
[image: Image Missing]


 

Advance praise for

The Cactus

‘An original, engaging and totally believable character’

Graeme Simsion, author of The Rosie Project, and, with Anne Buist,
 Two Steps Forward

‘Equal parts intelligent, funny and devastating, Haywood breathes life into an unlikely heroine in a bold, emotionally charged debut’

Phaedra Patrick, author of
 The Curious Charms of Arthur Pepper

‘If, like me, you never stopped to think what a child born of The Rosie Project’s Don Tillman and Bridget Jones might be like, there’s one way to find out. Read Sarah Haywood’s The Cactus. Meet Susan Green. She doesn’t understand how funny she is, which is delicious’

Julia Claiborne Johnson, author of
 Be Frank with Me


[image: Image Missing]

[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]

www.tworoadsbooks.com

First published in Great Britain in 2018 by Two Roads

An imprint of John Murray Press

An Hachette UK company

Copyright © Sarah Haywood 2018

The right of Sarah Haywood to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

All rights reserved.

No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library

ISBN 978 1 473 66064 9

Hodder & Stoughton Ltd

Carmelite House

50 Victoria Embankment

London EC4Y 0DZ

www.hodder.co.uk


For Simon, Gabriel and Felix


August


1

I’m not a woman who bears grudges, broods over disagreements or questions other people’s motives. Neither do I feel compelled to win an argument at any cost. As with all rules, of course, there are exceptions. I won’t stand idly by while one person’s being exploited by another, and the same goes when I’m the one being exploited; I’ll do everything within my means to ensure that justice prevails. Not surprisingly, then, the events that have unfolded this month have left me with no choice but to take immediate and decisive action.

It was my brother, Edward, who informed me that our mother had died. Although it was only five-thirty, I was already awake; I’d just been hovering over the toilet bowl wondering whether I should make myself vomit or endure the nausea. Vomiting relieves the feeling for a few minutes, but it soon comes back, so, having carried out a cost-benefit analysis, I decided endurance was the best option. While I was examining my bilious reflection, the phone trilled from the kitchen. So few people ring my landline that I sensed immediately that it must be an emergency relating to my mother. It turned out, however, that it was not an emergency. In fact, there was no reason why my brother should have called so early other than to catch me off-guard.

‘Suze, it’s me, Ed. I’ve got some news, and it’s not good. You might want to sit down.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know how to say this, Suze. I’m afraid …’

‘Edward, get a grip. Is she in hospital?’

‘Suze, she’s gone. She passed away last night. I didn’t get in until about two; I was at a mate’s house having a few beers. Her bedroom light was still on, so I knocked and stuck my head round the door. I could tell straight off from the way she was slumped. The GP’s been; massive stroke, she said. I can’t believe it.’

I gulped back the surge in my throat and sat down at the kitchen table. I took a moment to sweep a few stray toast crumbs into a pile with the side of my hand.

‘Suze … Suze?’

‘She was seventy-eight,’ I said, eventually, ‘and she had already had two strokes. It’s not exactly unexpected.’ I hesitated. I was aware that I should say something sympathetic, but it didn’t come naturally to me where my brother was concerned. ‘I understand it must’ve been unpleasant to find her, though,’ I added. ‘Sorry, I haven’t got time to talk now, I need to get ready for work. I’ll phone later. And Edward?’

‘Yes, Suze?’

‘Please don’t call me Suze.’

I didn’t expect to find myself orphaned at forty-five, an age at which most people still have both parents, but my mother and father were into their thirties when I was born, and my father had a certain weakness of character which cut short his life. I didn’t see my mother as often as I should have in her final years. I’m a civil servant, working on Project Delivery (analysing reams of complex data, and producing in-depth reports on performance), and I find that, when I’m not spending long hours wrestling with large numbers and small print, I’m running just to stand still.

Another reason for the infrequency of my visits was that Edward was living with my mother yet again, and he and I don’t – to put it nicely – share the same outlook on life. In fact, we go well out of our way to avoid each other. My brother is only two years my junior in age, but at least thirty years my junior in emotional and psychological development, which in his case ceased in his teens. Not, I should add, because he has any sort of diagnosable mental condition, but because he’s weak-willed and self-indulgent. While I’ve worked hard to establish a secure career and stable lifestyle, Edward’s staggered from useless job to meaningless relationship to seedy flat. No surprise, then, that he ended up crawling back to my mother in his forties.

It’s a shock to be told that a close relative has died, even when they were old and had been unwell, and I found that I needed to spend several minutes sitting quietly and gathering my thoughts. As I was in London, though, and my mother’s body was in Birmingham, there was little of any practical use for me to do. I therefore decided to go to work and carry on as normal, or as normal as I could fake with this relentless nausea. I wouldn’t tell anyone at the office of my mother’s death. I could imagine the orgy of fussing and sighing, the clammy embraces and the expressions of sorrow for the loss of someone they’d never met and didn’t even know existed. Not really my sort of thing.

Emerging from the Tube station near my office building, I was struck by the heat, which had already risen to a level sufficient to soften the fresh tarmac outside the exit. The noise and fumes from the crawling traffic seemed amplified, and the piercing intensity of the sunlight stung the backs of my retinas. Once at the relative sanctuary of my desk, which is in the quietest corner of a large open-plan office, I switched on the fan and trained it on my face. Somewhat revived, I spent a few minutes, as I like to every morning, checking the cacti I have ranged across the front of my desk. I ascertained that there were no areas of rot or any parts that looked shrivelled or dry, dusted them with a soft paintbrush, ensured that the moisture levels in the compost were correct, and turned them to maintain an even exposure to daylight. When that was done I opened a case file. I hoped that grappling with the particularly challenging report I needed to submit to my head of department at the end of the following week would help me elbow the events of earlier that morning to the back of my mind. 

Mine might not be the most exciting of jobs for someone with a law degree, but it suits me. Most of the students on my course went on to train as solicitors or barristers, but I found myself drawn to the security of a government career: the predictable, if ungenerous, pay scales, the tolerable pension scheme and the fact that I wouldn’t be subject to the whims of senior partners or heads of chambers. Although my work doesn’t make use of my degree, and although I don’t have the kind of expertise I’d have if I’d gained a professional qualification, my broad knowledge of the law and the workings of officialdom come in remarkably useful whenever I need to pursue a complaint.

If it wasn’t for the fact that I have colleagues, office life would be bearable. That day, however, even more than usual, I had a catalogue of annoyances and irritations with which to contend. For example, it was barely ten-thirty when the smell of left-over Chinese takeaway that one of my stockier workmates likes to microwave in our tiny kitchenette and eat mid-morning wafted across to my desk. The bile was rising in my throat, and I needed a long, cold drink if I was to avoid an emergency dash to the lavatory. I made it over to the water cooler, where I was less than delighted to encounter Tom, a bouncy, recently joined administrative assistant, who still had evidence of a breakfast baguette in his luxuriant beard. He was to be the next source of irritation.

‘Hey, Susan; just the woman. I’ve been meaning to say, I’ve set up an office Facebook group for organising pub sessions and sharing stuff that’s going down. Fling me a friend request and I’ll add you to the group.’

‘You haven’t been here long, have you?’ I managed to say, as the water glugged into my glass. ‘Everyone knows I’m not on Facebook.’

‘Wow, for real? So how do you connect with people? Are you on Instagram or WhatsApp? I can set up groups on there too.’

‘I’m not on anything. I find picking up the phone or sending a text usually works.’

‘Yeah, that’s okay for, like, your mom or whatever, but how do you keep track of all your old mates from school and uni? How do you organise your social life?’

I wasn’t in the mood for this. For some reason my eyes were pricking – perhaps it was the harsh overhead lighting. I explained, briskly, that I had no desire to maintain contact with people I’d had a fleeting connection with many years ago, and that I kept my life very simple. If he felt compelled to inform me of office get-togethers or an important piece of workplace intelligence, he should email me. I could have suggested that he walk the fifteen paces from his own desk to mine, but I don’t like to encourage that sort of thing. 

Just after one o’clock, as I was binning the white-bread-and-butter sandwich that I’d hoped I’d be able to tolerate, and struggling once more to corral my thoughts, I was irritated by the sight of Lydia – a recently single thirty-something colleague – striding around the perimeter of the room. Every minute or so she peered at a wristband. I needed to begin work on analysing a table of figures I’d printed out before my short break, but my colleague’s perambulations were making it impossible.

‘Lydia, are you being deliberately infuriating?’ I snapped, the fourth time she passed my desk. 

She told me she’d been given an activity tracker for her birthday and was doing her ten thousand steps a day. She needed to get in shape, now she was back ‘on the market’ – not words I would choose to describe our shared status as single women. On her fifth approach, I asked why she wasn’t walking outside, like any normal person. Apparently she couldn’t; she had a blind date that evening, and didn’t want to end up covered in sweat and grime from pounding the streets. At the sixth time of passing, she said I seemed so interested in what she was doing that I might like to join her. I declined. Circuit number seven, and I felt like throttling the woman. I was in desperate need of silence and calm so I could focus on getting though this gruesome day. I suggested she try walking up and down the stairs; that way she’d shift the excess pounds from her rear twice as fast.

‘Getting the message, Susan,’ she snorted, altering her course and pushing through the swing doors. I’m sure I couldn’t have been the only one to breathe a sigh of relief.

Mid-afternoon, and Tom – vying with Lydia for the title of most annoying colleague of the day – sidled up to my desk. I tried ignoring him, but it seemed he was determined to stand and wait until I acknowledged his presence.

‘I’m doing a charity pub crawl next month, and wondered if you’d sponsor me,’ he said. ‘I can email you the fundraising link direct, seeing as you’re not joining the twenty-first century any time soon.’

‘What charity is it for?’ I asked, throwing down my pen.

‘I haven’t decided yet. I just know I need to do something meaningful with my life. I might do it for pandas – I love pandas – or I might do it to stop global warming, ’cos that’s something I really care about at the moment. There are so many good causes, though. Where should a guy start?’ He pulled an exaggeratedly sad face.

‘I hear the Stroke Association does very good work,’ I said. I don’t know why, but my eyes started to prick again.

‘Maybe, but it’s not very sexy. And anyway, I think my mate shaved his beard off for stroke victims last year. I want to do something different.’

‘Well, come back and see me when you’ve made up your mind,’ I said, swivelling my chair away from him.

Everyone’s raising money in my office these days. It used to be a once- or twice-a-year thing, but now it’s a constant stream of charity-this, sponsored-that: walking, running, cycling, swimming, climbing, abseiling, trekking, wading through mud. This isn’t a complaint, you understand. I wholeheartedly approve of people using their energies for the good of others rather than for themselves – well, if you don’t count the associated health benefits and impression of virtue. Having said that, though, the personal interactions that seem to be part and parcel of these things do have an impact on office productivity. I decided I should have a word with my line manager, Trudy, even though I wasn’t really up to it. I wished I hadn’t bothered; she turned out to be yet another source of frustration. 

Trudy joined the department on the same day, and at the same level, as I did, more years ago than I care to think about. At first she would nag me to join her for a cup of coffee in our lunch break or for a glass of wine after work, but she soon realised she was wasting her time. Since then, Trudy’s clawed her way up to the dizzying heights of team management, while also having four interludes of maternity leave. Photographs of the end products of those interludes were prominently displayed on her desk, in all their buck-toothed, freckle-faced glory.

While she leaned back in her chair and smiled indulgently, I explained how it would make sense, in terms of efficiency, to have a single allotted time every month at which colleagues could promote their charity, sign up sponsors and collect any real physical money. Trudy, who I assume was trying to be amusing, said it would make more sense in terms of efficiency to have a single allotted time every month at which I was allowed to make my productivity-enhancing suggestions. She chuckled; I didn’t. Perhaps she sensed my dissatisfaction with her reaction, because her expression changed from one of mirth to one of concern. She asked if I was all right, if I’d caught the summer cold that was doing the rounds. As she proffered her box of tissues, I made my excuses and left her room.

Six-thirty. The only sound was the distant buzzing of the vacuum cleaner, getting louder as it approached the now-empty office, and unruly thoughts were jostling their way back into my head. I was switching off my computer and putting my phone in my bag, when our Romanian cleaner, Constanta, pushed open the door and came huffing in. I braced myself for our usual exchange.

‘Evening, Susan. How are you today?’

‘Excellent,’ I lied. ‘You?’

‘Good, good. I always good. You last person in office?’

‘As usual.’

‘Ah, you hard worker, Susan, like me. Not like other lazy layabouts.’

She came over to my desk, and bent down to whisper conspiratorially, her breath hot on my ear.

‘That one over there. He drop dirty tissues on floor. Tissues full of snot and bogies. Yuk. And that one over there. She leave mugs all over her desk, covered in thick, greasy lipstick. Why she not put them back in kitchen? She got half a cupboardful. I used to clear desk for her, now I not bother. I’m not her mama. Big babies.’ She straightened up. ‘So, Susan, you still not got husband?’ If it was anyone else, I’d tell them to mind their own business, but she and I have the same conversation every day, and I’ve learned my lines. I told her she must be joking.

‘Very sensible lady. Men! We slave away to earn money, then get home and start slaving there too. And what do they do when they finish work? Put their feet up and expect to be waited on, or disappear God knows where with their wages and come back with empty pockets. My own husband, Gheorghe, he vanished, just like smoke – poof. Left me with four daughters to bring up. They all married now, all their husbands waste of spaces too. I got three cleaning jobs so I can send money back to them. I tell them to hide it under the floorboards.’

‘They’re lucky to have a mother like you,’ I trotted out, checking I had my Oyster card in my pocket and switching off my fan. I stopped; the words felt different today.

Constanta was beaming. ‘We the same, you and me. We know what we want from life and we know how to get it. We not care what other people think. You a good person, Susan.’

She went to pinch my cheek, remembered that I always dodge such physical contact, then headed across the room to plug in her vacuum cleaner. As I left the office building and was assaulted once more by the heat radiating up from the paving slabs, I was pleased with the front I’d managed to put up all day, despite the constant onslaught from my colleagues. No one would ever have guessed what had happened that morning. But, then again, I have no difficulty concealing my feelings from others. You’ll see: it’s a talent I have.

Once home, I called Edward. It was odd to be conversing with him twice in one day, and to be doing so civilly for once. Circumstances dictated that we had to heave our sizeable differences to one side and work together, at least until the funeral had taken place and the estate had been dealt with. He informed me that the undertakers had been, and that he’d provisionally arranged the funeral for Friday of the following week. A cremation, he said. I had no objection to that; it’s beyond me why someone would want their family member’s body to putrefy in the sodden earth, or why they would want a shrine to frequent, as though the soul of the deceased might perch on the headstone waiting for a visit and a chat. So, good; we were in agreement.

‘I don’t expect she left a will,’ I continued. ‘She never mentioned anything. There’ll just be the proceeds of the sale of the house and some savings to be divided between the two of us. I’ll deal with all that.’

A pause. ‘She did write a will, actually, Suze. A few weeks ago. She’d heard some programme on the radio about how everyone should have one. I told her I didn’t think she needed it, but you know what she was like.’ I remember a defensive tone entering his voice, or is that just hindsight?

‘Really? She didn’t mention anything to me.’

He’d already contacted the solicitors to inform them of our mother’s death, which I thought showed remarkable practicality on the part of my brother, whose executive skills generally went no further than placing an accumulator bet or ordering a pizza.

‘They told me they’d dig out the will and be in touch with us. I’m leaving it all in their hands. I don’t know anything about this kind of thing.’

I was going to be tied up at work that week so was forced, very much against my better judgement, to rely on Edward. I gave him meticulous instructions concerning the registration of the death; provided a list of suitable venues for the wake; and directed him to my mother’s address book for details of friends who should be notified. He snorted when I asked if he was capable of doing all that.

It was nine o’clock by the time I finished speaking to Edward. I’d had nothing to eat all day, apart from two Rich Tea biscuits for breakfast, and I felt dizzy. I cooked a small portion of plain rice and sat down at the kitchen table to conquer the rising queasiness. The French windows to my courtyard garden were ajar, and the howls of upstairs’ new baby and the reek of next door’s bins drifted in. I should explain, I live in a flat – the ground floor of a converted Victorian terrace – in South London. I rented it for over ten years until the landlord decided to sell, by which time I’d saved up enough from my measly civil service salary for the deposit. So I’m now a property owner, or, more significantly, the holder of a colossal mortgage

While I summoned the willpower to raise fork to mouth, I watched my neighbour’s cat Winston, a sturdy ginger tom, meticulously grooming himself on my terracotta paving tiles. I’m not usually fond of cats; I dislike the way they scuttle under parked cars or squeeze through railings when you make friendly overtures. Winston, though, is an exception. He stands his ground when you approach him, and tolerates stroking and petting until he’s had enough, at which point he yawns, stretches and pads away at his leisure. He’s intimidated by no one and feels no need to ingratiate himself. He calls to mind Kipling’s ‘The Cat that Walked by Himself’, one of my favourite stories as a child. I remember my father, in his more lucid moments, sitting me on his lap and reading it to me from a battered volume of the Just So Stories. As I watched Winston, I wondered where that book was now. Probably in a forgotten box in the loft of the family home, which reminded me of the work that lay ahead in clearing it for sale. That thought, in my present condition, was overwhelming.

When I called Edward a few days later to check on his progress with my list of tasks, the phone rang for an inordinately long time. I was about to hang up when a voice that wasn’t Edward’s mumbled, ‘H’lo?’. I hesitated, apologised for dialling the wrong number and ended the call, before remembering I’d rung my mother’s number on speed dial. I immediately phoned back. Again, the same offhand greeting.

‘I rang a moment ago. Is this the Green household? Patricia Green – the late Patricia Green – and her son Edward?’

‘Yeah, it is.’

‘This is Edward’s sister, Susan. I’d like to speak to him immediately.’

‘Oh, Susan. Yeah, er, right. I’ll just see if he’s around.’ 

The sound of murmuring, followed by an unnaturally cheery ‘Hi, Suze, how’re you doing?’

‘Edward, who’s that man, and why’s he answering our mother’s phone?’

‘Oh, it’s just Rob. I said he could doss down for a few weeks while he sorts himself out. He’s just got back from travelling. He’s a great guy.’

‘I don’t care how great he is. I don’t want strangers staying in our mother’s house. Tell him he’ll have to leave. She’s only been dead for five minutes, and the house is full of her valuables.’

‘Look, Suze—’

‘Susan.’

‘Look, I’ve known Rob since college. You’ve met him yourself a few times, years back. He needs a bit of help at the moment. He was there for me when I was going through a tough time and now I’m there for him. I’m not turfing him out – he’s got nowhere to go.’ My brother’s loyalty to his drinking pals is really quite touching. 

I decided to pursue the matter in person on my visit to Birmingham. It wouldn’t take me long to have this Rob character back on the streets. I turned the conversation to the more pressing matter of the funeral arrangements. Edward told me I’d be pleased to hear the wake was sorted; he’d hired the back room at a pub called The Bull’s Head.

‘We can bring our own food if we want, and have a tab behind the bar,’ he said with pride in his voice.

I explained that that was completely inappropriate; he’d have to cancel the booking immediately. ‘Mom was teetotal. She would’ve been horrified to think her wake would be in a pub.’

‘Bollocks. She wasn’t teetotal. She liked a sherry or a half of shandy from time to time. And she’d want to know people were enjoying themselves, which they will at The Bull’s Head. She wouldn’t’ve wanted china teacups and polite conversation.’

‘That’s exactly what she would’ve wanted. That’s the sort of person she was. She wasn’t a pints-of-beer-and-a-knees-up kind of woman.’

‘Well, that’s what it’s going to be, Suze, and everyone’s going to have a good time, and swap funny stories about her, and get a bit pissed if they want to. And if you don’t like it you can bugger off.’
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Deciding on the correct attire for an occasion is simple. First, know yourself. I’m petite and angular, so I look best in neat, fitted clothes. Second, make sure that any item you buy co-ordinates with everything else you own. I do this by only buying clothes that are charcoal grey or black, colours that contrast with my blonde hair. Finally, glance occasionally at the style sections in the newspaper. I’m not against modifying my purchases if a trend makes sense. You might dismiss this as a time-wasting frivolity, unworthy of a serious-minded woman. However, it’s precisely so that I don’t have to spend time worrying about my appearance, but am always dressed appropriately and well, that I’ve devised this simple modus operandi. And, of course, applying such organisational techniques to other aspects of your daily life, as I try to, considerably reduces the likelihood of being ambushed by unforeseen circumstances.

I smoothed a plain black shift dress front-down on my bed, laid a piece of A4-sized tissue paper on top of it, and carefully folded it around the paper. I then wrapped the dress in another piece of tissue and placed it in the bottom of my suitcase. I did the same with a black cashmere cardigan. I packed tissue paper into the front of a pair of black patent leather heeled court shoes, put each one in a separate shoe bag, and positioned them at the sides of the suitcase. The forecast for Birmingham was for dry, warm weather for the next two days but, never liking to leave anything to chance, I repeated the folding exercise with a lightweight grey trench coat, and placed it between the shoes. After adding a black linen skirt, a charcoal T-shirt and a thin grey cotton sweater, I rolled up my underwear, and fitted it into the remaining gaps.

As I locked my front door and turned to wheel my suitcase to Clapham North Tube station, the postman handed me a wad of mail, mainly catalogues from shops I have no recollection of ever having visited and pleas to change Internet provider. I squeezed most of it through my letterbox to be recycled on my return, retaining the two proper letters. When, half an hour later, the stifling Tube train slowed to a crawl, then to a halt, just after Leicester Square station, I had no reason to think it wouldn’t start moving again soon. Using a folded tissue, I dabbed at my forehead, then unfastened one of the buttons at the top of my black cotton sundress. I lifted my hair away from the back of my neck, but the air was too stagnant to provide any cooling relief. My breath, when I exhaled through my mouth, felt like a hairdryer. It wouldn’t be legal to transport livestock, let alone humans, in such conditions. 

‘Apologies for the delay to this service,’ crackled the driver’s voice over the loudspeaker. ‘I’ll let you know as soon as I have any information.’

On looking around, my immediate impression was that a swarm of butterflies had been trapped with us; many of my fellow passengers were using their tickets to fan themselves, an act that must have been more symbolic than effective. I was thankful I’d managed to grab a seat when I boarded the train, unlike more than half of the carriage’s occupants, who were packed into the spaces by the doors. I caught my reflection in the darkened window opposite. My recent inability to eat had taken its toll: I looked deathly pale; there were hollows under my cheekbones; the sockets of my eyes were cavernous. If my appetite didn’t return soon, I’d be skeletal within days. Was this entirely normal in my condition? I wondered.

Time flowed like lava, and the temperature continued to rise. People were shifting in their seats, pulling their clothing away from their damp skin, and slipping their feet out of their sandals. It occurred to me how humiliating it would be if I were to vomit in this situation, and the thought made me feel more nauseous than I already was.

‘No effing phone signal, as per usual,’ grunted the bodybuilder type next to me, who had rivulets of sweat running down his exposed lower legs to his saggy leather deck shoes. He jabbed, futilely, at the screen of his mobile, huffing that it would have been quicker to walk.

‘Apologies once more for the delay,’ came the announcement. ‘Rest assured I’ll update you the minute I’m able.’

Two grey-haired old women sitting opposite me were gripping the handles of the holdalls on their laps, their knuckles white.

‘There’s no way we can make it in time now.’

‘We might not make it at all.’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘Everyone’s thinking the same. There’s all sorts of dreadful things happening in big cities these days. This could be a terrorist incident. That’s why they haven’t given us any information; they don’t want to panic us. They could’ve found a suspect package, or they could’ve had a warning that there’s a suicide bomber on the train.’

‘Oh lordy, Jan, don’t talk like that.’ The woman’s hand went up to her mouth.

I don’t make a habit of interacting with strangers, particularly on public transport, but I feel duty-bound to be of assistance wherever I can, even if it’s at a cost to myself. I leaned forward.

‘Excuse me, but I couldn’t help overhearing your conversation. I live in London, and this happens all the time. Not usually for this long, but I promise there’s nothing to worry about.’

‘How can you possibly know that for sure?’ snapped the doom-monger. ‘You can’t. You don’t know any more than we do. I just want to get off this train right now.’

I often wonder why I bother.

‘Once again, sorry for the severe delay, which I’ve just been informed is due to the preceding train breaking down outside Tottenham Court Road station. The engineers are in attendance, and we hope to have you moving again shortly.’

The announcement seemed to shatter the general mood of forbearance, and everyone started talking at once.

‘I’ve got a train to catch from Euston in fifteen minutes.’

‘I’m supposed to be meeting a group of overseas students at the British Museum at half-past.’

‘I’ll miss the start of the film if they don’t get a move on.’

‘This is getting a bit claustrophobic.’

‘I’m dying for the loo.’

I could have said, ‘My mother’s dead, it’s her funeral tomorrow, I haven’t slept for days, and I want to vomit.’ I never would, of course; I’m not a person who courts sympathy.

‘You know they had to do an emergency evacuation of a train last month, don’t you?’ said the smart black woman sitting the other side of me, putting down her magazine. ‘It was stuck between stations for hours, just like this one. Everyone had to climb out through the driver’s door and trudge for miles along the track in almost total darkness. I bet we’ll have to do that.’

There was a general murmur of unease, during which a skinny man in cargo shorts, who had taken off his shirt and tied it around his waist, sauntered into our section of the carriage. He was holding up a mobile phone, which he panned across us. 

‘What do you think about the delay, friend?’ he asked the bodybuilder next to me, zooming in close. In response, the man raised his newspaper in front of his face. 

I was the next target. ‘What do you think about the delay, lady?’ 

‘Are you videoing this?’

‘Yeah, of course. If this turns out to be a major incident I can sell the footage to the TV or the newspapers. Even if it’s minor, someone might be interested. If not, I’ll just stick it on YouTube anyway. You’ll be able to see yourself on screen, lady.’ 

‘Turn that thing off, please. I have no wish to be on the news or on YouTube.’ 

‘That’s right,’ said the woman sitting next to me. ‘I don’t want to be on telly either. I haven’t done my hair or anything.’ There was a general nodding of heads.

‘Look, son,’ said the bodybuilder, ‘I’m asking you very politely, but very firmly, to stop filming. Pronto.’ 

‘Or what? Are you going to make me?’

‘If you want to push it that far, yes I am.’

‘Wait a minute,’ I said, making a valiant effort to rally myself. ‘I’m sure that won’t be necessary. If this young man’s got any sense he’ll stop before he gets himself into trouble. I’d just like to point out to you’ – I turned to the skinny man – ‘that this is a violation of our statutory right to a private life. We haven’t consented to being filmed. We could take you to court for a breach of the Human Rights Act. Are you sure you can afford to pay us all compensation?’ Complete rubbish, of course.

‘That can’t be right,’ he said, looking less sure of himself. ‘What about all those people you see on the news, in wars and stuff?’

‘Yes, but the footage you see on the news is recorded in the public arena. We’re all here in a private and personal capacity. It’s entirely different in the eyes of the law.’

He wavered, muttered something under his breath, then switched off his phone and put it in the pocket of his cargo shorts. He stomped off back down the carriage. It’s incredible how easily people can be intimidated by the mere mention of the law. My fellow passengers looked relieved, but the incident had done nothing to help the way I was feeling. I rummaged in my handbag and found a supermarket carrier, which would be my only option should I be unable to contain the sickness any longer. I bowed my head and tried to block out the inane prattling around me.

Abruptly, there came the noise of an engine starting; a wheeze and a lurch, and the train crawled off. There was a muted cheer and a smattering of applause. Within a minute or two we were at Tottenham Court Road station, where the carriage cleared a little, and not long afterwards I arrived at Euston. I’d missed my train to Birmingham, of course, and after an argument at the booking office, for which I didn’t have the energy, I had no alternative but to buy a ticket for the next one, in just under an hour’s time. The train company would be hearing from me.

On the concourse, in front of the electronic information boards, my fellow passengers and I waited like greyhounds in the slips for the ‘train now boarding’ message and the announcement of the platform number. I resent the indignity of sprinting to the train to grab a seat but, in the absence of a reservation, I had no alternative but to hurtle down the ramp and along past the almost-empty first-class carriages. Once on board, I settled myself, breathless and sweating, into a forward-facing window seat, placing my jacket and handbag next to me to ward off any unwelcome physical proximity. That ploy was effective as far as Milton Keynes, after which a pudgy young woman dressed in grey jogging bottoms and a tight, pink T-shirt became my travelling companion. Her jersey-clad thighs overflowed on to my seat, and every time the train swayed, which was often, her flesh pressed against mine. I shuffled as far over to the window as I could.

Contemplating the steady progress of the Grand Union Canal, sometimes veering away from it, sometimes hurtling towards it, I remembered the two letters. I wrestled my bag from the floor and took them out. I could see that the typeface through each address window was the same; one had been franked on Tuesday and one on Wednesday. I opened the older one first. It was from the firm of solicitors Edward had mentioned on the phone. The writer, a Mr Howard Brinkworth, offered his condolences for the recent loss of my mother. He said she’d named him as executor of her estate; that he intended to carry out a valuation of her assets and apply for probate; and that he’d write shortly with details of the will. I was very surprised my mother had chosen to appoint a solicitor to act as executor, a role I could easily have fulfilled myself. I put the first letter back in its envelope and turned my attention to the second. After the usual preamble, Mr Brinkworth got to the point:

Under the terms of the will, your late mother has given your brother, Mr Edward Green, a life interest in the family home (22 Blackthorn Road). This means that Mr Green is entitled to live in the house for as long as he wishes; the sale will take place, and the proceeds divided equally between the two of you, only upon his vacating it or upon his death. 

The rest of your mother’s estate, which consists of bank accounts, furniture and personal effects, is to be divided in equal shares between Mr Green and yourself. 

I found myself saying out loud, ‘For God’s sake, Mom!’ The pudgy woman remained inert, headphones plugging up her ears, but several other passengers swivelled in their seats to see whether some entertainment was brewing. Finding no prospect of an argument or a fight, they turned back in disappointment. I carefully placed the letter back in its envelope, folded the two envelopes in half, in half again, then twisted them together as tightly as I could. I shoved them to the bottom of my bag, and stuffed it back down by my feet. What on earth could have possessed my mother to let Edward keep the house for as long as he liked? It was inconceivable that this had been her idea. 

My travelling companion had by now opened a bag of cheese and onion crisps, and I found their pungent smell, mixed with that of the chemicals from the nearby toilet, unbearable. I took a sip from my bottle of water and tried to order my thoughts. Perhaps my mother’s mental state, after her first two strokes, had been worse than I’d realised. Or perhaps she’d deteriorated since I’d last seen her, somehow managing to put on a show of lucidity when I’d spoken to her on the phone. That would have left her vulnerable to pressure from Edward. I’d need to act quickly if I wasn’t to be deprived indefinitely of my rightful, and now much needed, inheritance.
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I’ve single-handedly created the ideal life for myself in London. I have a home that is adequate to my current needs, a job that is appropriate to my skills, and easy access to cultural stimulation. Except for my working hours, I have control over every aspect of my existence. I did, until recently, have what you might loosely term a ‘partner’, but it was a relationship of convenience for us both; a simple arrangement that delivered the benefits of an intimate association with a member of the opposite sex but at no emotional cost. As soon as I discovered that chance, fate, bad luck – call it what you will – had seriously compromised my position, I severed our association cleanly and swiftly. My world remains impregnable, although that description seems a little ironic in the current circumstances. 

In contrast, as my taxi pulled away from New Street station and headed towards Blackthorn Road, I felt the disquiet I’ve always experienced on returning there. Perhaps that feeling derives from my almost pathological phobia of suburban life, of its seductive insularity and mesmerising obsession with the mundane. Perhaps, more than that, it derives from the stirring up of memories of a past that I’d much rather forget. I have the terrifying sensation that my carefully constructed life in London is simply the dream of an unhappy girl, a dream from which I’m about to be woken. Irrational, I know.

Watching the familiar streets passing by through the taxi window, I cast my mind back to last Easter. I’d travelled up to Birmingham in time for my mother’s usual Saturday tea of ham sandwiches, fruit salad and Victoria sponge. Reluctantly, I agreed to accompany her to church the following day. She had never, to my knowledge, had any religious faith, but in the last couple of years she’d started attending St Stephen’s, a church that I walked past countless times as a child. I wondered whether my mother’s recent strokes had made her think about her mortality, prompting her to hedge her bets with God. Or maybe she was starting to lose her faculties and was becoming more susceptible to the influence of other people; Margaret and Stan had been trying to lure her through the doors of St Stephen’s for as long as they’d been her neighbours.

‘You’ll enjoy it, Susan,’ she assured me as she put on a flimsy lilac cardigan and took a clean handkerchief out of the kitchen drawer. ‘I was nervous before I went, but straight away it felt so familiar. It takes me back to when I went to church as a youngster. You’ll feel the same, I’m sure.’

‘We didn’t go to church when I was a child, remember?’ I replied, heading to the hallway for my jacket, which was hanging on the peg rack by the door. ‘You never took us. You and Dad were atheists. “You reap what you sow,” – isn’t that what they say in the Bible?’

My mother joined me in the hallway, fumbling for the keys in her handbag. I spotted them on the hall table and handed them to her. 

‘I’m sure I did take you when you were little. And I’ve never been an atheist, Susan. Your father maybe, but not me. I’ve always had faith, but life’s so busy, things get pushed to one side. And it might’ve helped your father if he’d believed in something. Anyway, I’m glad you’re coming along; I can’t get Teddy to give it a try.’

‘That doesn’t surprise me. He doesn’t get out of bed until midday. And he’s never exactly been the spiritual type. Mom, aren’t you forgetting something?’ I held up her coat like a waiter in a restaurant. She turned back from the front door and slipped her arms into it.

‘He thinks about things much more deeply than you imagine, Susan. He’s very sensitive. Religion can be a great comfort if you’re troubled or afflicted. It can give you a lot of strength.’

‘The only things Edward’s afflicted by are acute laziness and fecklessness,’ I said, following my mother out of the house.

‘Susan, listen to me.’ She stopped halfway down the crazy-paved path and turned to me. ‘Teddy needs supporting. If anything were to happen to me, I want to know you’ll keep an eye on him and make sure he doesn’t go off the rails.’

‘He’s forty-three years old; he’s an adult. He doesn’t need his big sister looking after him. Not that he’s ever taken my advice on anything, anyway. He does his own thing. I might think he’s a complete waste of space, but that’s how he’s chosen to be. He’s absolutely fine in his own useless way.’

I closed the curlicued wrought-iron gate behind us, and we walked down Blackthorn Road, past the other neat 1960s semis and occasional self-effacing detached house. My mother kept falling a step behind me.

‘He’s not like you, Susan,’ she said after a while. ‘You’ve always been so sensible, so capable. I’ve never had a moment’s concern about you. But Teddy, he’s got an artistic temperament, like your father. The slightest thing can destabilise him.’

We’d reached the squat church at the junction between our road and the high street. Margaret and Stan, who were lurking under the portico, spied us and waved.

‘Happy Easter, Patricia.’ They beamed in unison, taking it in turns to kiss my mother’s powdery cheek. ‘And Happy Easter, Susan,’ Margaret continued, lunging towards me. I took a step backwards and put out my hand.

Walking into the church, I found myself being cross-questioned on the minutiae of my life in London. Fortunately, the service was about to start, and I managed to edge into the pew ahead of my mother, using her as a bulwark between myself and the tenacious Margaret. The service passed painlessly enough: the hymns were upbeat, the vicar was businesslike and, more importantly, it was over quickly. Afterwards, Margaret and Stan tottered back up the road with us, making the half-mile feel like ten. Margaret engaged my mother in a detailed discussion about which variety of potato was best for roasting, while Stan regaled me with the teething troubles they were having with their new boiler. As we said goodbye and my mother headed for the front door, Margaret clutched my arm.

‘So what do you think about your mom? We’re a bit concerned about her,’ she hissed. ‘She seems to be getting a bit forgetful. She doesn’t always remember things we’ve told her, or arrangements we’ve made.’

It came as no surprise to me that my mother forgot what Margaret and Stan said to her; their subjects of conversation weren’t exactly captivating. And her failure to remember arrangements to meet them could simply have been expediency. I had, however, been noticing an increasing absentmindedness on her part, although I had no intention of admitting that to the neighbours.

‘She seems fine to me. Perhaps it’s you who’s getting confused.’

I prepared the Sunday roast while my mother set the dining table. Edward, not surprisingly, had arranged to be away for the weekend – or, as my mother believed, had an invitation he was unable to turn down – so it was just the two of us. Over lunch she told me about the new block-paved driveway at number twenty-five, of which she approved, and the goings on at number eighteen, of which she didn’t. Afterwards, I washed the dishes and my mother dried, then I phoned for a cab. It came sooner than expected. I gave her a quick peck on the cheek before hurrying down the path. My last sight of my mother – ever, as it turned out – was of her bending down to pick up a chocolate bar wrapper that had blown on to the doorstep.

I was unsure whether to ring the bell or simply let myself in. When my mother was alive, I’d ring first out of politeness, only using my key if it appeared she was in the garden or otherwise occupied. To ring the doorbell in these altered circumstances, however, would have felt like conceding something I wasn’t prepared to concede. I let myself in. I could hear music blaring from the kitchen, at a volume never heard during my mother’s reign. It was something I recognised from my far-distant student days: ‘London Calling’ by The Clash. Opening the kitchen door, and preparing to confront Edward about our mother’s will, I was disorientated by the sight of a man stooped over an iPad, naked except for a small white towel wrapped around his waist. He was swaying from side to side, elbows flapping in time to the music. His jaw-length hair, like wet fleece, was flopped forward, hiding his face from me. I did what it’s traditional to do in such a situation and coughed. He straightened, and looked over with the startled look of a man caught in flagrante.

Now he was upright, I couldn’t help noticing how ridiculously tall he was. Some people might find such height attractive but, as far as I’m concerned, anything over six foot is excessive and smacks of attention-seeking. I also couldn’t help noticing that he looked surprisingly toned for someone so slim. I’m aware, too, that this might be considered a positive attribute, but if you were to ask me what I thought about it, I would tell you it’s simply evidence that a person spends too much time on the physical and not enough time on the intellectual. The colour of his skin suggested that he’d wasted a lot of time lazing on a beach in the recent past; his long, straight nose dominated his other features; and he had what are commonly known as laughter lines radiating from the corners of his eyes, probably caused by squinting in the sun. It occurred to me that he wasn’t entirely unfamiliar.

When he saw me, his face relaxed.

‘Hi, Suze, really sorry about your mom; she was a lovely person, a true saint. Ed’s just gone down to the shops. I’d offer you a cuppa, but we’re out of milk.’ He brushed his hair back from his face and stood there without a hint of shame for the fact that he was squatting in the home of a recently deceased old lady. ‘Apologies for the state of undress, by the way. I’ve just got in from work.’

‘You must be Rob. I don’t believe we’ve met.’

‘Oh, yeah we have, a few times, when you were going out with Phil. It was before, you know, the accident. So it must’ve been years ago.’ He picked up the kettle and filled it at the sink. ‘I noticed there’s some herbal tea if that floats your boat.’

‘I know what my mom keeps in the cupboard. I’ll make my own drink once the water’s boiled. There’s no need to trouble yourself.’

‘Cool, just do your thing, Suze.’

‘Please don’t call me Suze. My name’s Susan. The only person who calls me Suze is Edward, who has his own warped agenda.’

‘Oh, okay. Whatever.’

I’m sure you can imagine how I felt, returning to my mother’s house – my childhood home – for the first time since her death, only to find it had been invaded by an uninvited guest. Not just uninvited, but occupying twice as much space as could be considered polite. I excused myself and went into the sitting room. It was only a week since my mother had died, but the room already looked like it belonged to a gang of slovenly students rather than a fastidious elderly lady. The regency stripe curtains, instead of being held neatly by their tasselled tie-backs, were pulled only halfway across, as though the effort required to open them completely was too much. The scatter cushions on the olive Dralon sofa, rather than being plumped and propped at regular intervals across the back, were squashed to one side, obviously having been used as pillows. There were newspapers strewn on the carpet, and beer cans imprinting rings on the mahogany coffee table. The final touch was an ashtray – an amber-coloured glass one that I remember my father using – which contained, not only cigarette ends, but telltale butts constructed from a torn Rizla packet. As I stood there surveying the debris, Rob, now in a bathrobe, strode in.

‘I’ll give the room a quick clear up,’ he said, throwing the papers and cans into a carrier bag and picking up the ashtray.

‘I’d appreciate it if you’d refrain from smoking in my mother’s house,’ I said, struggling to keep my voice calm and even. ‘She loathed cigarettes; she couldn’t bear to be in the vicinity of anyone who was smoking. She was very proud of this house, and look at the state of it.’

‘I don’t smoke myself, just the occasional … you know. We stayed up a bit late last night watching an old Hammer horror, and then I’ve been on site this morning, so …’

Sickened by the sight of the room, and unsettled by the presence of Edward’s friend, I edged past, picked up my suitcase and went upstairs. The door to my mother’s bedroom was ajar. I put down my case and pushed it open. Immediately the familiar smell hit me: a mixture of camphor, lavender bags and lily-of-the-valley eau de toilette. Mercifully, the bed had been stripped, but other than that the room looked exactly as I assume it had done on the night she died. There was still a half-full glass of water on the bedside table, along with my mother’s pill case, a National Trust magazine and her reading glasses. 

I began to feel lightheaded, so perched on the edge of the Lloyd Loom chair, across the back of which my mother’s balding pink chenille dressing gown lay abandoned like a shed skin. The bedroom was dominated by the six-piece bird’s-eye maple suite of which she was excessively proud. I remember her telling me that it cost over three months of my father’s wages in the Sixties. On the dressing table was a silver-framed photograph of the four of us standing in front of a traction engine. I walked over and picked it up. In it, I looked about nine years old so Edward would have been about seven. My parents were in the centre of the picture; I was holding my father’s hand and Edward was holding my mother’s. We were all smiling, just like a fully-functioning normal family.

I replaced the photograph on my mother’s dressing table, next to a dish of potpourri, and drifted to the bay window behind it. Pushing back the net curtain, I saw my mother’s navy blue Volkswagen Polo approaching the house and turning into the driveway. For a moment, I felt a spasm of guilt at the prospect of being caught by my mother snooping in her room, and then I remembered. 

As I watched through the window, Edward got out of the car, stretched, hitched up his black jeans and reached across to the passenger seat for his trademark leather biker jacket. He plainly hadn’t shaved for at least a week, or combed his hair for that matter. Skinnier than Rob and far shorter, he has, to my mind, a weasel-like sharpness to his appearance, which amazingly seems to render him attractive to some women. Until they get to know him, of course. Edward opened the boot of the car, took out a couple of supermarket bags, then, no doubt with a sense that he was being observed, looked up to the bay window and saluted. I let the net curtain fall back.

When I entered the kitchen, Edward was crouched by the fridge unpacking the shopping, and Rob – who had changed into jeans and a T-shirt – was leaning with his back to the sink. The CD had been changed and there was now some discordant modern jazz assaulting my ears. Edward stood, screwed up the carrier bags and threw them into the corner by the bin.

‘Hi, Suze, looking a bit peaky. Been making yourself at home?’ he said.

‘I’ve got just as much right to as you.’

‘Touchy. I didn’t say you hadn’t, did I?’

I walked over to the kettle, re-boiled the water and made myself a cup of peppermint tea.

‘We’ve got things we need to talk about, Edward. In private.’

‘Shall I make myself scarce?’ Rob asked.

‘No, you’re fine where you are. I’m not getting into anything heavy now. We’ve got the funeral tomorrow, Suze. That’s what we should be focusing on. Not going over old ground.’

‘I have no intention of going over old ground. I’m talking about Mom’s will and sorting out her affairs.’

‘Well, that can definitely wait until after the funeral. I’m not getting into any of that until she’s resting in her grave.’

‘She’s being cremated, Edward.’

‘I think Ed was speaking metaphorically,’ said Rob, helpfully. My brother snorted with laughter.

Rob started lumbering around the kitchen, noisily removing things from drawers and cupboards. I found his patent familiarity with my mother’s belongings offensive.

‘I’ll get started or we won’t be eating ’til midnight,’ he said.

‘Rob’s cooking us a spinach balti. He’s a vegetarian; picked up some great recipes on his travels.’

‘Wonderful. However, I’m off curry at the moment, so I regret to say I won’t be joining you. I’ll make myself some toast later. I assume you have bread.’

‘We’re pretty domesticated here, you know.’

‘Talking of which, what do you think you’re doing smoking in Mom’s house? And leaving beer cans on the coffee table? The place looked like a doss house when I arrived.’

‘Mom isn’t here anymore, is she? So it’s my rules now. And according to my rules, smoking is allowed in the house. I agree with you about the mess, though. I prefer a tidy place. I’ll have a word with Rob about that.’ He winked at his friend, who smirked then turned away.

‘You’ve got no respect, Edward,’ I told him. ‘You never had. This conversation will be continued.’

I picked up my drink and left the kitchen. 

‘See you later,’ Edward called after me.

There wasn’t the slightest chance of my joining Tweedledum and Tweedledee that evening. I was outnumbered, and it was clear my brother and that friend of his were gaining considerable enjoyment from seeing me at a disadvantage. I contemplated repacking my bag and moving to a hotel, but was aware that that would be playing into Edward’s hands. Instead, I’d remain in my room, go over my reading for the funeral and make a list of the issues I intended to raise with him. It would be a taxing day tomorrow, particularly in my current state, and I had no desire to be unsettled any further by the infantile behaviour of two supposedly grown men.
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To say the funeral didn’t proceed as I’d planned would be an understatement. I ask you to bear in mind, however, that I haven’t been myself recently for several reasons, some of which you know, and some of which you may have guessed. At least, though, I can say I have a legitimate explanation for my part in what transpired. Unlike Edward.

I woke uncharacteristically late that morning; it was after nine-thirty and the funeral cars would be there in less than half an hour. I struggled to ride the waves of nausea as I threw on my clothes and ran a comb through my hair. Edward and Rob were already in the kitchen when I entered, my brother sitting at the table, legs stretched out and arms crossed. I was pleased to see they’d both shaved. That was the only pleasing thing about Edward’s appearance, though. While Rob had managed to conjure up a dark suit, albeit a crumpled one, Edward was sporting black jeans, black shirt, a metal-tipped bootlace tie and black cowboy boots. His sleeves were rolled up, displaying his gallery of tattoos. I shook my head. Rob seemed determined to engage me in a conversation about the readings for the service, but I made it clear that I didn’t wish to play along with his charade of cordiality. 

I poured a glass of water, made a piece of dry toast, and sat down opposite Edward. He put his elbows on the table and began drumming his fingers together. I noticed, for the first time, a tense look on his face, as though his usually pliant features had become ossified overnight. While I was tackling a corner of my toast, Edward suddenly pushed back his chair, went to the dishwasher and pulled out a heavy-bottomed cut-glass tumbler that my mother used to keep in the rosewood display cabinet. He took a half-full bottle of whisky from a cupboard, sat back at the table, poured himself a very large measure and drank it straight down.

‘Anyone else?’ he said, lifting the whisky bottle by the neck, a defiant look in his eyes.

‘Oh, that’s really going to help the day pass smoothly, isn’t it?’ I said. ‘Are you intending to get drunk and make an idiot of yourself?’

‘I might get drunk, and then again I might not. I haven’t decided yet. And it’s nothing to do with you anyway, Suze. I’ll deal with it my way; you deal with it yours.’

‘Of course it’s something to do with me, Edward. You and I are representing the family. You have a duty to behave in a befitting manner.’

‘What fucking family?’ he grunted, pouring himself another large measure.

‘You might want to pace yourself, mate,’ Rob joined in. ‘I mean, long day and all that.’

‘Yeah, Rob, I’m fine. I know what I’m doing.’ He took out a packet of cigarettes and a lighter from the pocket of the frayed suit jacket hanging on the back of his chair, and picked up the tumbler. ‘I’m going outside for a fag. See how considerate I am, Suze?’

After the back door had slammed, Rob set about knotting the tie that had been hanging loose around his neck.

‘Maybe cut him a bit of slack,’ he said, ‘he’s finding it tough.’

‘Do you think he’s the only one?’

‘I just meant it’d probably help if you could both stay calm and support each other on a day like this.’

‘Edward and I support each other? Do you actually know anything about our family?’

Rob held his hands up in front of him.

‘Okay, okay. Just trying to help. I remember going to a funeral with my ex-girlfriend, Alison. It was her uncle who’d died, and two of his brothers ended up having a fist fight in the cemetery just after they’d lowered the coffin. Family deaths bring all sorts of resentments to the fore.’
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