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			Special thanks to DeadHappy, a patron of this book.
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			Love is not a reward, and death is not a punishment.
If you were taught they were, this book is for you.
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Prologue


			 

			The revolving door spits me into my all-different-now office. I’m still deciding whether to go right back out and run for it when I realise I’m already on the escalator. I do a quick mental run-down of who knows about what happened last Tuesday. There’s my boss, Malik . . . actually, that’s probably it. I doubt he told anyone else. He’s busy, and anyway it’s customary to treat a death as private, like the first trimester of pregnancy, or prostate troubles. As if it isn’t announced in the paper. As if a no-longer-existent human isn’t something we’ll all have to acknowledge at some point. As if bereaved people want to be asked by disgruntled colleagues, ‘Where have you been, bloody part-timer? Off on holiday again?’ Oh, please, let me have that conversation.

			I glide my fob across the pad. The gates open, obliging, even welcoming, but I jog through at a pace that suggests I don't trust them not to get impatient and crush me. I then resolve to act normally. I’m not allowed to be devastated by this. Bereaved parents, children and siblings are expected to be destroyed. Distraught grandchildren, nieces and nephews are permissible too, for a limited time only. ‘Daughter-in-law-to-be’ doesn’t even feature in the grief hierarchy, which can only exist in a culture where kindness is at a premium. Bereaved people get treated inordinately well. No one barks at the bereaved. No one crowds them or lets them make their own tea. No one accuses them of incompetence, idiocy or thoughtlessness, or starts a sentence with a brusque, ‘Look . . .’ If I tell anyone, they’ll think I’m stealing Dion’s thunder, milking it for sympathy or slack. I can’t be imagining this: if I’m as sure as I am that I have no right to  be this upset, someone here probably agrees with me.

			As the bottleneck of the corridor widens out into the open-plan of the office, my heart quickens and my vision swims. I can see the back of my chair in the distance, my blue cardigan flung carelessly over it, way back on Monday when everything was fine. I focus on it as I make my way through the bobbing sea of desks. Dion is fifteen minutes down the road, organising the funeral. I walk past a subeditor eating a sandwich. The smell of cold bacon registers as putrescine and cadaverine; I shudder, shake off the olfactory flashback, focus on my chair. Nearly there.

			The thudding quietens as I reach my desk, next to Homa and across from Archie. I pull out my chair and sit, completing the action in a way I’m almost positive looks ordinary. I switch on my computer as if it’s not pointless. Then I type in my password as if it’s the most natural thing in the world. God, that looked amazing, I think, and internally high-five myself. Oh yeah. Nailed it. Gettin’ my normal on.

			‘Morning, Erica,’ says Homa, pleasantly.

			‘Morning!’ I shout. Right, that was a fail. I was going for cheerful. I smile, and say in a quieter, more Monday-morning voice, ‘How’s it going?’ There we go, I think, that sounded good. I am in control. Things aren’t tinged green and terrifying. The air is not thicker than usual. The lid is firmly on my jam jar of horror. I could turn myself upside down and not a drop of trauma would leak out.

			‘Good, thanks. How was your weekend? You’ve been on holiday, haven’t you?’

			Oh no.

			Mayday.

			Leakage. LEAKAGE.

			‘HE WAS DEAD. DION GOT A CALL FROM HIS CLEANER AND SHE COULDN’T GET IN BECAUSE HE WAS DEAD. HE WAS DEAD FOR OVER A WEEK AND WE FOUND HIM THERE AND THERE WERE PAPERS AND MILK AND THE DOG WAS TRAPPED BECAUSE HE WAS DEAD.’

			She looks at me, stunned. Across the desk bank, Archie’s head snaps up. They present the whites of their eyes and the backs of their throats for a moment, without comment.

			Well, fuck.

			

			




			CHAPTER ONE

			
The Worst Tuesday
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			I’m snooping in a dead man’s fridge. It’s not an official post-mortem, but he’s still upstairs in his bed and I need an answer now.

			It confirms the assumption I’ve already made. Everything I know he’s been eating for years is stacked on the shelves, a to-do list for how to stop a heart. Hard cheese. Soft cheese. Cream cheese. Wheels of brie. Chocolate. Bacon. Chorizo. Sausages. And a few cursory baby tomatoes, wrinkled with age.

			I don’t know why I bothered opening it. What was I expecting to find? Dion and I lived with his father for two years before we got engaged, while we studied and muddled through the worst of the job crisis, and Chris’s routine never wavered for a second – except for the time I made him a cup of tea and he said, ‘Oh! It’s . . . in a different mug!’ I gathered he’d always been prone to Groundhog Day living, even in his early years on a farm in outback Australia. But after his wife died of oesophageal cancer on Christmas Day 2008, he didn’t so much stick to his daily routine as become fossilised in it. When his memory showed the slightest signs of wavering, he started setting alarms. The house the three of us shared in north London was pierced by an infernal beeping seven or eight times a day, yet he always remembered what each was for.

			He even had an 8 p.m. alarm to remind him to go to bed and read, and a 9.15 p.m. alarm to remind him to sleep. The 12.30 p.m. alarm meant lunch: a stack of crackers, a bunch of grapes and a pile of cheese.

			Every day.

			Sylvia had been dead for two years when Chris told Dion he was thinking of getting a lodger. Rattling around in a town house that was bought to be filled with family and dogs, even Chris had to admit it was simply too large for him. Such a predicament has two possible answers: move house, or fill it. Of course for Chris, who we nicknamed Don Inertia, there was only one option.

			‘So . . .’ said Dion, ‘I offered to be his lodger.’

			‘You did?’ I said, surprised. ‘Do you want to be?’

			‘Well . . . sure. Highgate is nice. He only wants to charge me £250 a month, but I got him up to £350.’

			I was living in a west London studio with a shared bathroom. The place was so small I basically wore it like a jacket, and I was paying £650 a month.

			‘Wow, good deal. But, living with your dad? I mean, he’s lovely, but . . .’

			‘Oh, it’s going to be a nightmare,’ Dion said. ‘He’s rigid and inflexible, and ridiculously loud in the mornings. But Highgate is lovely . . .’

			‘You said that already.’

			‘Yeah, and, well . . . a lodger. No. It’s too sad. I’m not having a stranger move in with my widowed dad.’

			‘Did you tell him that?’

			‘God, no. I told him he’d be doing me a favour. I said that Sam and Hayley want to get their own place and are sick of having me as a housemate anyway.’

			‘Well, that’s bollocks – they love you more than each other.’

			He laughed and ran a hand through his hair.

			‘I’ll tell them tonight. Also, Dad’s cooking a roast on Sunday – do you want to come? He says he’s going to do something exciting with the parsnips, something about turning them purple.’

			I shook my head. ‘He has no respect for plants, that  man.’

			‘I know. But you’ll come?’

			‘Oh, please, beef and neon root vegetables? I’m there.’

			I knew he was dead an hour before Dion found him. It was all there, in his text: ‘Bobbi’s at Dad’s and he’s not answering the door or phone. Milk and paper haven’t been collected and the dog is barking. He’s probably just asleep or out, right?’ Suspicion that something’s wrong, confirmation that something’s wrong, denial that anything’s wrong. It was practically a death certificate.

			He sent the text at 8.30 a.m. on a Tuesday. Of course Chris wasn’t asleep. He once whispered to me, conspiratorially, that he’d had a lie-in until 6 a.m. Any time I got up after 8 a.m., he would exclaim, ‘Half the day’s gone!’ Papers left uncollected? He’d have read them and assumed the opinions as his own by now. Milk left on the doorstep, with half the day gone? Unthinkable.

			One of us had to go and find him dead. And it had to be Dion.

			‘I don’t have the key,’ I texted. ‘You should check on him. Shall I meet you there?’

			‘Don’t worry – I’ll go at lunch. He’s clearly just gone out and forgotten to tell anyone.’

			My heart thudded. I texted back: ‘He could have had a fall – you really should check on him now.’ The poisoned apple from Snow White flashed into my mind.

			‘Getting on the bus now,’ he replied, followed by, ‘Thanks for making me go.’

			We were sitting in the garden, the late-afternoon sun on our faces, the smells of fallen apples cooking in the sun and fresh fruit in our drinks. Chris sat back in a plastic garden chair cradling a glass of red wine, his big round stomach full of his latest culinary triumph. Somehow the conversation had turned to Dion’s old girlfriend, who he dated after me at university. Dion and I met a week into our first term and lasted three  weeks before we broke it off, assuming we couldn’t possibly have found The Person so early. I found Alex in my philosophy class, who never left university and later married a local girl; and Dion found Ines from Guernsey, who he brought back to London after graduation in a short-lived attempt at living together. I was living in Mexico, came home for a visit and we bumped into each other in Piccadilly Circus. Dion, newly single, spent two years respectfully trying to convince me to leave my Mexican boyfriend for him. Eventually I moved home and only took another four months’ convincing. I’m a slow learner.

			‘I thought you and Mum didn’t like Ines,’ said Dion.

			‘It certainly wasn’t that . . .’

			Chris started speaking slowly and deliberately, as if trying not to be misunderstood. He also seemed to be making a point of not looking in my direction. ‘I think the concern was that you would want to bring her to live with you in our house.’

			‘What? We were renting our own place, Dad, why would we—’

			‘It was just when things were a bit slow going with jobs and such, after you graduated. The thing is, we didn’t want that to be an option,’ he said, and fixed him with a look, ‘but that has changed.’

			There was a pause as what he had just said hung in the air. He was avoiding my gaze still. I smiled, not quite sure if I was supposed to be part of the conversation.

			‘Now, trooperoos,’ he said, putting his glass on the floor, clapping his hands together and heaving himself up, ‘I’ve got port and some very nice dark chocolate in the pantry, will you have some?’

			He didn’t wait for an answer. Dion looked at me. I sipped my wine, enjoying the warmth as the sun slipped  away.

			Feeling like I’d had seven cups of coffee, I marched around the flat getting ready for work, singing loudly to drown out the cartoon anvil whistling down towards my head. I deliberated about whether to go straight to Highgate, or make a show of going to work, as if everything might be somehow, miraculously, fine.

			I was halfway to the Tube station when my phone  rang.

			‘You have to come,’ Dion said, his voice strangled.

			‘OK,’ I said. ‘What happened?’

			‘He’s dead.’

			My vision blurred. People crossed the road around  me.

			‘I’m coming.’

			Before taking another step, I sent Malik a garbled email, saying I couldn’t come to work because of a dead body. It might have been more eloquent than that, but not much.

			On the train from Bow Road to Archway, realisations went off in my head like explosions. We’re not  seeing him next weekend. He won’t be at our wedding. We’re  not going to South Africa next month. Dion has no parents left.

			It was rush hour, standing room only, nowhere to hide my face as tears ran off the bottom of my cheeks. A woman, squashed up against me, reached into her bag and silently handed me a tissue, which I accepted with a watery ‘thank you’. I don’t know why, but I said it. Maybe just to hear if it was true.

			‘My fiancé’s dad died.’

			She reached back into her bag and handed me the pack. A man halfway down the carriage waved and offered me his seat, which I declined with a grateful smile. I might have imagined it, but at busy stops, I was sure I felt the passengers around me quietly and strategically moving themselves to shield me from clanging commuters as they barrelled onto the Tube.

			It took for ever. Then the 43 bus from Archway took for ever. Dion had just found his father’s corpse and I was taking two for evers to reach him. The bus sat in traffic and I couldn’t take the wait; I pressed the emergency exit button and ran to the house.

			Bobbi, Chris’s cleaner, was standing in the driveway with a woman I didn’t know.

			‘Bobbi . . .’ I said, breathlessly through tears, ‘thank you f-for calling.’

			She took my hand and rubbed it in hers, warming it up, saying something soothing in Polish. I stumbled through the open front door and never saw her again.

			*

			Chris proposed a toast. I’d been accepted onto a journalism programme. No sooner had our glasses clinked than was Dion moaning about the flat-share I’d just seen in Oval.

			‘You can’t move in there, hon – it’s a poky little place. You should have seen it, Dad – there wasn’t even a living room. The housemates are a couple of greasy computer nerds.’

			‘They were not – they were nice, normal guys, and they’d probably just run out of shampoo.’

			‘They talked to your chest.’

			‘They didn’t talk to my chest; they just weren’t big on eye contact. You’ve just got that north-Londoner phobia of anywhere south of the river.’

			Chris held up a hand, as he often did to interject in our back-and-forth. ‘Why are you looking for a new  flat?’

			‘Well, it’s a full-time programme, so I won’t be able to do as many teaching hours, so I have to find a cheaper place.’

			‘Move in here!’ Chris said, practically bouncing in his chair.

			‘Now there’s an idea,’ said Dion, smirking. That little sneak. That’s why he was so down on the greasy south Londoners. They made a long and supposedly impromptu pitch as to why I should move in, conveniently leaving out the phrases ‘annoying each other’ and ‘civilising influence’. Two months later I had a key and was plugging in my coffee machine in the little attic room.

			Living with Chris was sometimes frustrating but often hilarious. He went on twenty-mile bike rides and came back looking comical in his reflective gear, red-faced and happy. Then he hung his sweaty clothes on the shower  rail in the bathroom just off the kitchen. That’s also where he kept a shoe rack full of disused and still-muddy shoes, a filing cabinet, a stack of cycling magazines and medical journals, coats and jackets he never wore, and a supply of damp toilet paper. The shelf above the sink was crowded with discarded toothbrush heads that were browning at the roots of the bristles, and a few scattered floss picks,  old and new. He liked the downstairs bathroom best, and if he was trying to bogart it by making it too disgusting and confusing for anyone else to use, it worked.

			We went about our lives, weaving around each other in the common areas of the house. If he was reading, he wouldn’t look up. If he was eating while reading, he would nod. I usually breezed down at around 8 a.m. to grab a jug of milk from the fridge to take upstairs to make coffee in my room. I would say hi to Troy, Chris’s dog, tickle him behind his ears and call him ‘cachorrito’, Spanish for ‘little puppy’, which I realise is a ridiculous thing to call a great lumbering Dobermann. A few months later, as I was making my way upstairs to bed, I heard Chris coaxing Troy outside for his last pee with a jolly, ‘Come on, cho-ree-toe!’, his Australian vowels stretching around the half-remembered word.

			The garbage truck in Highgate came early and announced itself with beeping, grinding, clanging, everything short of a marching brass band in its wake. One morning they woke me at 6 a.m. When my optimism that I might fall back to sleep waned at around 6.50 a.m., I decided to give up and start my morning. I made my way downstairs and opened the kitchen door. There, hanging his clothes on the dining-table chair, stood Chris, butt-ass, newborn-baby naked.

			‘Oh!’ I said, turning around and shutting the door.

			‘Oops!’ he said, chuckling with embarrassment, skipping towards the open bathroom door. ‘Sorry!’

			I had my coffee black that morning.

			‘I can’t believe this is a conversation we have to have,’ said Dion that afternoon while I was in class, ‘but, Dad: you can’t walk around the house naked now we have a girl living with us.’

			‘I was getting ready for a shower and there’s not much space in the downstairs bathroom,’ he protested.  ‘I wasn’t walking around the house; I was in the kitchen.’

			‘All right, let me rephrase it: Dad, you can’t walk around the kitchen naked now we have a girl living with us.’

			‘But it was before seven; she doesn’t usually come down that early.’

			‘But she might, Dad, that’s the central bullet point here; she might walk into any room that isn’t yours or locked, so if you’re in a room that isn’t yours or locked, you’re going to need to not be naked.’

			‘Hmm,’ he said, nodding, the way he did when someone had made a new and interesting point, ‘I suppose that does make sense.’

			After that, whenever Dion had to leave the house early, he would sneak in and leave me a jug of milk by the coffee machine.

			We had our own rooms because we could. He had his mum’s old office, with a chilly en-suite bathroom that we shared. I didn’t like Dion’s room much – the floorboards bled noise from the kitchen below; you could hear the ting of a butter knife on a plate. I loved the romance of my attic room: its slanted ceilings, the cast-iron fireplace, the built-in bookshelves. It had been Dion’s room growing up, and now he was too tall to move about without hitting his head. We slept apart at first, but my bed was  where we lived. On weekends he would wake me up  with toast, a kiss and a jug of milk, and I made frothy cappuccinos. We planned our days and heckled morning television. Then, when it was cold – and an attic room with no insulation usually is – we snuggled under three blankets, giggling at nothing, rubbing our feet together like crickets.

			The house was freezing. The heating must have been off for days. Dion was in the kitchen mopping up dog mess. Troy had been trapped in there – unfed, unwatered, unwalked.

			‘Di!’ I gasped, letting my bag fall to the floor.

			Dion put the mop down, collapsed on me and sobbed. He pulled back and put his forehead on mine and I held his face, ran my thumbs across it, wiping his tears away as they appeared.

			‘I haven’t got any parents left,’ he whispered. Something cracked inside me. Troy whined and leaned his head on my leg, and I let one hand go to stroke him.

			After a few minutes Dion took a deep breath and pulled back to face me.

			‘Do you realise what you texted me right before I got the call?’

			I thought for a second, and clamped my hands over my mouth, ‘Oh God . . .’

			‘Right before I found out Dad had died, you sent me a text that said, “We’re out of coffee, I want to die.” ’

			Which is how the police arrived to find us in the kitchen, wet-faced and leaning on each other, surrounded by dog shit, gasping for air through peals of laughter.

			I’m snooping in a dead man’s computer. It’s not an official time-of-death investigation, but the paramedics are still upstairs, and I need an answer now.

			As I search his desktop for the Outlook icon, I can hear Dion rummaging around in the cellar, looking for a key to the back door. I knew Chris had a daily alarm for checking and sending emails; I should have responded to the twist of worry in my gut when Dion told me the  second and third times, ‘No reply yet.’

			I think about the last time we saw Chris. It was that Sunday, two weeks ago. He cooked a roast. As always, and despite my protests, he bought the wine according to what he thought I’d like – this time, it was Vouvray. He didn’t even like white wine. A year earlier, we’d all taken a road trip to Tours in France. This was the wine we had on the first day, he said, and I’d really liked it. I didn’t remember, probably because of Chris’s strict policy that I must always have a full glass.

			Over dessert, he started quizzing us about house prices: ‘Do you think you two could afford to buy a place big enough to have kids?’

			‘God, no,’ we replied.

			‘House prices have probably gone up thirty per cent since you peeled the potatoes,’ I said. ‘If we had a baby, we’d have to put it in a drawer.’

			‘Filing-cabinet drawers are huge,’ said Dion. ‘We could get it a filing cabinet.’

			‘Then it would have, like, four rooms.’

			‘The thing is,’ Chris said, interrupting our millennial brainstorm, ‘this place is too big for just me. But I don’t  much fancy moving. So I thought I’d renovate it so I could have the bottom floor and you could have the top two. Then you could start a family at some point. Does that interest you at all?’

			That’s how he offered to set us up for life. Like it was popping in to feed our cats while we were away. We sat, stunned for a moment.

			‘I think . . . yeah, Dad, it would. Hon?’

			He looked at me. I was still dumbfounded. When he finally convinced us he meant it, he waved away every whisper of thanks and instead talked about getting an architect to turn his one house into two.

			Chris kept all his passwords in a Word document on his desktop. Shaking my head, I open his inbox. Looking at the last email he opened, and the last email he sent, I can see when he died. It was eight days ago, hours after he went to his lawyer and changed his will to leave us this house.

			Dion comes upstairs from the cellar. ‘Look what I found.’

			I look up.

			He’s holding an entire case of Vouvray.

			It was a favourite game of ours to try to convince Chris to spend some – any – of his money. When Sylvia got sick, he retired from his job as director of public health for Lewisham to care for her. At sixty-eight he found himself a retired, widowed workaholic, so he amused himself by investing his savings and pension in stocks and bonds. They made money; he called it a win. But that was the end of it: he never spent his winnings.

			The road trip to France was to celebrate him buying a car (second-hand, of course). We’d barely left London when he remembered he loathed driving. He seemed to think the way to stop the car was to SLAM on the brakes – the traffic jam in Rouen was particularly nauseating. We arrived frazzled and ready to strangle each other. But once we settled into the bright Airbnb flat, we eased into the holiday spirit – cheeseboard out, glass of wine in hand, abstemious defences down – and spent a full hour trying to convince Chris to buy a new suit.

			Wouldn’t it be nice to arrive at the opera in a jacket without rips under the arms? Wouldn’t it be lovely to sit on a park bench without someone giving you their change? Would spending the money affect your life even one little bit? And on it went. By the time we reached the bottom of the bottle, he was cautiously convinced.

			We found a Hugo Boss and set the French sales assistants on him. He started mortifying us less than thirty seconds in by speaking ‘loud enough for them to understand’. Then he mentioned that Hugo Boss made uniforms for the Nazis – except the sales assistants didn’t understand the word ‘Nazis’ in his Australian accent.  So he demonstrated – by goose-stepping.

			We hid behind a shoe rack until it was over.

			‘This is our own fault,’ I told Dion as we tried to pretend we didn’t know this loon. ‘This is the cost of your dad parting with his cash.’

			‘I know,’ he whispered back. ‘It’s way, way overpriced.’

			He died fourteen months later. He got to wear the fabulous suit he bought maybe three or four times. I wouldn’t care if he had never got to wear it: I’ll always  be glad he bought that suit.

			I’m snooping in a dead man’s toolbox. I’m not an accomplished handyman, but the handle on his bedroom door has come off and we need to fix it now.

			Chris’s face could usually be found buried in a textbook about ancient Greece, and he was always slow to take care of his physical surroundings in the boring present. When I told him I’d heard mice in the walls, he did nothing about it until they were joined by rats the size of canoes. The kitchen cupboard doors are falling off and the wallpaper is peeling; the handle on his bedroom door has been merely decorative for years, and now, on this horrible Tuesday morning, the undertakers are paying the price.

			It has been less than three hours since Dion found him. He arrived this morning at 9.30 a.m., opened the door and called, ‘Dad!’ He went to the kitchen and saw the mess, and Troy’s ribs. He fed him twice, already knowing what he’d find upstairs.

			He opened the bedroom door and saw his dad in bed, with a book on his chest and his glasses on his head. He must have nodded off while reading. But it had been eight days. The sight and smell of what was in that room will linger in our minds for months, wake us up at night and randomly pierce our thoughts like knitting needles through the temple. Dion slammed the door shut, and the handle came off in his hand. He slotted it back in and dialled 999.

			‘Nine-nine-nine: police or ambulance?’

			‘I . . . I think both.’

			He gave the address, and the paramedics, who happened to be two streets away, arrived within minutes. Dion opened the door and one of them charged in, asking where the patient was.

			‘Upstairs.’

			She took one look, came out, leaned over the banister and called to her partner, ‘Don’t hurry.’

			There’s a knock at the living-room door. We’ve closed it to keep Troy from running upstairs. Everyone should be spared the sight of what happens to a corpse after a week, even a dog. He’s distraught and has attempted to curl up on my lap as if he were a puppy rather than a fully-grown Dobermann with paws the size of burger buns. Dion opens the door and the police officer comes in.

			‘Hi,’ he says, gentle and professional, but his lips are pursed, as if he’s trying not to laugh. ‘Sorry to disturb you. We have, um . . . a situation. The undertakers are here to remove the body, but the handle on the bedroom door has come off. The window was open, and unfortunately the wind slammed the door shut. So they can’t get out. We, um, we need your permission to break down the door.’

			There is a silence. It takes a moment for us to comprehend that the undertakers are trapped in the room with an eight-day-old corpse, and we’re now being asked, ever so politely, if we might authorise their release.

			‘Right,’ Dion says. He cocks his head to one side and says, ‘That’s pretty funny.’

			The three of us laugh so loud and hard that the dog scurries away. It dawns on us that the trapped undertakers can probably hear us, which makes us feel terrible for laughing, which of course makes it all the funnier. Dion leans against the wall, authorising the breaking of the door with a thumbs-up and a nod, and I’m quickly yanked away from my toolbox search, because, ‘They deserve  to get out of there quicker than you can fix a doorknob.’

			They break down the door. The smell fills the air. We cower in the kitchen as they bring the body downstairs, put it in a van, and drive it away.

			I’m wiping up spilt honey in a dead man’s pantry. It’s an easy meal for the ants that are crawling through the cracks in the walls, but I scrub until paint comes off the wood. This house has been more than generous to the local insect population lately. Dion clears out the fridge, gingerly passing dripping packs of green-tinged chicken to the bin. At least meat doesn’t bloat, I think, and wonder if, given equal conditions, food and humans decay at similar rates. Even the cherry tomatoes have grown furry colonies advanced enough to go to war.

			We only moved out a year ago. While Dion studied and I struggled through the lowest ranks in journalism, Chris charged us rent high enough that we didn’t feel like charity cases but low enough for us to not have to sell toenail clippings to weirdos on the internet. After two years, we found full-time jobs and moved into our own bolthole flat in a converted match factory in east London, with a rickety mezzanine bedroom and windows that rattled when it rained. I love our tiny flat, usually. Today it feels like an indulgence, a place we’ve been horsing around in like kids playing house while Chris lay in bed, waiting for us to come home, waiting to be found. If we’d held off a year, I think, we’d have been here. We wouldn’t have been alerted by a cleaning lady. The dog wouldn’t have been trapped for a week, barking and howling to no one. I catch my breath and stop scrubbing. The honey is definitely gone, now. The sponge has splinters.

			It’s not the first time this house has smelled of death. Last time it was the colony of rats Chris did nothing to discourage. Chris’s house is Victorian. No one has ever described a Victorian house without using the word ‘draughty’; they seem to always be full of holes, as if punched in by a well-meaning giant who thinks we’re defenceless animals, unable to breathe inside our boxes. The holes usher in a safari of creepy-crawlies: the cold, damp downstairs bathroom has a permanent ant regiment marching up and down the walls, passing by the toilet paper and disappearing behind the incongruous shoe rack.

			A holey house is also an invitation for rodents. I liked to think I was a conscientious tenant, so I told Chris I’d heard mice in the walls. The rats had not ventured as high as the attic room – my wildlife problem was more usually a pigeon tumbling down the chimney. Rain and snow also got in that way. But the mice were making themselves comfortable on the lower floors.

			Chris’s style was less ‘landlord’ than ‘eccentric housemate’, and he couldn’t motivate himself to take action on anything non-urgent – and reaching his bar for ‘urgent’ could cause altitude sickness. It probably involved uncontrollable blood loss. As such, the mice gave way to an under-floor rat kingdom. These were fat rats. I could hear the heft of their bodies in their gait. Dion and Chris let slip that they’d seen one in the garden but refused to describe how big it was, so naturally I assumed it was wearing a saddle, or sitting at the garden table reading War and Peace.

			Before long, the house smelled like a poorly maintained pet shop. Eventually Chris called an exterminator.

			‘RATS!’ he hissed, making claws with his hands. ‘Not mice. RATS!’ He made the claws again. Of course it was rats; mice don’t fill every corner of a house with the stink of their nest, and they don’t sound like a swarm of chihuahuas scuttling about in the walls. But it was impossible not to laugh at his hissing rat face.

			The exterminator came and wiped out the kingdom. A heatwave arrived, speeding up the mass decomposition happening out of sight. The stench was almost visible. Our home was abuzz with flies, which no doubt travelled from all over to gather for the bountiful feast.

			I didn’t catch the trauma-clean man’s name. I should have. He was there to confront chemical compounds like putrescine and cadaverine, to act as a rubber-gloved buffer between us and our mortal terror, to do a job we couldn’t do, while we stayed downstairs throwing out chicken, like children. He and Dion seemed far away and distorted as they discussed the job, as if I was watching them through the wrong end of a telescope. I sat at the kitchen table, watching the trauma-clean man’s papery hands gesticulate as he went over the particulars of how he would clean up the fluids left by the body of my father-in-law-never-to-be. The trauma-clean man was dusty, what you’d call rugged. About fifty years old, but with grooves in his face so deep you could file tax forms in them. He had worn-out, sandpapered vocal cords, and a voice like shovelling gravel. Tobacco-stained teeth flashing under pale, dry lips, which cracked as he chatted about clearing blood, dirty needles and rotting bodily excretions from otherwise lovely homes. I watched him, thinking, You were a baby once.

			It was when he said ‘fluids’ for the sixth or eighth or thousandth time that everything went dark. The kitchen table pressed against my forehead, comforting and sticky. Nothing in Chris’s house was ever quite clean.

			The night Chris died, Dion and I were arguing about flossing. He said he tried it once and it made his gums bleed. I told him that means he needs to floss, damn it. Then I asked if Chris had replied to his email.

			‘Is she all right?’ asked the trauma-clean man.

			The day after Chris died, Rhik invited me to that PR event for the launch of Hotel Chocolat’s Christmas line of chocolate. Chris was probably stiff with rigor mortis by the time we left with our freebies and went to see that weird grunge band in Soho. The lead singer was dressed as a giant rag doll, and scream-sang, ‘WHY DON’T YOU MISS ME?’ over and over again.

			‘I’m fine!’ I chirruped, infusing my voice with sunshine and exclamation points but not lifting my head from the table. ‘Just resting my eyes!’ Tears dripped onto my shoes.

			On the third day I’d posted a picture of my coffee, on the fourth day a picture of Dion smiling with a tankard of beer.

			And I asked if Chris had replied to his email.

			‘Let me know if you’d like a tea or anything!’ Had I really just offered tea while pretending to be cheerful? I’d never been more English.

			On the fifth day I took my cat to the vet, then asked Dion if Chris had replied to his email.

			‘No thanks, love, you’re all right,’ said the trauma-clean man. ‘I’ll go and get started.’

			At the weekend I’d met an old friend in Camden and she’d cried with worry over a rash on her back. It turned out to be nothing. Chris was already bloated and green when I sent her a text saying, ‘You worry too much.’

			I heard the trauma-clean man turn and walk to the stairs, coughing like he had a badger in his chest.

			‘Are you OK?’ said Dion.

			The day before Dion found Chris, I was at the vet for a follow-up appointment for my cat. He was fine. The loss of his testes hadn’t bothered him at all. I asked Dion if his dad usually took so long to respond to emails. Eight days. Eight days. How could it have been eight days?

			Dion laid a hand gently on the back of my neck.

			‘That guy,’ I said, still faux-chipper as I clasped Dion’s fingers in mine, ‘was a baby once.’

			He cleaned away the trauma beautifully. Going into the bedroom, now missing both Chris and the bed, you’d never know death ever touched it. But the grief is visible enough. That this was his room at all is the first sign; the master bedroom is on the other side of the wall, with the four-poster bed and wardrobes he shared with Sylvia left practically untouched. He had retired from medicine to look after her when she was diagnosed. She died on Christmas morning, and he shoved a bed into what used to be his office, and became the cliché of the doctor who never went to the doctor. His accolades in the world of public health still hang on the wall, right above the spot where he died of undiagnosed heart  disease.

			‘Hon,’ I say, cocking my head to the side and squinting, ‘is that a Christmas present?’

			‘Where?’

			‘Under the desk.’

			Dion moves the bulky wooden chair and slides out a box wrapped in red paper with golden reindeers, layered thick with dust. A tag on it reads, in faded black ink, ‘love, Sylvia’.

			‘He never opened it? For six years?’ Don Inertia, this is some commitment to not feeling pain. Where did he get the willpower? And a blind spot the size and shape of a big box? I’m impressed, and sad. But mostly I want to shake him.

			‘We’ve got to open it,’ says Dion. So we do. It’s a turntable.

			‘Of course,’ he says as he pulls back the paper, letting the thick dust fall onto the freshly cleansed floor, ‘the one in the living room broke eight years ago. It’s still  sitting there.’

			We donate the turntable, and hope it gets to play something soon.

			It’s amazing how quickly people can get from ‘Sorry  for your loss’ to ‘God, you’re so lucky’.

			The UK government requires a medical certificate of cause of death. A doctor can provide that, if they know what killed you and you’ve seen them in the last fourteen days. But Chris hadn’t been to his GP in over a year (because why go for screening when he knows the Latin name for anything they might find? If having been to medical school isn’t sufficient immunisation against disease, then what is?), so off to the coroner’s office he went. They came back with the same conclusion I reached after looking in the fridge: Chris died of undiagnosed heart disease. Shortly after, Dion receives a letter that says (and I’m paraphrasing):

			Condolences to you and your family, and congratulations to us: you owe us 40 per cent of your dad’s estate! It amounts to more money than you could possibly make between you in a decade, and you owe it terrifyingly soon. Get selling that house you grew up in and find somewhere else to raise a family.

			Sincerely,

			The Government

			That’s awful, friends say, but they have to know: how much is left for you? And that’s when the ‘no parents left’ and ‘decomposing cadaver’ parts of the story dissolve into petty detail. Because what’s left for us will be enough for a flat.

			‘So, you’ll have . . . no mortgage?’

			‘No mortgage,’ Dion says, simply.

			He understands the significance of what he’s saying, but it’s obvious he doesn’t feel guilty. He watched cancer erase his mother – gradually at first, then all at once  – then he found his father’s week-old corpse. He figures  a flat is the least the universe owes him.

			But I feel weird. I know how people see me now. From the outside, this couldn’t have worked out better for me if I’d dug for it. I spend five years with someone, he proposes, and a few months later he’s getting a life-changing inheritance? It’s like sticking money in a slot machine moments before it pays out. Inheritance isn’t supposed to come when you’re twenty-nine, when jobs are insecure and debt is just part of the furniture; inheritance is supposed to come when you’re fifty, when your savings are plump and your vote already counts. I’ve won the lottery. A strange, sad lottery. And as I swallow yet another lump in my throat I think, I’m supposed to feel lucky right now.

			We lived with Chris for two years, during which Dion quit his job and got a master’s in the hope it would give him better job prospects. Desperate for a place of our own, we found somewhere we could just about afford. The entire flat was barely bigger than the attic room in Chris’s house. When people came over, their first comment was often, ‘Wow, you two must really love each other.’

			Chris seemed pleased we’d found somewhere but, truth be told, was kind of a dick about our stuff. We wanted to leave a few things until we could afford a bigger place, but he made it clear that we couldn’t leave so much as a flip-flop in any of the rooms he never used.

			‘He’s forgotten why I moved in,’ Dion said to me one evening. We were sitting on my bed, surrounded by piles of stuff yet to be packed.

			‘Do you think?’

			‘Yep. When I started my master’s, he began thinking of himself as doing me a favour, I can tell. So now, in his mind, I’m the kid he’s “letting” live here and he’s dying for his freedom back.’

			‘Are you going to remind him?’

			‘I don’t know. I don’t want to hurt his pride. It’s really important to him to . . . I guess . . . to be seen to be coping. But on the other hand, it’s a bit rich, casting me as the needy millennial. I was living with my best friends, I had control of when the heating went on, I didn’t move here because I had to, and I haven’t asked him for anything. He even tried to lower the rent when I started studying and  I wouldn’t let him.’

			‘He did? That was nice of him.’

			‘Yeah, it was. But I didn’t need it. So, I don’t know. I’m a bit hurt, to be honest.’

			It made the last week a little tense, but we removed every last stick ourselves from the house, as requested.

			On moving day, Dion went back for one last trip.

			‘That’s the last of it. Cheers, Dad. See you next weekend for lunch?’

			‘Right-oh, kiddo. Hang on to your key, won’t you?’

			‘Yeah, of course, I’ve had it since I was fifteen.’

			‘Good, good. See you next Sunday. We’re having Julia Child’s beef bourguignon.’

			‘Amazing.’

			Dion made his way through the living room, navigating around Troy, who was asleep across the doorway.

			‘Dionini?’

			Dion stopped and turned, assuming he’d dropped something.

			‘Yeah?’

			Chris had his hands in his pockets, and was rocking back and forth on his feet, gently nodding.

			‘Thanks for moving in.’

			If I have a ‘guilty pleasure’, it’s property porn: trawling through online pictures of well-appointed nests I’ll never afford, constructing imaginary identities for myself that would suit them. A Parisian chambre de bonne: if I lived there, my wit would be drier and I’d be so much better at walking in heels. A beach house in the Hamptons: if I lived there, I’d have smooth, tanned skin and 60 per cent more friends. A stone cottage in the Cotswolds: if I lived there, I’d read more poetry and bake trays of perfect madeleines. If I’m really committed to the daydream about being a different, sexier, smarter version of myself, one that wouldn’t be out of place in these pictures, I check out a floor plan, look at dimensions, work out where my furniture would go, all the while knowing the dimensions of a house are as irrelevant as the song that was on the radio while it was being painted. Houses are compacted dirt that expand with memories and things. Clothes, trinkets, books bought and never read. Rugs you love the stitching on, but that irritate by slipping around underfoot. Dogs and their awful smells and the plastic toys they chew with destructive delight. An under-floor rat cemetery. A system of announcing you’re about to shower so no one scalds or freezes you by running the kitchen tap. Conversations, fights, burnt coffee, roast beef on alternate Sundays, tables dotted with dried-on candle wax, toasts to successes, with glasses stained by the supermarket’s second-cheapest wine. Celebrations, hurtful words, naked kitchen dashes, countless loads of laundry and hugs goodbye. Houses expand to the size of the world.

			It takes Dion and I two days to strip away the imprints and adornments of the dead: his fluids, his furniture, the settled dust, the optimism of a stocked fridge. With every wipe, every donation, every item we throw out or squirrel away in memorial, we shrivel our old home into something saleable – if buyers can look past the rat-nibbled skirting boards, hideous pink wallpaper and oblivious ant army. Yet another London assemblage of overpriced walls, ready to be expanded with the daily mundanities of another family’s love.

			And we close the front door as we’ve done a thousand times. We hold hands, go back to our matchbox, and climb into bed. We tuck the blanket under our legs and hold on to each other like we’re falling. I find myself thinking of the ants, marching with purpose to whatever lies behind the shoe rack, so oblivious to the tragedy around them, and I wish I’d left a splash of honey.
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