick, I think he was handling all kinds of stolen doodahs, wasn’t he?’ Vernon said.

‘Yeah,’ said Dolly, ‘but he was still fit, and always had Pokémon cards he’d dole out if he liked you.’

‘Pokémon cards from where?!’

‘I know, I know. But still –’

‘The fact is,’ Etta continued, ‘I’m lucky to be your mum, both of you.’

Dolly sat back down. ‘Forgive me, but that statement is morally disingenuous. Wouldn’t you think? Right now?’

Etta took a moment for that blow to land, but she ploughed on.

‘So, now, you, darling daughter. What might my three most immediate memories of you be?’

‘Oh God. Please not me calling my fanny my nanny once by mistake. I’ve been tortured enough about that, surely?’

‘No. OK, not that, although all the names you’ve been known by strikes me as a good start –’

‘Pour me another drink, Bro,’ Dolly encouraged Vernon, who obeyed immediately, but, keeping in mind that she would need to drive in a few hours’ time, poured her only a third of a glass of red and topped it up with fizzy water. Ever the cautious one these days, was Vernon, the protective brother.

Etta continued, ‘When you were born, you were BEAN, then BEANIE, then DOLLY, then DOLLYDOODLE, then just DOODLE, then DOODOO, then DOTTIE, at school you wanted just “D” or THE DOLMEISTER, or DEETS, or, rather alarmingly, GASH for a frightening few weeks. Then you wanted to just be a symbol, which looked like fallopian tubes with a cross hanging off the bottom. None of us knew how to vocalize it …’

Vernon prompted her, ‘So we just called you EGGS.’

All three laughed at this shared memory and how ridiculous it was.

‘It mattered at the time!’ Dolly pleaded. ‘I didn’t want to be categorized.’

Etta kept going, ‘Then it was MISSY D, then SHED, I never really understood that one?’

‘It was short for shithead,’ Vernon clarified.

‘Ah, right, lovely. Then there was a very brief and failed attempt at YOUR MAJESTY, followed by MISTRESS DOLITHA when you read Pride and Prejudice. GOODIE SMYTH after you saw The Crucible, then LILITH after a dalliance with the Bible, then CATHY after Wuthering Heights, and then also EMILY, for the same reason. Then, thankfully, you settled on DOLS for most of the time.

But …

I would also like to add to the list of important monikers BELOVED, MUMMA, COLLEAGUE, FRIEND, CHERISHED GRANDAUGHTER, and, finally, DAUGHTER. My beautiful daughter, our beautiful daughter.’

‘OK, OK,’ Dolly said, tearing up, ‘stop with that now, I can’t cope.’

‘I’m not done yet, hon. I have two more moments stored in the memory bank which I’d like to remind you of. The first being the time when you were apoplectically fuming that you were cast, age eight, in the school nativity, not as Mary, which you’d hoped for … but as Herod, and how you wangled it to wreak your revenge. This was no ordinary Herod, classic bully and baby-killer. This was more like Maleficent, complete with horns and crown and, hugely surprising to us all, PREGNANT, giving birth mid-carol, from under her sparkly dress, to a very frightening indeed baby Gremlin with green eyes and vampire teeth, whom you immediately plonked in the manger next to baby Jesus … So that he could eat him. Such delicious vengeance. Yep, that was indeed a proud moment. Adam literally cried tears of laughter – in his pants.’

Dolly cradled her head in her hands as she cringed, remembering it all.

‘Jesus did deserve it,’ she said. ‘He was so smug.’

‘Nobody doubted that,’ Vernon agreed. ‘It was just the immediate destruction of the central figure of Christianity, the incarnation of the awaited Messiah, that struck us all as … a bit … I dunno … violent?’

‘Yes,’ said Etta, ‘and history-changing, really. Hard to build a religion on the cannibal tenets of a little green vampire.’

‘Oh, I don’t know … Scientology has given it a good go,’ Vernon said, unable to resist, before rising to go to the kettle to make even more tea. Enough tea to keep his mum alive, he hoped.

‘My third lovely memory of you, Dols, was something you did repeatedly and with no reluctance whatsoever, which was to sit by your grandma’s chair or bed as she grew more frail and read to her from all her favourite books. She loved it so much. And I loved how your choice changed as she became more remote. You started with Dickens and a bit of Delderfield and gradually, gradually you retreated into A. A. Milne and Beatrix Potter. Sometimes, those intimate moments with you were the happiest part of her day, when she could comfortably resume being a child.’

Dolly remembered: ‘The last one I read to her was The Velveteen Rabbit. She knew it so well that she even chimed in with the odd word.’

‘Yep,’ Etta said, ‘she read it to you way back when. She loved it. It’s about being real and having some humanity, and, frankly, I don’t think I’ve ever seen a piece of art so obviously working in practice as when you two were hunched over that book. I loved you for it.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ Dolly said, accepting the compliment.

‘I just want you both to know that all of these memories and a million, million more are coming with me. I’m taking everyone and everything wrapped up in me. And, listen, both of you – come here, Vernon.’

He walked back to the table, where his determined mother and his sad sister were. Etta took his hand, and Dolly’s hand.

‘I want to say two more things to you. Firstly, sorry, for anything insensitive or stupid I ever did. Sorry if I was snappy or I rushed things or missed stuff or I paid too much attention to the small stuff or I tried to interfere –’

‘All of the above,’ Dolly muttered, sarcastically.

‘But the fact is that your childhoods and your growing lives have been my complete joy. You may not want to hear this, but I have been finding out a lot about how it’s going to go for me later this evening –’

‘Mum, please,’ Dolly said, hanging her head.

‘Look at me, Dols. Look in my face. You’re looking at a person who is content. My only sadness, my only regret, is for you two. And Pearl. And Lizzy. But I want you to give me one last gift – which I know can’t be your permission, I don’t expect that, but could it at least be your understanding? Your awareness? Maybe even, in time, your acceptance.’

‘I don’t think so, Mum,’ Vernon said.

‘I don’t know how,’ Dolly added.

‘All right. So, look, I did my research about the actual event, and you need to know it will be quick and painless.’

‘Fuck,’ Dolly whispered.

‘Christ,’ Vernon gasped.

‘And the science around it seems to verify that the brain lives on for seven minutes after death, apparently. It’s an actual proven theory. The brain rewinds and plays its most significant moments, processing it all as a sort of finale. So, hopefully, I will have seven minutes of all the stuff that really counts, really matters. You know what it won’t be? Anything I wore, I owned, I went to, I drove, I paid for. It won’t be any certificate I got, any award or supposed achievement. It won’t be arguments I won or truths I unveiled or times when I was right. It won’t be begrudgements or anger or comparisons.

It will be you.

It will be uncontrolled laughter and naughty jokes and happy faces and holding you close, and secrets and shared fears and kisses, and amazement and joy. All the bright colours of everything we’ve done to take care of each other. All the messy, kind, clever, abundant, flamingly bold, vivid love we have, us lot. That will be the rip curl I want to be in, and I will want to be in that crashing loop as fully as I can in those minutes.

Those seven minutes.

You are my seven minutes.

You are everything.

And that’s it.’

Just at that moment, Lizzy burst into the room. ‘Pearlie’s got something caught in her throat. She’s choking!’


Slice 10

Etta’s first letter to Pearl


[image: A handwritten letter on lined paper begins ‘My beautiful Pearl’ and describes a sixth birthday, explains the number six with a drawing of a snake, and lists advice in numbered points.]


[image: A handwritten letter on lined paper continues a numbered list of advice, including points about friends, speaking up and trying new things, and ends with a closing message and a postscript about sunflowers.]


CHAPTER 10

Also Vespers. 5.44 p.m.

Etta, Dolly and Vernon went rushing into the snug, with Lizzy bringing up the rear. They moved in unison and fast, like water disappearing down a plughole. They piled in, with Etta at the front, to find Pearl wide-eyed on the sofa, clutching at her throat.

‘Pearl!’ Dolly cried.

Etta held her hand up to Dolly and nodded to indicate that she should stay calm.

Etta took charge immediately.

‘It’ll be all right, darling. Look at me, look at Titi. Can you cough, sweetheart? And please stand up if you can.’

‘I think it’s a grape,’ Lizzy said.

Etta took Pearl by the arms and pulled her upright. She asked again, ‘Can you cough?’

Pearl shook her head and her eyes met Etta’s, powerful magnets drawn together. Etta turned to Vernon. ‘Call 999 immediately,’ she whispered, and he swiftly left the room. Etta looked directly into Pearl’s fear and said, ‘Do exactly as I tell you. Turn around and bend over my arm.’

Pearl’s terror rendered her frozen, so Etta turned her, bent her forwards on to her arm and started to administer strong blows to her back, between her bony little shoulder blades. One, two, three strong blows.

‘Mum! It’s too hard! Stop!’ Dolly shouted. Etta glowered at Dolly, who instantly shut up.

Four, five further blows. Blows that seemed like they could break the body of a small five-year-old. Etta didn’t stop. On and on, trying to thump big life into the child. Five more blows. Still nothing came out. Etta could feel the strength draining out of the child. She longed to hear Pearl draw a breath, but the only sound was the awful strangled retching, as she was getting weaker all the time. Etta pulled Pearl in front of her, facing away, and put her arms around her middle. She made a fist with her right hand, thumb side down, and clasped it with her left. She placed her fists just where she thought Pearl’s abdomen was and forcefully jerked the fists towards her, inwards and upwards to make a letter ‘J’ motion. She prayed she wasn’t breaking Pearl’s ribs, but she had to keep going. Pull, pull, one, two, three, four, five times.

Still nothing.

The child was slumping with fatigue. Etta moved her back to the side and bent her over for more back blows.

One, two, three, four, five.

Come on!

Inside Etta’s head, her world had stopped on its axis. This moment was suspended in an aspic of pure horror. This must not happen. This beautiful child could not die now, here.

The enormity of Pearl’s vibrant spirit must surely not be extinguished so quickly, at the mercy of a fuckin’ grape! How could something so small be so catastrophically perilous?

No, it would NOT claim her precious granddaughter.

This child who brought all the sunshine and the effervescent joy into their lives, more shiny love than they could ever imagine feeling – she was not going to be finished like this.

No.

She had life to live. She had jokes to tell. She had so much to be amazed and delighted by. She had Christmases to come, and birthdays, and stick-insect pets and a dog and school plays and firework nights and camping and new wellingtons and water slides and pantos and trains and planes and holidays, and ghost stories and friends and haircuts and first kisses and wobbly cuddles and books and driftwood kingdoms, and stories and everything and everything …

And she had Etta. She had a grandmother who wasn’t going to give up on her.

One, two, three, four more shoves to the abdomen.

‘Come on, little one, let’s have it!’ Etta said, and she gave a singular mighty jerk.

The grape plopped out on to the floor.

‘Pearl!’ Dolly cried out. ‘You’ve done it!’

‘Well done, little one,’ Lizzy joined in, but the child remained collapsed in her arms.

Pearl didn’t take the breath she needed.

‘Come on,’ Etta whispered in her ear, ‘come on, my beautiful one, breathe … breathe …’

Still nothing. The child was utterly limp.

Please. No. Don’t let her be gone.

Pearl’s eyes were closed as Etta laid her gently on the floor.

Behind her, she could hear Dolly: ‘NO! NO!’

‘Shush now, Dols, come and sit opposite me here.’ Etta calmly directed her to the floor near Pearl’s lifeless body.

Mother and grandmother on either side of her as she lay motionless on the floor, with Auntie hovering above.

Etta knew what had to happen,

‘OK, I will start the compressions. Dols, you sing the song –’

‘What song?’

Etta started to sing, ‘“You are my sunshine …”’

Dolly picked it up, ‘“My only sunshine …”’

Etta pushed down rhythmically on Pearl’s chest, hard, in time with the music …

‘“You make me happy/ When skies are grey.”’ Dolly kept going, through tears.

‘Come on, little fighter, there’s life to live yet, come on, darling, I’ve got you,’ whispered Etta.

Vernon rushed back in. ‘The ambulance is three minutes away!’ he shouted.

Etta kept pushing in time with the song. She leant down and whispered in Pearl’s ear, ‘I’ll stay if you do …’ Then she resumed: ‘“You’ll never know, dear, how much I love you …”’

Etta stopped the pumping on Pearl’s chest, placed her hand on her forehead and tilted her head back. She pinched Pearl’s nose and covered her mouth entirely with her own. She had kissed this sweet little mouth a million times, but never like now. Etta took in deep breaths of essential life-giving air through her nose and blew steadily, firmly into the child, again and again, five times. She could see her chest rising.

Come on, come on.

Please. Please work.

We can’t live without her. We need her. She’s the future. She’s everything.

As Etta went back to pushing on Pearl’s chest, she raised herself on her haunches to get a better thrust. She had to forget all protective tenderness; she needed to find just the right energy to jolt the small body back into living, to summon her back into their air.

Dolly had dropped out of the song and into a terrible silence as she gradually believed she was witnessing the end of her child. She was paralysed with fear.

Lizzy bravely continued, along with Etta, who was in no way giving up yet. They sang, ‘“Please don’t take my sunshine away …”’

Noises outside made Vernon rush to the door, and into the room came a cascade of paramedics. There were only three but to everyone in that room it felt like a cavalry.

‘We’ll take over now, well done, what’s her name?’ a young woman in green asked as she attached an oxygen mask to Pearl’s face.

‘Pearl,’ whispered Dolly in hushed tones, hard to hear.

‘Sorry? What?’

‘Pearl,’ said Etta. ‘My granddaughter. Pearl.’


Slice 11

The paramedics finally shuffle out with all their cumbersome gear. Vernon is whispering heartfelt thanks to them as everyone else forces awkward half-smiles.

The whole house is hushed.

A blanket of heavy, raw reality has settled over us like thick snowfall.

We are in shock.

What just happened?

We stood at the edge of Pearl’s little life and witnessed her drop off the cliff.

It happened in a heartbeat.

No heartbeat.

I walk back into the room where it happened. An ordinary room which is now entirely different. It’s now the room where she died.

I look over at the sofa.

It is a pietà.

A loving mother cradling the curled body of her cherished daughter.

Dolly is crying silent, hot tears on to the head of Pearl.

Heartbreaking.

Heartwarming.

Heartbeating.

I go to them and clamber on to the sofa to cradle them both.

Vernon and Lizzy come and gather round.

We stay like that.

Intimately rocking our family, noiselessly comforting each other.

‘Don’t get my hair all wet,’ says Pearl, as she unfurls from her mother’s embrace and raises her little fingers to her hair.

‘Sorry, honey. I can’t help it. These are my happy tears,’ Dolly tells her.

‘I’m quite tired now,’ Pearl says, yawning, ‘and my top hurts and my tummy.’

‘That was my fault,’ I tell her. ‘I had to bang you quite hard to get that naughty grape out, sorry. But the doctor lady gave you some medicine to help you with that, and it’s probably making you feel sleepy. You’ll be all right, Pearlie.’

‘I’m ready to do a long sleep in the car,’ Pearl confirms.

I agree to wrap Pearl up in a blanket and hold her still while she recovers, and the others disperse to various parts of the house to gather up their belongings for the long journey home.

Pearl relaxes in my arms when they all leave the room.

She is sleepy from the painkillers, but she wants to talk, so she fights her drooping eyelids as she says, ‘You got the grape out, didn’t you, Titi?’

‘Yes, darling.’

‘Because you look after me, don’t you?’

‘I do.’

‘Because you’re happy when you see me, aren’t you?’

‘Always.’

‘Because I’m your sunshine, aren’t I?’

‘Yes.’

I hesitate.

‘Because you want to play with me next time, don’t you?’

Next time …? Not in my plan.

Pearl persists, ‘Yes, when I come back next week. You’re going to paint my face red, remember? And we can do queens and swears.’ I look at her hopeful, innocent, exquisite face.

‘Yes,’ I say, ‘we can.’

And I never lie.

In Pearl’s world, I am in her future. In fact, I’m vital.

For the first time, maybe ever, I know it.

I know it in my blood and in my bones.


CHAPTER 11

Compline. 8 p.m.

Pearl was fast asleep, tucked inside her unicorn sleeping bag, on the sofa in the snug. She was snoring loudly, which, although no one said it, EVERYONE was hearing as a colossal reassurance. Any sound coming out of Pearl was good.

Lizzy, Vernon and Dolly were buzzing about, collecting up their various belongings. All were still in a haze of after-shock, moving about in a confused way. Dolly kept forgetting what she was doing, and so repeatedly stepped out of rooms in order to jolt her memory when she stepped back in. It didn’t really work as a technique, and she was constantly having to retrace her steps to retrieve this bag, that washbag, the other jumper. Her daughter had just choked to death and back again, her mother was about to off herself, and now they were late starting their journey home, when she didn’t think they should even be starting that journey at all, surely?

She muttered under her breath as she scuttled about.

‘Where’re the keys? Where’re her shoes? I left my bag there – where is it? God!’

‘Can I help?’ Lizzy offered, kindly.

‘No!’ snapped Dolly. ‘You don’t have the first clue what I’m looking for, do you?’

‘All right, Dols,’ Lizzy responded, quietly but firmly. ‘I’m only trying to help. No need to bite my head off. I know you’re stressed, but … y’know … I’m still human.’

Dolly stopped in her tracks. This was the first time ever she could remember Lizzy pushing back at her. She was used to it from Vernon, but not from Lizzy.

Lizzy was right.

‘Sorry, Lizzy, just … in a … pickle … sorry,’ Dolly said, caving in.

‘No prob. No offence. Just saying I’m here with a free pair of hands, that’s all.’

‘Yeah. Thanks. I … I’m not sure what we’re supposed to do … Feelin’ a bit out of my depth.’

Vernon came clunking into the kitchen to hear only the end of her sentence. ‘You’d be out of your depth in a puddle, Sis.’

‘Read the room, Verne,’ Lizzy said. ‘Wrong moment.’

‘Oh. Sorry. Look, Dols, we’re in this insane situation together, OK? Whatever happens,’ he assured her.

‘What is going to happen, Verne? Are we seriously just going to climb in our cars and leave her here? I don’t know how to do that … but I need to get Pearl home. I want to keep it all as normal as possible for her … I mean, honestly, what the actual fuck?’

‘I know.’ Vernon took his sister in his arms. ‘I know. I feel the same, but I also know that we probably should do what she says. It’s what she wants, and she’s made it crystal clear. I don’t think we have a choice. The decision is entirely hers.’

‘So we just go …?’ Dolly asked.

‘Yep, we just go,’ Vernon confirmed.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lizzy butted in, ‘I don’t think we “just go”. I think we make sure she knows that she is entirely in charge and that we’ll do whatever she thinks is right. Let HER make the final choice. That way, we’ll know we’ve done the best we can. That IS what you promised after all, Verne. We should abide by the absolute details she’s constructed. In her head, it’s a splendid perfect plan, for all the reasons she’s made clear. Only she can shift it either way, and I genuinely think she won’t alter if we strong-arm it. We’ve spent the whole day trying that, and it hasn’t seemed to work. I know it’s easy for me to say, as she’s not my mother – except she is in a way, but not like you guys. Today was the first time I’d ever felt a real connection with her, a proper, mutual understanding. I think it’s because all the social crap was put aside for the bigger picture and we were genuinely seeing each other, maybe for the first time? I’m going to be sad if it’s the last time, but, I tell you what, I’m going to be grateful I had it at all. Truly.’

Lizzy was standing by the kettle, where she had so often retreated to, her kitchen safe place where she had a reason and a purpose, where she blended in, didn’t stand out … where, even on occasion over the years, she’d felt she had a handy weapon in the form of scalding metal should she ever need it. This family were fearless and feral when riled, and kettle-corner was her sanctuary.

Not now, though.

Now the corner wasn’t for her to cower into. Now it was for seeing them, surveying them and commanding their attention. It was a place of power for her, and she stepped into it with grace. Both Vernon and Dolly were hushed, clearly considering all she’d said, in awe. Lizzy turned to the kettle, filled it up from the leaky tap, placed it back on its stand and flicked it on. With renewed boldness.

‘Usual?’ she asked them.

‘Uhh, yes, please. Extra sugar. Please,’ Vernon replied.

Dolly sat down at the kitchen table. Pearl’s sweet snores were the soothing soundtrack to the difficult moment. Some seconds passed, each in their own thoughts.

‘You’re very quiet, Dols,’ Lizzy said.

‘Yeah, sorry, I’m trying consciously not to be a cunt. Everything I want to say is angry or unkind. To you guys, to Mum, everyone. I’m exhausted –’

‘I know.’ Lizzy went to her and put the sisterly, clammy eight arms too tightly around her, which Dolly allowed, and even grudgingly appreciated. Lizzy held her close, and Dolly felt all her tiredness flooding up. Her eyes were puffed and stinging from all the salty crying. She was ready to submit. She was too knackered to resist any more. She wanted to surrender to acceptance and hope.

‘We’re going to stick together, whatever happens, Dols. We’ll manage it,’ Lizzy told her.

‘Actually,’ Vernon said, ‘where IS Mum?’

‘She went out on to the beach to get some fresh air, I think. Why don’t you guys go and find her? I’ll stay near Pearlie. Take this tea with you,’ Lizzy said, as she peeled away from Dolly and started to stack a tray for them to take outside. This was Lizzy’s forte – she was the queen of the tea tray.

Vernon shuffled over to Dolly. ‘Hey. Come on, let’s go and see the maddening ol’ twat – you never know, she might agree to flip a coin, she’s crazy enough. Worth a try.’

Dolly rose from her seat and slipped her hand in his, as he took the tray with the other hand. Suddenly, he was ten and she was four again.

‘Do you think,’ Dolly said, as they stepped into the messy garden and the brackish evening air, ‘we’ve inherited any of her batshit bonkersness?’

‘Would you like to?’ he answered.

‘Might help to deal with it all.’

‘It all being …?’

‘Y’know, life,’ she said, as they picked their way along the gravel path, past the line of peeping sunflowers, past the rickety weathered wicker furniture, and the piles of big, round, multicoloured buoys and broken floats, and old dolls’ eyeless heads and piles of sea glass.

‘Life. Yep. I guess that’s our job now, to keep on doin’ the livin’, whether she does or not,’ he said.

They reached the slatted gate and travelled through and on down on to the deep sand.

They both knew exactly where they were going. They could see her in the distance, perched up high in the dune, at Etta’s Hollow.

Unlike in the morning, Etta wasn’t facing the sea now. She was facing them walking towards her. She was facing the setting sun, which was retiring behind them, beyond the back of the house.

They both climbed up on to the dune. Breathless, they settled in on either side of her, with their feet in the bowl of the now cold fire pit. They clasped their various Lizzy cups.

‘Look at the colour of that sky, guys. It’s bloody glorious, really, a sunset, isn’t it?’ Etta said.

‘Yes,’ agreed Dolly, ‘but I think this is the first time in my whole life I really don’t want it to go down.’

‘I love the way it fights at the last minute, all those fierce reds and oranges, just showing off, eh?’ said Vernon pointedly.

‘Yep. Mind you, there’s colour in a grey sky too. S’not ever just grey. Have you noticed that? There’s the big, heavy, dark grey full of rain, like it was yesterday; there’s that grim, yellowy grey, the washed-up grey, and then there’s that fabulous steel grey …’ Etta trailed off.

Dolly decided to risk it. ‘Yes. Lovely strong, dramatic grey. I love that too. Let’s hope it’s that tomorrow …’

They stayed there, softly, together, mulling this image over.

‘All I wanted …’ Etta murmured, ‘was to get to the end with love.’

‘You will, Mum, either way,’ Vernon responded, ‘but hope is the hardest love, I think?’

Dolly gasped, but knew that she should resist saying anything, lest she say something stupid. Her brother was conducting her mother’s mood. In a rare moment of mature insight, she remained quiet.

She let him continue.

‘Remember that you can change anything, at any time. Nothing has to be set. Even how you see yourself can change. You don’t have to keep to something … just because you’ve said you will. In any lifetime, we evolve and change. I deffo have. You told me that today. I’m glad I have.’

Vernon looked at his mother. Her face was set to the sun. Her gaze was unflinching. The red of the sky was reflected in the glow of her lovely, wrinkled skin and in the glint of her eye. There was a friendly breeze that played in her hair, blowing her grey curls around like a frothy bubble bath.

Etta was a long way inside herself.

‘I think I’m right,’ she eventually said.

Dolly gasped again, but kept zipped.

Etta kept going: ‘I can’t help it if I solidly know I’m right. I can’t change that. I can’t unknow it. I made a decision.’

‘But you’re doubting it? Even a tiny bit?’ Vernon questioned her. ‘That’s what it looks like, Mum.’

Etta replied, ‘I can’t quite believe it. But I came out here earlier and I sat down, and I was just looking around, and I looked over towards the end of the beach, town end, and you know that huge tree there?’

‘The one by the swings?’ Dolly asked.

‘Yes, that massive old pine, well, I saw a white bird fly from the back of our house all the way over there and settle on a branch. I don’t think it’s still there, is it? No, I can’t see it now.’

‘Was it a seagull?’ Dolly offered.

‘No, Dols. That’s the point. It was that weird albino crow I told you I saw weeks ago in the garden. It’s such a shocking sight. It’s definitely a crow. But white. Very odd-looking.’

‘So? What are you saying? Do you think you’re getting some kind of strange spiritual visitation? Do you think it’s Grandad or Nanny? Or my dad? Or something?’

‘No, Verne. Nothing like that. It’s much more practical, actually. It simply reminded me that it takes only one white crow to prove that not all crows are black. Literally. Y’know, perhaps I’m not ALWAYS right. Perhaps it’s impossible to be completely right about everything. I do know that. I just believed, and, if I’m honest, I still do – that I’m right about this.’

‘But,’ Verne pounced into the crack in her conviction, ‘there’s a white crow hovering, ain’t there? Just fluttering a little maybe? And, Mum, it’s of course entirely your decision, but I think you’d agree that, until you know for sure, perhaps you could linger a bit? Get more clarity? Talk to us? Let us help?’

Dolly couldn’t resist: ‘Please?’

‘In fact, Mum,’ Vernon continued, ‘I’d even go so far as to say … if you want, and ONLY if you want, I can seriously step up …’

‘Me too,’ Dolly chipped in, supporting him.

‘We could even … hear me out … take charge completely? I know that would be difficult for a confirmed control freak, but we could oversee everything – all the boring day-to-day stuff, and you would be free to get on with just living and liking your life. Howsabout them apples?!’

Etta turned to him and chortled, ‘Don’t push it. I can’t submit fully like that, impossible. But. Thank you both. Look, just give me time. A chance to climb down off this mountain. It took me a lifetime to get here.’

‘Take all the time in the world – just please don’t do anything without us, now we understand it better,’ he said.

‘I hear you. I mean, look, I included you today, didn’t I?’

‘Yes, you did,’ Dolly admitted, ‘but you proved a lot, Mum. Maybe stuff you didn’t think about. Look how you took over with Pearl. Christ, today had the potential to be the worst day of my life. I thought she was gone, Mum,’ Dolly blurted out.

‘I know, darlin’. It was frightening.’

‘But you knew what to do. I haven’t learnt it all yet – give me a chance to be even half the woman you are. There’s so much I don’t know. She’s only here because of you. I want to know that stuff, all of it … plus, frankly, if Pearl can die and return … the least you can bloody do is stick around to witness your handiwork, surely?’

Etta looked at her daughter.

The audacity of her, the delightfully honest clumsiness. A clodhopper. Dolly simply couldn’t resist, could she?

‘You are such a lovely twat, Dols. Truly,’ Etta conceded.

‘So,’ Vernon added, ‘d’you reckon we’ve got a deal, Mother? Have we reset our family, are we clean slate? Ready to go on? However flawed? Trying our best? For now at least? Your choice completely?’

They both looked at her, wide-eyed, hopeful.

Just then, the sun finally set on Etta’s verdict, and the blessed night began.


CHAPTER 12

Also Compline. 9.00 p.m.

Etta insisted on carrying Pearl from the sofa in the snug to Dolly’s car. It was a struggle. Pearl seemed to be made of lead potatoes since her fourth birthday. What on earth suddenly became so heavy? Did she wake up the day after her party with extra bones?

Etta’s back was smarting with the effort, but she wanted to do it after all that’d happened. She felt connected to the child in a profound way. Only a few hours ago, she’d been breathing life back into her, willing her to keep existing, and she did. Pearl was a limp dead weight, but she was beautifully asleep as her snuffly deep breaths confirmed.

Vernon brought up the rear guard, staying very close to his mother so that he could take over in an instant, should she collapse.

‘Mum, let me take her –’

‘No way, she’s full of my air, son, I’m doing this,’ she puffed, ‘but, I tell you, I used to be much younger than I am now …’

‘Yes, pretty sure that’s true for us all …’

‘Not like me.’ Etta pursued it, through clenched teeth: ‘I reckon I’ve aged twenty years in this last year …’

‘We’ve all aged considerably in the last twenty-four hours, Ma. We should name a hurricane after you.’

They reached Dolly’s car, a reliable Volvo her dad bought for her to be safe in. Dolly was laying down blankets for Pearl to sleep on across the back seat. As Etta leant down to manoeuvre her into position, Pearl started to tip out of her arms, so Vernon swiftly stepped in to catch her and help to lay her down. Pearl woke slightly and looked around in a daze, trying to make sense of where she was.

‘It’s dark,’ she mumbled.

‘Yes, little one, time to go home now. Mummy’s going to drive you.’

‘But I’m coming back next week, to see my sunflowers, aren’t I?’ she asked, sleepily.

‘Yes. You are. Go to sleep now. I love you and I’m so lucky to be your Titi,’ Etta said. She wondered whether the child remembered the whispered promise or not? Somewhere deep did she know that Etta had made a quid pro quo pact with her? A deal. To live.

Etta knew, and that’s what counted, because she ALWAYS kept her promises, and, at that precise moment, keeping her word was a clear and straightforward purpose for Etta. She had a job to do. It was a reason.

The right kind of reason.

A gentlelady’s agreement.

It was simple and elegant.

Child’s play.

She absolutely COULD do it.

Dolly tucked Pearl in and closed the car door as quietly as she could.

‘Do you have your coat?’ Etta asked.

‘Yes, Mum,’ her daughter replied.

‘Do you have her coat?’

‘Yes, Mum. And I have an ice-pick, crampons, pepper spray and Kendal Mint Cake to cover all eventualities …’

‘Thank you. That’s enough.’

‘You really are a Head Girl, aren’t you? Still?’

‘I hate to remind you that I never actually was.’

‘Oh, that’s right. Sorry,’ Dolly said, sarcastically, ‘but they honestly missed out on the best, bossiest one ever. I can attest to that.’

‘Once again – thank you. That’s enough. Seriously, though, do you have everything?’

‘I think so, and y’know what’s great? If I haven’t, I can just pick it up next week, can’t I? When we come back. And see you. Because you’ll still be here. That’s what’s great. You’ll be home.’

‘I will, darlin’. Yes. Sorry for everything today.’

‘No, don’t say sorry. I think, weirdly, it’s better somehow. It’s different now, Mum.’

‘Good,’ agreed Etta, honestly. ‘And you’ll get Pearl checked out tomorrow with the doc, won’t you, just for peace of mind?’

‘Yes, Mum!’ Dolly answered.

‘Now get lost, Dols,’ Vernon urged her, ‘then I can stay just behind you on the motorway, in case –’

‘Thanks, Bro. Call me in the week so we can work out next weekend down here, yeah?’

‘Will do,’ agreed Vernon as he hugged her.

Lizzy ran out of the house, holding Dolly’s bag. ‘Dolly! You forgot this!’

‘Oh God,’ Dolly laughed, ‘what am I like?’

‘Like a twat,’ her brother exclaimed.

‘Fact,’ said Etta.

‘Confirmed,’ said Lizzy.

‘Accepted,’ said Dolly, as she kissed Lizzy and took her bag.

Vernon and Lizzy went back into the house to get their last things, leaving Dolly and Etta to make their goodbyes.

Etta held out her arms and Dolly went forwards into the embrace. Suddenly and unexpectedly, Dolly jumped and wrapped her legs around her mother’s waist.

‘Christ!’ Etta grunted as she steadied herself to take the whole weight of this full-sized woman human. Pearl was heavy enough. This was almost unmanageable, but Dolly was clinging on so tight.

‘I just wanted to be held, Mum. Only for a quick second. I need to be little … like this … where you completely hold me. Do you remember it like this?’

‘I remember it … being … a bit easier …’

Etta was swaying now.

Dolly climbed down, and put her feet to the floor, but she held on to her mother’s shoulders, still, while they both chuckled and recovered.

‘That was nice. Thanks,’ said Dolly.

‘Who needs a spine anyway?’ Etta replied. ‘It’s OK, Dols. Off you go. And please call me when you get there, OK?’

‘I will,’ Dolly happily agreed, ‘and I will do that because I will want to hear your voice –’

‘Same,’ said Etta.

Dolly climbed into the driver’s seat and started the engine.

Under her breath, she muttered, ‘Not today, Satan,’ as she looked at her mother in the rear-view mirror, waving. Her mother, who seemed so much smaller.

Pearl stirred slightly. ‘What did you say, Mummy?’

‘Go back to sleep, Pearlie. I just said not today, Santa – because it’s not Christmas yet.’

‘Oh, OK,’ Pearl said, sleepily, as she turned over to doze.

Dolly wound down the window and loud-whispered to Etta, ‘Hey, Mum …’

Etta walked to the side of the car and leant down to share her daughter’s salient parting words.

Dolly looked her in the eye and said, ‘Etta for betta!’ and, with that, she drove off, triumphant.

Etta had to concede it was a pretty good exit, as she watched the tail-lights disappear up the lane.

She turned back into the house, shaking her head in happy defeat. She’d raised kids with guts and humour at least.

‘Right, that’s us, Mum,’ said Vernon, grabbing his bag. ‘We’re good to go.’

‘Great,’ Etta replied.

‘And, more importantly, you’re good NOT to go, right?’ he said, purposefully.

‘Right,’ she smiled.

‘Just as well, Etta,’ Lizzy chipped in. ‘It says on this calendar that you’ve got a chap coming to clear your gutters on Wednesday?’ She was pointing at the appointments calendar on the wall by the fridge, a gift from Dolly last Christmas; it was from Pearl’s school, and all the monthly drawings were by the kids. Luckily the teachers had identified what each month depicted, because Etta certainly couldn’t have done so. Except for a tiny square where Pearl’s handiwork was – a familiar drawing she often did, of a fat naked lady with huge bosoms, thin legs and a wonky crown. Etta liked to believe it was a loving tribute to her.

There, circled for Wednesday, was indeed an appointment. ‘Gutter clearing and cleaning plus downpipe check – Doug P., 9 a.m.’

‘Hope that’s an actual appointment, not some kind of hideous euphemism,’ Vernon spluttered.

‘If only …’ Etta responded, laughing. ‘No, Doug P. is ancient.’

‘Is he? How old?’

‘Ooh, about eighty, I think. He has the business with his son.’

‘Eighty? Right, yeah, that’s pretty old, but still working and chugging on, then? Not like sixty-eight. That’s a baby in comparison,’ said Vernon, ‘wouldn’t you agree?’

‘Shut it. Go on, you two. Get lost.’

‘I’m just so glad you have something so momentous,’ Lizzy was grinning, ‘to look forward to this week.’

‘Yeah, yeah, yeah.’ Etta knew when she was being played. She also knew that Lizzy was kind and, significantly, at this particular moment, Lizzy was being clever. She was pointing Etta forwards. The Etta she knew was always organized, and for whom a little, supposedly mundane appointment would be one Etta would surely prefer to keep if she hadn’t changed or cancelled it.

Lizzy was observant.

Lizzy was insightful.

Lizzy was the perfect yin to Vernon’s yang.

Etta took Lizzy in her arms and whispered in her ear, ‘I’m so glad you’re here.’

Lizzy answered, ‘Me too. I belong here now, and I really hope that this getting older business can have some fantastic moments in it. I’d like to be part of that …’

‘You are, you will,’ Etta assured her, and, furthermore, meant it.

She turned to her son. ‘I love you, Verne. Know that.’

‘Love me more than chips?’ he said.

‘Yep,’ she said, recognizing a familiar childhood game.

‘More than Christmas?’

‘Yep.’

‘More than Curly Wurlys?’

‘Yep.’

‘OK, then, I’m happy with that,’ he said as he hugged her goodbye, ‘I’ll see you next week and I’ll call you every day.’

As they were going out of the door to their car, Etta said, ‘Y’know the REAL thing I love you more than, Verne?’

‘What’s that, Mum?’ he said, as he turned back to her.

‘Me. It’s simple. I choose you over me. Now, eff off and let me know you’re home safe.’

With that, they left, and Etta closed the door.

She’d had many times like this, when the chaos and the noise of them all abruptly stopped as they drove away. Very often, she’d felt left. Abandoned. Bereft.

This was different.

She didn’t feel any of that.

She felt determined.

Etta went to the snug. She bent down and tugged out the large wooden box from under the desk.

She opened it.

There were all the documents, neatly organized. There were the thirteen letters for Pearl to open on each future birthday until she turned eighteen, each bundled up with a thick elastic band around it. Ready. Neat. Sorted.

There was the rainbow package.

She took it out. She closed the box, walked out to the garden and on down the path to the slatted gate.

There was no time to waste.


CHAPTER 13

Also Compline. 10 p.m.

Adam sat in his car outside Etta’s house. The engine was clicking as it cooled down. He’d never once delayed going in that house. He was always keen to get inside, and join the rowdy mayhem the minute he arrived. He would usually be bringing food and booze and gifts and comics and gossip to add to the customary pandemonium.

This was different.

He dreaded going in.

He was going to keep his promise to Etta, but he hadn’t promised to be willing.

She had texted him the night before to confirm that the plan was afoot, and he knew exactly what he had to do.

He girded himself. ‘Come on, Adam, man up,’ he was muttering, followed by ‘Shit, shit, bugger, shit.’ It was going to be grim.

Eventually, he opened the car door and stepped outside. The lights were on. To all intents and purposes, it looked like the house he always went to, to be with his family.

It looked like a happy house.

A house full of LIFE.

But it was so unnervingly quiet. No one heard his car and came rushing out. He hadn’t had to stop his car further up the lane as his little granddaughter ran out to greet him with ‘Popsy! Popsy! Did you bring me a magazine?’ which is what Pearl called a comic. He always had to keep his eyes peeled to stop in time, so as not to run her over, she was so happy to see him.

Nobody opened the door. He knew that would be the case, but he hadn’t anticipated how strange it would feel, and how very sad.

He approached the door, opened it and stepped inside. There was the kitchen, same as ever, the slight whiff of old vegetable coming from the under-sink compost bin Etta insisted on. There was even the vaguest remainder of the familiar scent of his family. Vernon’s Acqua di Parma citrus aftershave, Dolly’s musky sandalwood perfume, the clean linen aroma of Lizzy, and something of confectionery about Pearl, plus, of course, the unmistakable herbiness of Etta, who never had a day without a Pears soap shower, because it ‘cheered up her skin’. He could also smell pasties distantly, and had a momentary twinge of FOMO.

Even the old Diptyque Figuier candle on the table gave off a whiff of figs, despite the fact it hadn’t been lit for weeks.

All of this combined to create a heady aroma reminiscent of his beloveds, which made his particular duty especially harrowing.

He knew where he had to go to find her, but he stood still in the kitchen for a few extra snatched seconds. These were, after all, the seconds before his life would surely change. He could delay the awful inevitability as long as he remained there, in the relative safety of the familiar kitchen. It was calm there, in the before. Any minute now, it would no longer be so. There would be police, he assumed, maybe even forensic folk in white hazmat suits? Maybe even a funeral director? A hearse? An ambulance? Neighbours coming to check on what’d happened? The awful phone call to the kids. So he clung to the still peace for a few more desperate moments. He steadied himself with a hand on the lovely big table. So many happy times here, and so many loud and robust squabbles, mostly either about politics or, more importantly, the evils versus the virtues of Taylor Swift. He was happy to be haunted by all of it, by everything that would soon be lost.

Adam attempted a deep breath but quickly realized that his nerves would only let in half a lungful of air. He could feel his heart pumping in his ears. He could hear his own fear.

He exhaled. It was time. There was a strict schedule. He had to do it. He walked towards the back door. Ever the alpha gay, he was more than aware of the drama of the moment as he caught sight of himself in the mirror when he passed. He couldn’t resist a swift check to see what genuine dread looked like. It was just as he imagined – unattractive, wide-eyed and waxy. Pretty bad. He reassured himself that he would be far more dignified and impressive at the actual funeral. He’d already planned exactly which suit he’d wear. He’d sent Etta options and she’d, of course, chosen the exact one he also favoured. Dark blue velvet with a wide lapel in azure silk. He’d even cheekily suggested a mantilla and a fan in matching turquoise for optimum campery but decided against it as inappropriate.

For the church, anyway.

Maybe for the speeches at the wake?

Anyhoo, this wasn’t that.

This was the big real moment.

He went towards the door.

He noticed that two of the cushions on the sofa next to the door were crumpled and, frankly, in the wrong colour order, and, much as he didn’t want to, he was compelled to plump and quickly rearrange them. He knew it was an ultimate procrastination, but he was glad of any distraction. Plus, he comforted himself with the sure certainty that Etta would approve.

She liked order.

Etta.

Yes, Etta.

Oh God.

Here goes.

He walked down the gravelly winding garden path, using the torch on his phone to guide him in the darkness. He started humming to calm himself but couldn’t quite believe that the tune he’d inadvertently started humming was ‘We Are the Champions’ by Queen. Where did that come from? Just popped into his head and his mouth obeyed.

He kept walking. He kept humming.

He’d feared this minute for sometime now, and it was finally nearly here.

He could see the light coming up from the fire pit at the top of the dune, in her Hollow, like a volcano about to erupt. She’d told him there would be a fire.

As he climbed closer, he could see the outline of her body on her side at the very rim of the pit. She was slumped over. Exactly as she’d planned it.

He raised his hand to his mouth, to steady his breath. This would be hard.

On he climbed, getting closer and closer to the body. He could hear the crackle of the fire and he could more clearly see her silhouette against the starry night sky. As he drew close, he reached out to touch her hip.

Etta was motionless.

He moved closer and, in doing so, brushed against her inert back.

Suddenly, shockingly, with a jolt, she sat up.

‘Christ!’ she shrieked. ‘You scared me!’

‘FOR FUCK’S SAKE!!’ Adam yelled. ‘Why aren’t you dead?!’

‘It’s lovely to see you too,’ she gasped.

‘Etta! This isn’t what … what’s happened …?’

‘God, I’m so sorry, Ads. I thought the kids would’ve called you. Called it off. Shit, I’m so sorry.’ She started to laugh at the absurdity of it. ‘I’m sorry I’m alive … I didn’t think you were still coming. I came out here to burn it, look, there it is’ – she pointed to a wrinkled shrivelled multicoloured rainbow clump in the middle of the fire – ‘and I was watching it and honestly I just fell asleep …’

‘Never mind you, I might actually die right now – my heart is trying to get out of my chest. Good grief!’

Etta reached out her hand to indicate that he should sit next to her, which he did. He was flustered. She was consoling.

‘I’m so sorry, darlin’ heart. I’d never want to scare you like that … but your face! Very Joan Crawford in Sudden Fear. Sorry. Sorry. Forgive me,’ she pleaded through simpering titters.

‘Bloody hell, Etta. What’s going on?’

‘Oh, too much, really. Such a lot happened today that I didn’t expect. My kids, our kids, are phenomenal, Ads, I think I learnt more about them in this last day than I possibly did during their whole lives … and Pearlie … I just couldn’t … give her … any sorrow.’

Etta started to fill up, and Adam put his arm around her and pulled her in to him.

‘And so,’ he said, ‘we rise again, my love? You’ve returned to the site of the living?’

‘Yes, for now I have. I’m just going to go steady. No big deal.’

‘Lovely,’ he said.

‘I think I’ve got another season in me. I’m strong enough to get old.’

‘Good. You won’t be doing it alone.’

‘I know. I so know. Like my dear ol’ dad said, it’s not the journey or the destination that matters, it’s the company.’

‘Here, here. Thank you, Victor. Quite right. I was so scared, Etts, I was thinking this was going to be the first of thousands of goodbyes tonight, because I imagined all the times to come when I’d have to realize you weren’t there … all the big moments when I’d have to keep on saying goodbye. Over and over. We wouldn’t be able to live properly without you there. And that’s your fault, because you’re such a fricking supernova.’

‘You are deffo in my seven minutes,’ she said.

‘Eh? What’s that?’

‘Ne’ mind, I’ll tell you later. Let’s go in.’

‘Go home.’

‘Yeah. Will you stay with me tonight? Could do with the shits ’n’ giggles.’

‘Course. Probably less of the shits …’

‘Yeah, maybe – but we’ll see in a new day together tomorrow.’

They helped each other up and Etta started to kick sand on to the fire to put it out.

Adam took her hand and they turned for home.

‘Do I still get the cashmere scarf, though …?’


[image: A handwritten recipe titled ‘Etta’s Tomato Ketchup’ lists ingredients and a method, with steps for cooking, straining, and bottling and a drawing of a bottle at the bottom.]


[image: A handwritten recipe titled ‘Etta’s Pastry Recipe’ lists ingredients for pastry and filling, with steps for mixing dough and preparing filling.]


[image: A handwritten page lists steps for assembling, sealing and baking pasties, including brushing with egg and baking time, with a drawing of a pasty at the bottom.]


[image: A handwritten page titled ‘Growing Sunflowers with Etta’ lists steps for planting, watering and caring for sunflowers, with a row of sunflower drawings at the bottom.]


Support

When life is difficult, Samaritans are here – day or night, 365 days a year. You can call them for free on 116 123, email them at jo@samaritans.org, or visit www.samaritans.org to find your nearest branch.
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Start

Try to imagine two more different couples than these. You can’t. They are as opposite as it gets. Oil and water. Salt and sugar. Always and never. Lost and found.

As midnight came and went, so too did Julius’s hope of Anna giving birth exactly then, with the bongs and firecracks of the new millennium heralding the baby’s arrival.

‘Any chance you could push a bit harder, babe?’

‘I hope you’re joking, you weapons-grade twat,’ Anna panted.

‘Course!’ Julius chuckled.

(He wasn’t joking.)

It would’ve made a perfectly neat nice story. There might even have been some coverage, which could have boosted Julius’s stalling profile. Yes, there might. But the baby didn’t come then. So there wasn’t. And his disappointment was palpable.

Anna felt the culpability stronger than the waves of intense pain that flooded her body with each contraction. She found herself perversely welcoming the rhythmic spasms as something that was at least tangible and immediate. It was real, and happening right now, and it needed managing, something Anna was supremely skilled at. It gave her an undeniable focus, a job to do, with a result at the end of it. Something to show for her efforts, something to infill the fissures in the marriage, someone she could guide and administer. A little person who would surely listen to her, look up to her and make her feel as though she mattered. Someone to dress nicely. Someone to live because of. A purpose, finally, that wasn’t primarily about him. No one could deny her part in this. In this, she shared equal responsibility, if not more. She didn’t have to be only Julius’s wife. She could be a little child’s mother. Finally, she would have made something. With any luck, the next step might be that she could feel something …

Something.

Anything.

‘Seriously, Jules, please give it a rest.’

‘Bloody cheap crap, should’ve researched it better. Piers has got a brilliant one, got it in the airport in Dubai. Should’ve done that.’

All the time Anna was attempting to feel something other than groaning birthing pain, Julius was attempting to film his perfect family finally becoming a reality. His irritability about the missed opportunity of a stellar midnight birth was eclipsed by his irritability with his new camcorder, which seemed to be refusing to zoom. The zooming is the most important and impressive element of any successful birth video, surely? Despite Anna’s protestations imploring him to ‘put that effing thing down, please’, and help her instead, he continued to fiddle with it.

Sarah, the older and more experienced Irish midwife, rolled her eyes at her younger colleague as they both witnessed Julius resoundingly deflate their perception of him.

‘Could you just move a bit, thanks?’ he said, rudely shoving Sarah with his elbow. ‘I need to get a good shot of this …’

‘This,’ emphasized Sarah, ‘is your good wife, and quite frankly, sir, I don’t think she’s wanting any close-ups of her noonny right now, am I right, lamb?’

‘Yep. No,’ Anna confirmed between puffs.

Julius took no notice. So Sarah rudely shoved him back with her elbow as she explained to the young trainee midwife, ‘Some of our daddies forget themselves in the excitement and, sure, they become utter feckin’ pillocks.’

Julius was oblivious.

Sarah was disappointed that he was so singularly NOT the solid, supportive, wife-loving emergent politician he purported to be. Yes, tall, verbose and shiny black, but no Martin Luther King this, she thought. Sarah saw that Julius was a behemoth of self-interest. It was evident that no one could love Julius more than Julius loved himself. An interesting and somewhat terrifying prospect as a potential father …

‘Oh dear,’ Sarah muttered to herself. ‘Oh very dear.’

In another room down the corridor, a very different baby is also being hatched.

This room felt almost sacred. Even Hope’s occasional muttered blasphemies were holy in their quietly focused devotion. She was praying and cursing in equal measure, to a God that she was eternally grateful to. This baby was a happy surprise.

Ever since Hope moved to London, away from her family in Bristol, she had felt singularly singular. Her loneliness was compounded by the thrust and bustle of so many busy people all around her, all the time. Everyone was going somewhere with a clear sense of purpose, rushing and forever unfriendly. She pretty quickly gave up trying to catch anyone’s eye or even smiling. It was a thankless and vaguely humiliating effort, and left her with the sting of rejection to bolt on to her already aching isolation.

Hope was and always would be a natural stickler for high standards. After various placements heading up different cleaning teams, she had been promoted to manager of a fifty-strong team in this very hospital. Hope liked to think that the reason this establishment had a good record regarding MRSA was because of her diligence. The last inspection had been the best they’d had for ten years. Hope was commended.

Hope was delighted.

Hope knew the big move to London was the right thing to have done for her work. The pay was far better, almost three times what she could earn in Bristol. More importantly though, she had been promised the chance of promotion, which was virtually impossible in the smaller city in the relatively monopolized world of commercial cleaning. She would only ever have been a zero-hours contract cleaner there. Offices, universities, schools: wherever the contract sent her, she went. She didn’t aspire to a desk job, no, she wanted to work hands on, but she desperately wanted to run her own team and that’s what she could do in London. The main reason Hope wanted to head up her own team was because that was the only way she could ensure the job was done right. It bothered her to be shoddy. Especially when it came to cleanliness. This job was the most natural and satisfying one she’d ever done, however lowly others might regard it to be. She cared not a jot. She wanted to be captain of her small and clean ship. She wanted to steer it, and London was the best port for that opportunity.

And now Hope was grateful to know that she was giving birth in a clean hospital. In a room where her own team made extra visits to make her laugh and prove to her that they were continuing to do their job well in her absence. They put googly eyes on their mops and drew funny faces on their industrial rubber gloves. In two years, these folk were the closest she had come to friends. A disparate group of people, from almost every nation on earth, come to London, like her, to make a decent living. Some spoke very little English, but Hope always found a way to communicate. Sometimes she drew diagrams to help everyone understand her instructions. It was the silly faces from these diagrams that resurfaced on the rubber gloves of her playful workmates when they popped in on her.

Time for visitors was past, however.

The young, newly qualified midwife Fatu was keen to engage Hope’s partner Quiet Isaac in conversation about his home in Sierra Leone. Fatu’s own mother was from Freetown and she had visited there for the first time the previous year and wanted to share all her holiday ‘Yes! I’ve been there too!’ whoops of recognition with him.

Hope was pleased that Quiet Isaac could relate so easily and happily to this stranger. He rarely had the opportunity to regale anyone with stories or news of his home. Of ‘Sa Lone’. Most people only showed a passing interest in this young student’s heritage, nothing more than that. He relished the chance to drop into his native Krio to share greetings: ‘Cu-shah’; and when he asked her how she was – ‘How de body?’ – he squealed and snapped his fingers with delight when she answered, ‘De body fine.’ He hadn’t heard that familiar reply for too long. It was a warm blanket around his homesick heart, and it was Fatu’s way of representing her mother.

Hope was grateful she could be momentarily distracted from the pains that increasingly racked her body. But another wave built; Fatu held her hands. ‘Slowly. Steady. Breathe.’

Down the corridor, things are more urgent. Baby Florence is demanding she be born. Pronto.

Julius was impatient. The sooner she arrived, the sooner his ‘picture-perfect family’ would be complete. Julius sees everything through his own lens, including how his life should look. His heart wasn’t really in this, and he was unaware of that particular tragedy.

Florence as a name had been hotly contested between Julius and Anna. It was one of many arguments during the past nine months. Julius didn’t entirely approve of the fustiness of it, but was prepared to concede that it was nicely traditional – enough, probably, to help secure a place for her in a decent school in their over-subscribed West London catchment area. He was a lapsed Catholic who found his faith again very quickly when he discovered that the best free schools in his area were denominational. He also had the priest on speed dial to baptize her as soon as possible since he learnt that the selection process favours those who are baptized first, and of course, all the Catholic EU incomers were quick out of the traps on that. The authentic continental Catholics don’t hang about. They don’t give the devil a single slice of opportunity to claim the souls of their innocent babies; they know how sneaky and sly he is, and they act quick. If Julius had his way, the baptism would occur on arrival, along with the first blessed breath. In yet another rare moment of assertiveness, Anna had put her foot down. NO. The baby would be baptized in the usual way, in the same flouncy dress worn by her parents and grandparents and great-grandparents going way back. There would be hats and tears and keepsake thin candles to keep Satan at bay. And there would be presents, thank you. A cushion with ‘Florence landed here on 1 Jan 2000’ embroidered on it, possibly. And some silver napkin rings with any luck, that can tarnish, neglected, in a drawer for years. Or a posh teething ring not meant for actual teething. Meant for a box under a bed which won’t be looked in again, until her room is being turned into a spare guest room when she hopefully departs for a decent university. Those kinds of presents. After all, Anna had given up smoking and alcohol for nine months; surely it wasn’t THAT selfish to expect a party for all her efforts. Florence would be baptized in due course, Julius reassured himself, when the celebration could be properly curated for maximum effect and optimum impact. Could there even be a Hello! magazine deal …?

Anna’s breaths were short and shallow now. She glanced at Julius, who was busy applying mint lip balm. Anna spluttered a laugh but it really hurt, so she stopped. She often laughed at him. AT him. Not with an ‘Isn’t he charming with all his quaint eccentric ways’ kind of laugh. More like an ‘I’d better laugh to dilute how awful he is for everyone else’ kind of laugh. Giving everyone permission to see him as a loveable buffoon, thereby defusing and allowing his frequent faux pas and insensitivities. He had recently been with her at her best friend’s father’s funeral. So disinterested and unmoved by the whole sad circumstance was he that afterwards, at the wake, spitting a mouthful of flakey pastry prawn vol-au-vent, he’d enquired of said best friend how her father was keeping …?

Even then, Anna had over-laughed to bridge the awful moment and to somewhat mollify her beloved grieving chum. It was fairly exhausting to be a constant smokescreen for his blatant idiocy, but she persisted. It was an exercise in damage limitation in which she failed to realize that she herself was the most damaged. The relationship was broken, but they were both clinging to the wreckage.

Well, she was clinging to the wreckage.

He WAS the wreckage.

Back in Hope and Quiet Isaac’s room, the air is starting to thicken.

The anticipation of an imminent arrival was quickening, as Hope’s breathing became deeper and she started a low, rhythmic moan. Quiet Isaac was stroking her hair and whispering encouraging words close to her ear: ‘You are amazing, Bubs, that’s it, nearly there, my beautiful girl.’

Hope and Isaac had always worked well together as a couple.

Quiet Isaac was an unashamedly emotional young man. He spoke of his inner thoughts easily and often to her. Hope was very attracted to this. It was not something that she’d experienced often in the Jamaican-based community she was raised in back in Bristol. Although her dad was white, she was always surrounded by her mother’s family, some of whom were born and bred in Jamaica, and swagger-proud of their roots. She loved those older uncles, with their hats and sass and sucky teeth. They were the ones who taught her to joust verbally in patois. They reminded her who she came from and why she should never apologize for it. Her nanna, Beverley, was their mother. She was long gone now, but she was so evident in Hope’s momma, Doris. In fact, she was emerging more and more clearly on Doris’s face every day. Hope only had the faintest memory of her, but it was as if she was slowly returning to remind them who started it all. Yes, Hope loved her loud, confident family. She adored their jokes and their teasing, but it was the very clatter of all that crazy volume which caused her to notice the quite different, dignified, calm nature of Quiet Isaac when she first saw him.

There had always been something other about him. He held his own in a slow, considered way. Nothing was ever going to rush Quiet Isaac and very little would cause him to be noisy. He was a stander-back, a ‘watch, learn and step up when necessary’ sort of man. Self-effacing. Reliable.

And handsome. Unmistakeably Liberian, after his father. Tall and striking with a high forehead, a wide-open honest face, and a curious pigment flaw on part of the iris of his right eye, which in certain lights looked like a tiny flash of green lightning, cutting across his dark brown, deep brown, brown brown eyes. Quiet Isaac was very noisy with his eyes. He could be on the opposite side of the room from Hope and speak to her very easily with only the looks he chose to give her. He didn’t even need to use his whole face, his eyes were so expressive. He joked with Hope about ifa mo, something his father taught him, meaning ‘do not speak it’. He told her that Liberians are predisposed towards secrecy, unlike his Krio mother born and bred in Sierra Leone, and that his dad was part of a male secret society called Poro, and it suited him to keep everything on the down-low, so signs and subtle eye movements were the stock-in-trade of his family on his dad’s side. He liked it. It was conspiratorial, mischievous and skilful. Hope got it. Hope got him. More than anyone he’d met before, which was strange considering how very different their backgrounds were.

It had been a huge shock to find that she was pregnant. They were still in the first year of their relationship and Quiet Isaac was a student and pretty much penniless. So much had been sacrificed at home for him to be here in London at Imperial College. There were scholarships available to international students like him, but it seemed that the Nigerians were the wisest to the process and all the scholarships for his master’s degree course in General Structural Engineering had been filled. So his family had had to provide as much as they could for his tuition fees and his living costs. An evening job in a coffee shop near King’s Cross Station helped a bit, but it ate into his study time and left him wrung-out-rag tired. Sometimes Hope met him after work at 2 a.m., and they went together, unallowed, back to the halls of residence where he lived. They sat side by side on his single bed and slurped noodles from paper tubs followed by slightly stale muffins he was allowed to take from work if they hadn’t sold. Usually honey muffins. They were the least popular, for some reason. Quiet Isaac had eaten so many that they were definitely his least favourite. Sometimes he moved a couple of the blueberry ones to the back of the glass dome where they were displayed, to try and hide them from customers in the hope they might survive ’til the end of the day and become his booty, but they were too obviously delicious and nearly always sold. Cheap noodles and honey muffins became the taste of their newly formed relationship.

He’d thought they’d been very careful with contraception. He wasn’t a huge fan of condoms, but she insisted so he obliged. He was aware she was also on the pill, so he reckoned that wearing the condom was the least he could do, considering she was putting chemicals into her body. They were covered, he thought, so it wasn’t discussed much. In fact, she didn’t stay the night with him for several months after they met. She wanted to know him, to trust him. After all, he would be her very first lover. She wasn’t prim, but it mattered very much to her that it mattered to him, that it was to do with love, not lust. They waited. He didn’t mind. He wanted her very much but it was daunting, because it was also the first time for him. He didn’t tell her that until it was over. He reckoned she wouldn’t know because she had nothing to compare it with … which, for him, was a giant relief. He needn’t have worried. Hope and Quiet Isaac fumbled their way through that first time with extreme tenderness, and both were glad it was the other, and no one else.

Once that first time had happened, they had fallen into an easy intimacy and made love often. Sometimes they were both so very tired that sleep nabbed them before they could, and when they woke up they couldn’t believe they’d missed out. Hope could only imagine that it must have been in this kind of fuggy stupor of fatigue that the sex happened carelessly, without any protection, and this must have coincided with her also forgetting her pill. Shocked as they were to discover her pregnancy, and worried as they were about telling their two families, nothing could dampen their excitement. It wasn’t planned, far from it, but it was still undeniably wonderful. They had no idea how they were going to manage a baby, let alone afford one, but they knew for sure, right from the positive pregnancy test, that they would do it somehow, together. They talked endlessly about how their lives would change.

‘I won’t go home when I get my degree,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll find work here in London.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes, so sure. Maybe we will get married? That way I will be able to stay. And we will be together, so we should get married anyway, if you want to …?’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Yes. I’m sure. Maybe before the baby comes.’

‘Really? So soon? Are you sure?’

‘Yes. Maybe you should meet my parents first? And I should meet yours?’

‘Before the baby? Or after? Are you sure?’

‘Maybe we should move to Bristol? Then you could be near your mum?’

‘Yes! Are you sure?’

‘Yes, or we could stay in London. The pay is better here …’

‘Yes … Oh, I want this so much, Isaac, I didn’t know how much ’til now.’

‘You’re sure?’

‘I’m sure.’

But that was then, and this is now.

In Anna and Julius’s room, the tension was palpable. A change was happening. Anna’s face was altering. She locked her gaze on to Julius and followed him wherever he moved to in the small room. He was shuffling about quite a bit; he took and made phone calls from anxious family and friends; he looked out of the window at the dark city; he looked out of the door into the corridor; he opened every drawer and cupboard; he scrutinized all the machinery in the room. Anna knew he was restless and bored. Patiently waiting wasn’t Julius’s strong suit. Neither was tenderness or compassion, or any of the virtues Anna could’ve sorely done with at that moment. Julius’s strong suit was Julius, and this birth stuff didn’t concern him directly, so his being here was chiefly duty. And show.

Even the phone calls at this late hour annoyed him. Why couldn’t people wait to hear from him when he had something definite to say? It wouldn’t be long, by the look of things.

The look of Anna, the way she looked right now, and the way she was looking at him, were unusual to say the least. She was clearly zoning out into some world of her own pain whilst her gaze was firmly clamped on him. It made him uncomfortable. He could ordinarily escape her if she became too focused or dwelt on difficult subjects or pinned him down in any way, but even selfish Julius knew it would be wrong to escape at this particular moment. He was expected to be here, so that was that. Did he want to be trapped in this fuggy room with his irrefutable duty? No, he didn’t. Given a free rein, he would go and do something else, almost anything else, and come back for the big finish. Anna’s eyes told him everything about how much of a mistake that would be, especially now as she started to enter the serious stage of labour. He could see that she was trying to cope with the huge unlocking that was happening inside her. She was trying to stay in control.

Anna had had no idea it would be like this. She was on the edge of panic. Some of the contractions felt like a jackhammer was trying to break out of her. Some felt like waves of searing hurt ebbing and flowing through her. As the baby started to move down, she felt sure she would tear apart and the sound she could hear in her ears was herself screaming although she knew she wasn’t. She was grunting and moaning. The screaming was inside her head, very loudly inside her head. She wasn’t screaming simply to herald this new baby’s arrival, she was screaming about everything …

About Julius’s avoidance of her.

About his endless crass infidelities.

About his smug entitlement.

About how this baby now meant they were joined forever. God.

About all the faking.

About the toxic marriage.

About her own weakness in not leaving.

About all her lost opportunities.

About all the ‘I told you so’s’ from her family and friends that she hadn’t cared to hear.

Somehow the pushing and the pain and the clamour gave her a massive sense of relief. This, at least, was real. She couldn’t at that moment distinguish anything else that was. Certainly not Julius. He was a big fat fake, but this wasn’t. This was truly happening, gulping her up and spitting her out to deal with it. A raw, real thing was happening. Right now.

She pushed. She tore. She sobbed.

She pushed again. She gasped for air because she’d forgotten to breathe.

One last gut-wrenching, eye-bulging effort, and the baby was out. The midwife immediately placed the sticky brown bundle of arms and legs on to her mother’s pale skin, high up above her breasts, near Anna’s neck. Her eyes were tightly closed and her hands tightly clasped below her chin; there was a furrowed expression on her little face. Florence was here at last. Furious, but here.

Anna looked up to see where Julius was. She couldn’t see him anywhere. Seriously? Had he really left the room at this critical moment …? Sarah indicated to Anna to look in the corner of the room. There he was. Big proud Julius the father, the seed-giver, the root, the origin, the man, was crumpled in a heap on the floor. He had fainted.

Sarah looked Anna squarely in the eyes and, with her assured Irish breeziness, she said, ‘Well, you’ve got yourself a proper soppy bollock of an eejit there, haven’t cha?’

Anna had to agree, but here, with her wriggly little new daughter on her chest, skin to skin, brown to white, she had someone else to concentrate on. Florence was immediately an astonishing bright light and she utterly eclipsed Julius from the very first moment.

He mattered oh so much less all of a sudden.

Florence was all.

Instantly.

All.

The circumstances of her birth were not Florence’s fault. All she did was come to be. She couldn’t know that she’d been born into such a volatile situation. All she knew was that there was a big close-up moony-pink sweaty face looking at her, making satisfying cooing noises and laughing. She knew that she was warm, and she knew that EVERYTHING was different. The light, the noise, the air on her, around her. It unnerved her a bit and she made a screechy noise which hurt her tiny throat, which made her make more of the screechy noise, which hurt her throat … Something tugged her belly …

Sarah tried to physically haul the dopey Julius up, so that he could welcome his little daughter. ‘C’mon, mister man, let’s have you upright, eh?’

‘Umm, yeah.’ Julius stretched and yawned. ‘Could do with a cuppa.’

‘Could ya? Perhaps after you’ve acknowledged the miracle that’s happened over here …?’ She nudged him towards the mother and infant on the bed.

Anna and Florence.

Julius peered at the baby, finally realizing what had happened. For him, what had happened was that he had missed the photo/film opportunity of his first child’s birth, dammit.

What had actually happened was a wonder: a beautiful and unique girl was born …

For her, for Florence, what happened was that a large brown face came too close to her … and then disappeared out of view to the side … as Julius fainted again. This time, it wasn’t the gore that overwhelmed him, it was the thudding realization of the huge responsibility.

(Soppy bollock.)
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