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When I think back, I see chairs arranged in a circle. Small, hard and plastic, they come in a range of primary colours, blotches of forced brightness in the otherwise drab, depressing space. Lino floors with chewing gum trodden into nondescript discs, a battered corkboard bearing peeling posters. The room has only two windows. The view through the streaked, dirty glass is of the car park.


This room has an assortment of uses. Knitting clubs, the local playgroup, dodgeball. More often than not, the chairs remain stacked against the wall. Towers of clashing reds and blues packed away to create more space for these joyful activities.


As far as I know, the circular formation is unique to Tuesday evenings. Unique to our particular group. The circle, you see, is a symbol of many things. It represents beginnings, it represents endings. Our group, obviously, is more concerned with the latter.


I would have liked some ambient noise to mask my entry: the rustle of a coat perhaps, or the low rumble of voices. Instead, there is only the whump of the swing door settling behind me, the squeak of my rubber soles against the floor. Here, silent as the grave is not just an expression; it’s a mantra.


Fiona purses her lips as I take my seat. I sense, rather than see, that she’s glaring at me, so I take my time to shrug out of my coat and settle myself on the chair. I don’t make a habit of being late, but we’ve played this game a few times. It’s important, I’ve discovered, to keep Fiona on her toes.


Only when I have finished rubbing sanitiser into my hands does Fiona clear her throat and shuffle her papers with a self-importance that is astonishing for a woman whose greatest achievement is the death of her husband. The smell of rubbing alcohol is sharp in the air.


‘Now that we’re all here, let’s make a start, shall we?’


I don’t dislike Fiona. In many ways, I admire her tenacity. Not many people have the stomach to profit from other people’s despair, yet she does it with an enthusiasm that borders on relish. She’s got a strong nose for business, and the personality to boot. If it weren’t anti-feminist, you’d likely describe her as a battleaxe, but it is, so I won’t. There is a whisper of the Miss Trunchbull about her, though. All of which is why, today, I’m alarmed to see her ample bosom inflating in a way that might almost be described as flirtatious, a flush spreading into those already ruddy cheeks.


‘You might notice,’ she says in a sugary voice I’ve never heard before, ‘that we have a new member joining us today.’


She points to a man on the other side of the circle. I can’t believe I didn’t notice him before. We don’t often get new members, and it’s always an exciting diversion from the usual order of play: tears and long, meandering monologues that most of us have heard fifteen times before. Personally, I like to mix it up a bit when I speak. Critical to keep your audience engaged.


The reason for Fiona’s sickening personality shift is instantly obvious. He’s very attractive. Even though he’s sitting down, I can tell he’s tall. There’s a nice symmetry to his face, too, and he has a full head of hair (which, when a man has suffered a loss, is not a guarantee). If I weren’t here under such tragic circumstances, I might even be tempted myself.


The man seems utterly unbothered by our scrutiny, which is not always the case. I like to think we can be quite intimidating as a pack, and there have been occasions when new members have crumbled under the weight of our unsmiling stares. We don’t mess around here. This is a serious group for serious loss.


This man, however, raises his hand in an almost lazy acknowledgement of our attention. Bereavement suits him. The three-day-old stubble gives him a rugged, unruly quality, and his suit hangs from him in a way that only emphasises his lithe frame. I bet he’s pure muscle underneath—


I stop myself there. It’s easy to become carried away in these sorts of situations, and I must keep my mind on the matter at hand: Freddie.


‘This is Jack.’ Fiona says, and simpers. Christ, even her cleavage is flushed now.


‘Hi Jack,’ we chorus back in monotone, to show how sad and solemn we are. Fiona looks as though she’d quite like to ask us to do it once more, with feeling.


‘Do you feel comfortable sharing who you’ve lost, Jack?’


He clears his throat: a gruff, deep rumble. God, he’s good-looking. Rita’s clocked it too, now. She’s staring at him, sucking in her cheeks, making her look not unlike an odd, inverted hamster, but at least she had the foresight to put make-up on. I look like shit. I have, admittedly, let myself go somewhat in the last few months.


‘Sure,’ Jack says, and as a collective we sit up a little straighter. There’s a certain presence to him that even the men in our group – Charlie and Matt – have picked up on. With a single word, he’s commanded our attention in a way that’s almost enviable. I study his body language. He’s leaning forward slightly, as though he’s drawing us into his confidence. His hands are clasped tightly in his lap for sincerity, his brows pulled together for seriousness. It’s good. Very good. ‘I’m here,’ he continues, ‘because I lost my wife, Alice. She died of cancer earlier this year. Sixth of June.’


It takes me a moment to compute what he’s said. I’m so focused on the clarity of his delivery, the projection of his voice, that the date does not immediately register. But when it does, my heart gives a little leap of excitement.


‘Did you say sixth of June?’ The eagerness has leached into my voice – not a good look – and I tone it down instantly. ‘Sorry.’ I clear my throat. That’s better. Duller, deader. ‘It’s just, that’s the date I lost my partner, Freddie. Sixth of June, this year.’


Jack looks at me for the first time, and I experience a lurch of intense desire. ‘I’m so sorry to hear that,’ he says. Then he looks away again, and it feels like the sun has slipped behind a cloud.


‘Thank you, Iris.’ Fiona’s dropped all pretence now. To be fair, I have broken a cardinal rule: that we do not, under any circumstances, interrupt another member when they’re speaking. I glance at Jack. He’s new. He won’t know the difference.


Fiona tries to claw back her composure and fails miserably. ‘That was very brave, Jack. Well done,’ she says, with a chip of ice in her tone.


‘I’m just going to do a little rundown of the way this particular bereavement group works, and then we’ll go round in a circle and introduce ourselves. I’m Fiona and I’m the group leader. Any concerns, come straight to me, yes?’ Back on familiar ground, she hits her stride again. She loves new members almost as much as I do.


Fiona lost her own husband ten years ago and, in the wake of his death, wrote a nearly successful self-help book, which she flogs to all new members like it’s the much-anticipated new chapter of the Bible. She now turns a profit by giving talks about her healing process, and I am beginning to wonder if losing her husband isn’t the best thing that ever happened to her.


‘This is a safe space. I want you to be able to share your feelings, whatever they may be, in a non-judgemental way. It’s important to note that we are a social bereavement group; this is not group therapy, nor is it purporting to be. The aim is to bring people who have suffered a loss together – but bear in mind that not everyone will have experienced the same type of loss as you. We just ask that you are patient: others’ experience may differ from your own, but that doesn’t make their feelings any less valid. Understood?’ She says all of this very fast, as though she is the voiceover for a radio jingle and is trying to fit the terms and conditions into the designated eight-second time slot at the end.


Jack nods, and Fiona turns to me.


‘Iris, since you were so keen to interject, you can start.’


It feels, suddenly, like a lot is resting on what I say next. For one thing, I’m a little put out by the success of Jack’s introduction. He played it perfectly: a tough act to follow. For another, I need him to notice me again. That look he gave me: something long-dormant stirred. And that’s without even touching on the elephant in the room. His wife, dying on the exact same day as Freddie. I mean, really. What are the chances? It’s like it was meant to be.


So, obviously, what I say next is critical. I have just this one chance to impress him. To impress upon him that I am someone worth more than a fleeting glance.


I start by leaning forward. It’s a good trick, one I’ll bank for future use if this is a success. I wait until the shuffling of feet has ceased, until all eyes in the room are fixed on me. I emit a deep, laboured sigh. Just to remind everyone why we’re here.


‘I’m Iris.’ Nailed it. The perfect combination of sorrow and fortitude. ‘As I mentioned just now – sorry, Fiona – I lost my partner, Freddie on the same date. Sixth of June.’ A small, wary chuckle. As though I can’t believe the coincidence of it. Which, to be fair, I can’t. Jack sits up straighter. I’ve got him on the line, now I just need to land the finish. ‘What I didn’t mention…’ Pause for another, shaky breath to emphasise the aforementioned fortitude. ‘Is that Freddie wasn’t just my boyfriend. He was my fiancé. He’d asked me to marry him a few days before he died.’


Is there anything more tragic than a love cut short? It’s sad to lose your wife, sure, but by that point all those little idiosyncrasies that you found so adorable at the beginning have begun to grate. But an engagement ended by an untimely death? That’s peak tragedy. That’s the death of hope itself.


The others clearly think so, too. Rita’s hand is clamped over her mouth in shock. I think I see the glaze of tears in her eyes, though admittedly that’s not entirely unusual for her. Jack’s eyebrows have knitted together in sympathy. I take a risk then: I press my tongue hard to the roof of my mouth and give him my most winning smile. I haven’t used it in nearly six months, but it’s all coming back to me now. In response Jack gives me a small, uncertain smile, but at least he’s still looking at me.


Only Fiona does not look entirely convinced.


‘But… you’re not wearing a ring?’ she says. I don’t appreciate the challenge in her tone.


‘A ring is a patriarchal construct, Fiona. It feeds into the idea that a man owns a woman.’


But there was a ring.


And I would have worn it.
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I try to keep thoughts of Freddie to a minimum. It’s not that I don’t care. I do. But it’s distressing to dwell on just how close I came to happiness. To companionship. That feeling of having someone there. He always seemed to know when I’d had a long day, like we were connected by some invisible thread. He’d put a bracing hand on my shoulder, just to let me know he was there, or send a thoughtful message: You OK?


I’m painfully aware, however, that rehashing every peak and trough of the relationship is not conducive to moving on. That’s how you slip into bitterness. And, on the whole, I’m adept at keeping memories of Freddie at bay. I keep busy and work hard. I avoid silence. When things get really tough, I clean.


It may not surprise you to hear that the one place I struggle with thoughts of Freddie is the grief group, though not for the reasons you might think. It’s more of a pacing issue than any deep-buried emotion dredged up by someone else’s melancholic speech. The truth is that bereavement groups are really quite slow. So slow, there have been occasions where I have no doubt the corpse of those they’re mourning would get to the point faster.


And we are currently suffering through another painful silence from our least eloquent participant: Charlie. After my shock confession, it’s an abrupt return to the mundane, and – judging by the distant expressions – not a particularly welcome one.


Tonight, though, it’s not Freddie occupying my thoughts, but Jack. My little speech went down better than I could have predicted. Every so often, we catch eyes. Jack always looks away quickly, but not before I’ve clocked it. We are an hour into the session, and he has looked at me twenty times already. That’s got to mean something.


The last time I felt excitement like this was at the start of my relationship with Freddie. I was languishing then, too, stuck in the hellish normality of daily life. Looking back, I think I was a bit lost. Floating through early adulthood without point or purpose. Freddie changed that. He changed everything.


It’s all coming back to me now, like a rusty cog slotting into place. The smile I gave Jack earlier was over the top. I won’t make that mistake again. It’s crucial I don’t come across as too keen. Take the game out of it, and they lose interest instantly. A little nugget of advice that my brain has kept tucked away all these months, as though it knew I might need it again. Yes, it’s all returning to me now.


I pretend not to notice Jack taking me in. I fight the urge to cover my hair. I haven’t washed it for three days. My roots are an abomination. I’ll have to deal with them before next week. I straighten my spine, square my shoulders, rest my hands softly in my lap. I cock my head, gaze fixed firmly on Charlie, and pretend to be absorbed in his prevailing silence, which is no easy feat.


It never ceases to amaze me, the effect male attention can have. I feel more alive tonight than I have in weeks, though I appreciate this is probably the wrong forum to boast about vitality. Don’t get me wrong, I don’t condone wrapping one’s entire sense of self around the male gaze, but we all know it feels good, even if it is taboo to admit it. It’s nice, to be looked at again. Particularly when it’s by someone like Jack. By someone like Freddie.


I was new to this game when I met Freddie. Stuck in a dead-end job I was desperate to leave and still smarting from the labels I’d been branded with at university four years before: strange, intense, loner. That last one hurt the most, because it implied complicity on my part. I’d begun to wonder if I really was the issue, before Freddie showed an interest in me. Then, I realised it was everyone else.


We met in a coffee shop. I spotted him instantly: he was the most attractive man in there; and I was not the only one to notice. The barista was giving him a strong side-eye, which, from what I’d observed, could work wonders on the unsuspecting male. I had to move fast, find a way to get his attention, and so, as I walked towards the counter, I stumbled slightly and grabbed for his arm to steady myself.


‘Whoa,’ he’d said. ‘Careful. Are you OK?’


I’d blushed prettily (not something I can generally do on command, but everyone in the shop was staring at me) and looked up at him through my lashes. ‘Yes. So sorry. I don’t know what happened there.’


He smiled, and, though it was wide and open and honest, I thought I recognised something beneath: something sad, which he’d gone to great lengths to conceal. It chimed with something inside of me, too. ‘I’m always half-asleep before I have my morning coffee, too,’ he’d said.


He was kind like that. Willing to put himself in others’ shoes. It was one of the things I loved most about him. I didn’t tell him that I was only in the café to pass the time before a covert interview for a job that I hoped might raise my frightful prospects. That I thought coffee tasted like mud. ‘Exactly,’ I said, mirroring his easy, casual stance.


Always the gentleman, he allowed me to go ahead of him. I knew he was listening, so I ordered a cappuccino, but when I went to pay he slipped round me, tapped his card on the machine and winked. The rush of attraction was so strong, I can feel it even now.


‘My good deed for the day,’ he said. Men do love playing the hero.


Imagine my surprise, then, when I walked into the interview room – for a design job at a magazine publishing company – later that same morning, and he was sitting there. A coincidence too strange to be insignificant. I learned that – should I get the role – he would be my manager.


‘Small world!’ he’d said with a laugh when he saw me. Buoyed by his presence, I performed well in the interview, but I couldn’t help but feel that our encounter in the coffee shop clinched it for me. They offered me the job on the spot, and I started a month later.


See? Told you the group often sends me on a jaunty trip down memory lane. We’re wrapping up now. Jack sends one final glance in my direction. If I’ve played my cards right, he’ll try to talk to me at the end, prompted by my staunch refusal to engage with him. It’s a delicious thought, a game I know how to play well. Marcie’s magazines taught me the rules: to generate interest, play it cool. Let him come to you. I hope I’m not too rusty conversationally. Flirtatious looks are one thing. Dialogue is quite another.


But Jack doesn’t try to speak to me at the end. He’s the first out of his chair, and he heads towards the exit without a second glance. I’m momentarily dumbstruck, staring after him, open-mouthed. I was sure I’d done it right. I’d gone by the book: stirring his interest, before appearing indifferent to his response. I set up the game flawlessly, laying the pieces carefully on the board, but now he’s refusing to play.


It must have been my hair. It really is bad. Thin, greasy and brittle. I’ll book an appointment with the hairdresser. Then we’ll see if he can resist my charms.


I’m the last to leave. I pick up my coat, head through the door to the lobby, and catch sight of the signing-out book. Fiona tries to insist we sign in and out in accordance with health and safety regulations, but most of us don’t bother. A small act of rebellion, two fingers to sadness. Jack doesn’t know that, though.


I run my finger down the list and there he is. Right at the bottom. The hasty scrawl of a man in a hurry.




Jack Reynolds.
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It’s vital to move quickly in these scenarios, because they don’t come along very often. The coincidence with the date is too significant to ignore: someone, somewhere, has given me a second chance at love, and I intend to grasp it with both hands. I pull out my phone as my bus winds its way through the quiet streets towards home. It doesn’t take me long to find Jack’s Facebook profile. Over a thousand friends and not a single mutual. A shame. A connection would have given us something else in common, but I’ll have to work with what I’ve got. I don’t add him, obviously – I’m not a creep – but I do scroll through the photos that are publicly accessible.


He comes from money, that much is clear. The tailored suit and clipped vowels could have told me that, but these pictures confirm it. They go back years, depicting a painful combination of Jack Wills shirts, rolling tobacco and grey tracksuit bottoms pulled low to accidentally on purpose reveal Calvin Klein underwear. Evidently, he likes a party. And women. There are many of him in his teenage years, clearly tanked on booze and God knows what else, with his arm draped round girls who all look the same: back-brushed blond hair, smudged eyeliner, white smiles that must have cost thousands.


To his credit, the profile looks as though it is now all but defunct. The last profile picture he uploaded was in 2012, which was a questionable time even for those of us who didn’t attend fifty-thousand-pound-a-year boarding schools.


His Instagram profile, set to the highest level of privacy, reveals even less, though the thumbnail – a picture of him standing atop a cliff wearing hiking gear – suggests he has, at least, moved on from posing with champagne girls in seedy nightclubs. No sign of the wife. I don’t know if that’s a good or a bad thing.


I can’t remember her name. I was so distracted by his flawless introduction that it went straight over my head. It started with an A, I know that. Anna, maybe. Alice? That was it.


A quick search for Alice Reynolds reveals nothing, and then the bus pulls in to my stop, and I have to jam my finger into the button several times and run for the exit before it pulls away again. On the pavement, I fumble for my hand sanitiser and apply it liberally, feeling sick. I try to block the thought of the germ-infested button. Only once the 99.9 per cent effective sanitiser has dried on my skin do I feel better and begin the walk home.


Home – for the next twelve hours only – is a flat on the ground floor of an imposing redbrick mansion block. From the outside, you would be forgiven for thinking that I, too, had a charmed upbringing. You would be wrong. It may have been grand once – circa the Victorian era – but on the inside, its age shows. For the last six years, I have contended – daily – with weak water pressure from the ancient pipes, black mould in the bathroom, and my landlord, Barry, who ‘pops his head round the door’ most days – ostensibly to complete some maintenance task, though we both know it’s in the hope of catching me in various states of undress.


It is not, therefore, a surprise to find him lurking in the entrance hall as I step through the front door. Any lingering sentimentality about my departure is quickly dispelled. Barry is one male whose gaze is not – and never will be – welcome.


When he sees me, Barry resumes what he believes to be his most casually alluring pose. He rests one hand on the doorframe to his own flat and sucks in his stomach, the furred bottom of which pokes out from beneath his stained T-shirt that is three sizes too small.


‘S’not too late, you know.’


I’m not close enough to catch a whiff of his unique brand of halitosis, but I take a precautionary step back anyway.


‘I’m good, Barry. Thanks, though.’


‘We wouldn’t have to go the whole way. We could work our way up. You can have the flat on a week-byweek basis. That’s a good deal, right? An hour of fun for a week of free accommodation?’


It pains me to admit it, but I have given serious consideration to this proposal. Barry smells, picks his nose, and, I suspect – strongly – that the last time he washed his genitalia was three months ago, when he asked if he could use my shower due to a build-up of limescale in his own. To put it politely, the thought of his penis makes me want to projectile-vomit. So, I am stuck, as you might say, between a rock and a hard place. Because the alternative is nearly as horrifying as genital warts and three months’ worth of smegma.


I’ve always prided myself on being a careful person, even to the point of fastidiousness. Grief blew that right out of the water. After Freddie’s death and the unfortunate loss of my job, I became quite kamikaze about my prospects. I’d been working for five years by that point. In the absence of a social life, I’d built up quite a nice little nest egg. I’d hoped Freddie and I might use it as a deposit on a flat, but he was dead, and I was all alone. So, I didn’t immediately try for another job. Instead, I chipped away at my egg until it was less ostrich, more quail. It was at that point I realised I was in trouble.


So, I did what any self-respecting young professional would do. I went to Barry with my tail between my legs, hoping he would take pity on a grieving woman. His kind ‘offer’ was the solution he came up with.


‘I’m still fine, Barry. Thanks.’


He releases the breath that’s been holding his stomach in. The T-shirt rides up another couple of inches in defeat. ‘Staying with your mum, are you?’


I’d rather not think about it, so I nod tightly and hope he gets the hint. He doesn’t.


‘She live near here?’


If he thinks I am giving him even a clue as to my mother’s address, then he really is delusional. ‘No.’


‘Will you come back and visit?’


‘Probably not, Barry.’ I deliver this in the tone of a doctor breaking the bad news to a terminally ill patient. ‘Look after yourself, yeah?’


He approaches me for a hug, so I do a neat little sidestep, close the door in his face and stand with my back against it. When I hear his door close – with more force than is necessary – I flick on the light and turn to double-lock my own. Once I’m sure it’s secure, I turn to survey the flat.


It is, to the casual observer, underwhelming. More so now it’s been stripped of most of my possessions. A deep crack runs down the hallway from the kitchen to the bedroom. The ceiling in the living room sags ominously. A damp stain is spreading from the corner of the bathroom and mingling almost artistically with the creeping black mould in the centre of the room. To me, though, it’s independence. Even the mould has become part of the furniture, though not through lack of trying on my part to remove it. It doesn’t bother me as much as you might think. The house I grew up in looked more like a pigsty than a family home by the time I left. Perhaps because of that, I am anal to the point of obsessiveness about the cleanliness of my own flat. I hoover daily, wash my sheets twice a week, mop the floors and scrub the shower until the air is spiced with lemon and just a hint of bleach.


I need to be out of here in good time tomorrow, so I don’t linger in the hallway. I’ve done most of the packing already, but I’m in a nostalgic mood, and there’s one task I’ve been putting off since I made the decision to take my chances living with my mother over the mildly less desirable threat of contracting a vicious STD.


I keep Freddie’s things in a shoebox at the bottom of the wardrobe. He’d have laughed to see me, handling it like an easily triggered bomb. It was weeks before I could even bring myself to look at it, many more before I was able to lift the lid on all the memories it contained. But I’m stronger now. I place it gingerly on the floor, wriggle the top free. My chest pangs. Inside, there is a tortoiseshell comb that still has little speckles of dandruff between each tooth, a pair of red plaid pyjama bottoms that I’ve never washed, the key to Freddie’s flat. The necklace that always sends an eclectic cocktail of emotions zipping through me. Not all of them are positive, but grief will do that to you.


I lift the pyjamas to my nose, and there it is. That unique smell. Freddie’s distinct, woody musk layered through the material.


He always looked so peaceful when he slept. Those long nights are some of my favourite memories of him. I loved watching him sleep. Those small, guttural exhales. Sometimes, I’d place my hand on his chest and feel such an intense rush of attraction I truly thought I’d never feel that way about another person. Tonight proved me wrong. It does happen, sometimes.


I inhale deeply one more time, then fold the pyjamas and place them back into the box. I close the lid, then place the box at the top of one of the three plastic containers I’m taking with me to Mum’s. I sanitise.


And then, because the thought of my mother, and returning to that house, sends a shiver of revulsion up my spine, I distract myself by preparing Barry’s leaving gift.


I spent, admittedly, more time than was healthy pondering this particular present. I pictured him, within two minutes of my departure, snuffling around the flat like a truffle pig, hunting for a stray pair of underwear he could bury his pockmarked nose into. I considered, seriously, leaving a decoy pair poking out from beneath the sofa, covered in all sorts of unsanitary substances. But my tastes run to the highbrow and, frankly, I wasn’t sure that even some of my more deplorable ideas would be enough to put him off. I settled, instead, for a book.


I leave the copy of Men Who Hate Women by Laura Bates in the kitchen, where I know he will spot it. Lest he be in any doubt over the intended recipient, I’ve written a dedication on the flyleaf.




Barry


Thought you might get some use out of this.


Iris x
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I was not, obviously, compos mentis at my birth, but I would imagine the look my mother is giving me now is not too dissimilar to the one she gave me when she first laid eyes on her wrinkled, scrunched newborn. Our first meeting was not, by all accounts, the joyous occasion that is written about in novels. Birth rarely is. This wasn’t helped by the fact that there were two of us.


For nine months, my sister Marcie and I shared a womb. Squashed together in our amniotic fluid, we divided everything: every morsel of food was halved, every toxin from the illicit cigarettes Mum would sneak in the back garden divvied up between us. Marcie came out within twenty minutes of Mum going into labour: dark blond, easy smile already plastered to her pretty face. Forty hours later, after near-fatal complications, I emerged: black-haired, blue-tinged, with a head misshapen by the birth canal.


‘They told me they’d never seen such an angry baby. Well, vocal, was the word they used. But I knew they meant angry. Couldn’t shut you up,’ Mum told me when I was eight. The words she refrained from saying sat heavy between us anyway: ‘Not like your sister.’


Mum was still covered in her own bodily fluids when she was handed the babies she’d birthed. Marcie had been cleaned up by that point. She was wearing a babygrow that had been gifted by my grandparents. A cashmere hat was placed delicately over her downy head. And I was naked. Still wrinkled from the birthing fluid and smeared with blood. In the picture my father took of the happy moment, Mum – looking exhausted – cradles a child in each arm. But it’s Marcie she’s staring at. Marcie who was the recipient of that unique, adoring motherly gaze. We’d divided everything up until that point, but now we’d emerged it was clear there was not enough love for the both of us.


Mum, who had never experienced that maternal ache for a child, fell hard and fast for Marcie. Prior to giving birth, she viewed babies with the sort of clinical apathy that Victorian doctors had towards women with hysteria: a necessary evil bestowed upon the female sex that – once begotten – was difficult to shift. Ironically, her choice to have us was one of the most rational decisions she ever made. Children were a non-negotiable for my father, and – like with most things he desired – she bent over backwards (perhaps literally in this case) to give it to him. She went above and beyond, as usual. Provided him with two for the price of one. She never did quite master the art of compromise.


So, she allowed her belly to balloon and her hormones to spike and counted every new stretchmark that appeared as the months passed. ‘Thirty, Iris. You gave me thirty stretchmarks. Your father never looked at me the same way afterwards,’ she told me when I was ten.


My father was a kind man who took an impressively hands-off approach towards child-rearing. Two, as it turned out, was a bit more than he’d bargained for. For the first three years, home was a chaotic mess of nappies and formula and sick and poo, and Dad took refuge in the office. I think he viewed himself as some sort of jovial, benevolent Santa Claus. A judicial figure, a connoisseur of punishment and reward, who appeared at the end of the evening to review the evidence presented by my mother and make a final judgement on whether we’d been naughty or nice. I can’t help but feel that the ruling was never quite weighted in my favour.


I’ve often wondered what would have happened if I’d emerged first. How life might have turned out differently. Because there is another photo of Mum with her newborns. This one was tucked away in the back of a cupboard for years. It can’t have been taken long after the first one, but the difference is stark. For one thing, Mum’s looking at me. Her expression, laden with love when directed at Marcie, is now one of mild distaste. She could have pretended, I suppose, but I suspect her acting skills weren’t up to par after two days of labour. Weakened, filthy and deflating like an old balloon as she was, her indifference towards this spare child was obvious.


It certainly is now.


‘I nearly forgot you were coming!’ She delivers this from the doorway with a casual flick of her hand.


I smile thinly in response, in the way you might at a child who has just told a blatant lie. It is blatant: the net curtain in her bedroom had twitched as I struggled down the street with my boxes and bags, and, unless she’s found a man who can tolerate her frankly disgusting habits (unlikely), she’s been watching for me. I don’t bother to catch her out: it’s too early for that, and I didn’t sleep well last night.


She doesn’t allow me in immediately. Her eye travels the length of me, lips lightly pursed. I’ve dressed down for the occasion: I’m wearing my oldest pair of joggers and – as much as it pained me – I didn’t wash my hair last night, so it falls in lank, greasy curtains. She must be satisfied, because she gives a sharp nod of approval and steps back to allow me to pass her.


In the hallway, there’s a brief moment of awkwardness. We both know how we should act, were this a traditional mother/daughter relationship, but that’s not really our style. It’s a question of whether we bother to pretend before slipping back into the familiar, serrated roles we’re more comfortable with. Clearly – tediously – she feels we should. I have to stop myself from rolling my eyes as she steps forward and wraps her bony arms round my waist. I pat her stiffly on the protruding notches of her spine. She stinks of last night’s indulgences: stale booze and too many cigarettes. I let go as quickly as is polite and wonder how she’d react if I applied my sanitiser. Probably best not to risk it.


‘Well?’ She steps back and bares her teeth in what I can only assume is her attempt at a smile. ‘How does it feel to be home?’


Unlike her, I’m a brilliant actor, but I cannot find a single positive to focus on. It’s disgusting. ‘Home’ (in heavily inverted commas) is a terraced house on a tree-lined street in Battersea. Bought by my parents thirty years ago, it still exhibits many of the decorative faux pas of the nineties, when the fast approach of Y2K – and the possibility of the world imploding – resulted in some questionable interior design decisions. I can only assume that the resurgence of net curtains was so that they would be able to make out the silhouette of the meteor hurtling towards the earth.


Unfortunately, it is clear that my mother has not had a change of heart towards either the décor or standardpractice hygiene and cleanliness in the six years since I last set foot in this house. Yellow nicotine stains dribble thin lines down the browning floral wallpaper. The threadbare runner on the stairs peels away to expose damp, rotting wood. Even the plastic orchid by the front door appears to have died a long and painful death. The air is thick with stale cigarette smoke.


I try not to indulge in self-pity – when you’ve experienced as much tragedy as I have, there’s a very real risk of total submergence – but today is an exception. I allow myself a moment of longing for my lemon-scented flat. Even, briefly, for Barry, but I dispel that thought quickly.


‘Did you do something new with the carpet?’ I keep my voice light and point to the network of thread on the floor.


Mum’s eyes narrow. ‘You’re forgetting, I think, who took you in in your hour of need.’


Annoyingly, she’s right, and it would not do to piss her off too early. I duck my head – the picture of subservience. ‘You’re right, Mum. I’m sorry. I really appreciate it.’ Smashed it. There’s a lovely deep sincerity to my tone, which I must remember to use again.


She seems mollified, and finally the awkwardness of the initial reunion is over. Mum leads the way to the kitchen.


I thought the hallway was bad, but this is a total disgrace. It’s a mess of plastics. Only one thin layer of dirty linoleum separates us from the foundations of the house. The surface of the tiny Formica table is mostly hidden beneath bills and shopping bags, though a small space has been cleared at one end for an overflowing ashtray, a chipped mug and a bottle of Tesco own-brand vodka. The counter surfaces aren’t much better.


It’s filthy. Visibly filthy. Doesn’t even bother to pretend filthy. All I can think of are the millions of bacteria that must be crawling over every surface. I hover in the doorway and wonder if there’s a way I can avoid touching anything. Mum bustles around the kitchen as though salmonella and E. coli and bacillus and H. pylori don’t feature in her vocabulary. I dry-retch, quietly. I’m going to have to sit down. If I make a scene, it will rupture this uneasy pretence at peace, and it’s too soon for that. I inch into the room, and perch on the very edge of the laminated wooden chair, watching her. The tap splutters with limescale, and I close my eyes and say a silent prayer to a God I don’t believe in.


‘So, tell me about how you’re feeling about Frank,’ she says, flicking on the kettle and lowering her voice conspiratorially. I’ll give it to her: she’s committed to the act.


‘Frank?’


‘Frank?’ She reaches for the mugs above the sink. ‘Or Freddie, that’s it.’


I am so not in the mood to talk about Freddie with Mum. Don’t get me wrong, he’s my favourite subject when I feel strong enough, but not with her. Never with her. She wouldn’t understand how it felt when he kissed me, how I came to rely on him with an intensity I didn’t think possible. I wish I’d never told her about him. I pick at an old chip on the table. It’s been there since we were children. I used to dig at it at teatime, try to widen it with my thumbnail. ‘What do you want to know?’


This is entirely my fault. For the last six years, Mum and I have met for coffee every three months. I choose the place. Somewhere local, neutral, with at least two exits. Never, ever here. I’m not sure who decided that these rendezvous were a good idea considering we both usually leave in a mood that’s worse than the one we arrived in, but she gets what she comes for (news on Dad) and I can pretend that someone in my family still cares about me. I told her about Freddie when our relationship was still budding, hardly able to keep the excitement from leaking into my tone. I am aware Mum thinks of me not unlike my university cohort did: that I’m odd. Fundamentally flawed. A natural loner. I’d thought – misguidedly – that mentioning a boyfriend might dispel some of these preconceived ideas.


‘A boyfriend?’ Her nostrils had flared. I’d thought she was going to laugh, and it made me want to claw at her face.


‘Are you coping?’ she asks now. She doesn’t care, but, since we’re doubling down on the charade, she might as well float the question. Usually, I love questions like these. Usually, I’d curl my hands into fists and press them hard into my eyes, as though I were stifling tears. I don’t bother this time. Those sorts of displays never seem to work with her.


Freddie always thought I was too harsh on her. In my first week on the job, he sought me out in the small kitchen, ostensibly to check how I was settling in, but there was a charged undercurrent to the meeting. A slightly unprofessional eagerness about him. In how close he stood to me, in the way our hands brushed as we both reached for a mug at the same time. The slight flush that rose in his cheeks at the accidental contact. I was very aware of our sudden proximity, and I loved every moment of it.


He gathered himself, leaned against the counter, seemed to shake off the brief moment of electric awkwardness. ‘And what’s Iris’s story, then? The unofficial version – not the one you gave in the interview.’


I loved that he was showing an interest in my life. He had a way of focusing totally on whomever he was speaking to. Of making you feel like you were the only person with a story worth hearing.


I wanted – no, I needed – to impress him. To be worthy of the way he was looking at me: like I was someone worth listening to. There was only one person I could think of who commanded respect like that. So, I borrowed one of her favourite tactics as I told my story. A slightly self-deprecating retelling, peppering the darker moments with light, so they bordered on amusing. I told him about my run-down flat and Barry, Dad leaving, and Mum’s alcoholism. Our strained relationship.


‘She sounds like a real character,’ he’d replied.


‘That’s one word for it,’ I said.


He’d passed a hand across his face, suddenly serious. ‘Ah, but family’s important though. They’re all we’ve got, in the end.’


I sensed that there was something deeper layered beneath this statement, so I asked about his own family.


‘It’s just me and my parents. I had—’ He broke off, took a breath. ‘I had a brother. He died when we were small.’


I recalled the sadness that I’d seen in his eyes that day in the café and wondered if he’d seen the same reflected in my own. If he’d sensed that common grief, binding us together even then. It made me even surer of our connection. And so, I told him about Marcie, pulse thudding in my neck.


‘God, Iris. I’m so sorry. No one really understands, do they? What it’s like. Not unless you’ve been through it.’


He reached out, touched me gently on the arm, and I wondered if he knew how alone I sometimes felt. If he felt the same. And I think he recognised, in that moment, that he’d just found someone who might be able to change that for us both.


Now, as Mum bustles around, I shrug. ‘Mostly I just try not to think of it.’


She places a mug of watery tea down in front of me. I thank her, but I won’t drink it. I can’t even bring myself to touch the mug.


Mum lowers herself into the seat opposite. She’s just over sixty, but it’s the stiff movement of a much older person. ‘Losing a partner is the hardest thing I’ve ever had to endure.’


I roll my eyes. Of course she brings it back to him.


‘Freddie’s dead, Mum. Dad moved to Surrey.’


She stiffens. Dad’s departure – cowardly as it was – is always a touchy subject.


‘And your job?’ Her voice is tight with annoyance. And so, it begins.


‘Still looking for something more permanent. I’m working in a café for the time being.’ I was vague when Mum asked why I’d lost my job. I always got the sense that she felt my grief for Freddie was somehow not quite as acute as the grief she felt over losing my father. If I told her that I lost my job because Freddie’s death made it impossible for me to function, I know she’d scoff. Think less of me.


‘And how are you finding the café?’


I smile sweetly. ‘Oh, you know. Pays the bills.’


‘Well, it clearly doesn’t.’


‘It’s an expression.’


‘Right.’


A muscle tics in her jaw. She’s holding back, and I know why. I have something she wants. It’s the only reason she’s let me stay. Sure enough, it’s the next question she asks. She’s so predictable it hurts.


‘And how is your father?’


I stifle a sigh, and mentally prepare my speech. It’s important not to give too much away. I don’t know how long I’m going to be here, and I must eke the information out until I can find a living situation that doesn’t pose a public health hazard. I’ll just have to go over some stuff she already knows, adding a few embellishments here and there.


I take a deep breath and begin.


I tell her that Dad still lives in a modern (read ugly) three-bedroom house in Surrey. It is surrounded by a privet hedge that he trims with a handheld bush-trimmer every fourth Saturday in the summer months. It has an electric gate, which is something that his scandalously young wife insisted on, for the safety of their now decrepit and largely incontinent dog, Florence. The gate was also essential to keep their two daughters from running into the road, as young children are wont to do. They have two cars: one four-by-four – essential for navigating the treacherous roads of suburbia – and a saloon, which Dad uses to attend his bank clerk job when he doesn’t cycle in. When he does cycle in, he makes jokes about being a MAMIL (a Middle-Aged-Man-In-Lycra), which attracted a polite smattering of laughter the first time he made it, but now the year is 2026 and cute acronyms died a death in the final years of the pandemic. He enjoys it all. He enjoys the treacherous mundanity of his new, small, boring life. So much so that he barely thinks about the wife and daughter he left behind.


I don’t include that last bit, obviously. Every time I mention Dad, I dip my voice to the reverential whisper of the religious, and Mum closes her eyes and nods along as though every word is an epiphany.


‘Did he ask about me?’ she says. Her hangover is setting in. Sweat beads along her upper lip.


‘Yes.’ He didn’t, but it’s a nice touch that will keep her sweet.


‘What did you say?’


‘That I hadn’t seen you for a while. I told him I was moving in with you, though, and I’d let him know if there was anything to report.’


She nods and I think I even see a flash of gratitude. Then, she ruins it all by leaning forward and grasping for the pack of cigarettes. She doesn’t bother to ask if I mind, which I very much do. The flame shudders as she raises the lighter towards her mouth, where a cigarette now dangles from puckered lips.


And, since I am understandably more mindful of my mortality than most, I excuse myself. Back in the hallway, I empty the bottle of hand sanitiser into my palms.
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I didn’t have high hopes for my childhood bedroom. I wagered it would be better than the kitchen, likely on a par with the hall. What I wasn’t prepared for, however, was the sweet, sickly, cloying smell of death. Though perhaps she thought I’d be used to it by now.


The source of the stench – a rat – did not sequester itself in a dignified corner to die, like most self-respecting creatures. No, this one expired in as flagrant a manner as possible: on my bed, tiny paws raised to the heavens like it was sending one final plea to the great beyond. It must’ve been there for quite some time. The fur is coming away from its leathery skin, which clings to its skeleton like latex stretched thin over fingers. Death doesn’t bother me. I’ve seen two human bodies now, and over-exposure has stripped most corpses of their macabre mystery. But I don’t feel comfortable sharing a bed with one.


Other than my tiny bedfellow, the room is exactly as I remember. Divided into two almost identical halves, with two identical beds, two identical bedside tables and two identical lamps. Everything is caked in dust. There are black rodent droppings over every surface, husks of insects suspended in torn spider webs and a thick blanket of flies on the windowsill. I expect they died trying to escape. I know the feeling.


On the other bed – her bed – something has been propped against the pillow. Something glossy, which reflects the dim light from the bare bulb. A photograph. God, I hope Mum hasn’t turned this room into some sort of shrine. If she has, it hasn’t been well maintained.


I pull my sleeve over my hand and pick up the photograph with the material, then hold it to the light. It’s one of me and Marcie. I recognise it, vaguely. We can’t have been more than thirteen. Marcie’s got her arm flung casually round me, whereas I’m hunched in on myself, shoulders rounded, as though the attention was all too much. I’d drawn the puberty short straw: mousy hair greasy with sweat that fell in limp waves around my shiny face. Bushy, unshaped eyebrows. Next to her, I didn’t stand a chance. She’s radiant, even at that age. Even with the mouthful of braces, the smattering of spots. It’s all coming back to me now. That day: the heat. The smell of garbage. Marcie had been given a disposable camera for our birthday, and she’d asked a passing dog-walker to take our photo. She was always so self-assured. So confident, even with strangers. My heart aches for the small child next to her. Always eclipsed by a brighter light.


I can feel myself sinking into melancholy, so I force myself to snap out of it. I should deal with the rat, really, but I can’t face it yet. I’m feeling a bit overwhelmed. This is all a lot to take in. But it’s important to maintain a sense of humour in the face of adversity, and even I can appreciate the irony of a germaphobe being forced to live in this cesspit.


I sit on the landing – I’ll have to wash these clothes later anyway – and pull out my phone. No messages. Disappointing. Jack has not miraculously found my number and sent a message apologising for his abrupt departure yesterday, which would be the polite, gentlemanly thing to do, but no matter. I pull up his profile anyway, scroll through the public photos again. Nothing new. Nothing to sate my interest. I need more.


It might be time to use Sally.


Sally is one of my more successful investments. A divorced, middle-aged mother of two, she enjoys baking, crafting and taking hikes in the glorious British countryside. Periodically, she shares gratifying posts about finding love again, though – for the benefit of her ex-husband – she will occasionally write cryptic updates about how she ‘had the best time last night’, with a not so cryptic winky face tacked on to the end.


Sally is most frequently to be found online in the evening, between the hours of ten and midnight. Her current profile picture features a woman with greying hair. She sits in a run-down café, a small, fluffy dog in her arms. She’s focusing on the weak-looking cup of coffee that has just been placed down in front of her, her face angled away from the camera, so that half of it is in shadow.


I log out of my own profile, and type Sally’s email address and password into the login page. I’m greeted with a few prosaic updates from people I’m keeping tabs on. Rita’s shared yet another insufferable post about heaven, no doubt in the hope that’s where her dead father has ended up. Somehow, I doubt it. I might need to unfriend her soon: she seems to be losing her grip on reality, and these posts are becoming tedious.


But back to the task in hand. I type Jack’s name into the search bar, and this time I don’t hesitate. I click the ‘Add Friend’ button, and feel better instantly. In control. Purposeful. People, I’ve discovered, don’t do well without something to work towards.


It buoys me enough to go back downstairs in search of cleaning products.


Mum’s where I left her, another lit cigarette clenched between her fingers. It turns my stomach. Disgusting habit. I’ll have to be quick. The cancer statistics for second-hand smoking are dismal.


She looks up as I enter, and I don’t like her expression. There’s something knowing, almost expectant about it. I clear my throat pointedly in the fuggy air.


‘You’ve got rats.’


Her mouth twitches, but it’s no laughing matter. ‘At least I had something to keep me company,’ she says.


‘There’s a dead one on my bed. Rotting. You should get someone in.’


She taps her cigarette against the edge of the mug, and I watch a pillar of ash tumble in. My stomach heaves again. ‘Expensive. And it’s we.’


‘What?’


‘You said you’ve got rats. You live here now too, don’t you? You deal with it. Call someone if you like. I’m not paying for it.’


I stare at her, hoping my disbelief is evident. ‘I can’t afford it. You know that’s why I’m here.’


She shrugs in response. There’s something about the way she’s watching me that makes me pause in my quest for cleaning products. Direct, unwavering. Like she’s trying to provoke a reaction. I wonder if there’s something I’m missing. Some small misstep I’ve made already.


Mentally, I retrace my steps through the house, searching for a reason for the knowing, steady look she’s giving me. It hits me all at once. Of course. I can’t believe I missed it. The photograph of Marcie and me, utterly untouched by the dust. Not a shrine at all, but a reminder. A reminder intended for me, and me alone. The picture was so clean it could have been placed there yesterday. It probably was.


Which means – a surge of outrage – that she must have seen the rat on my bed. That she did nothing about it. I won’t let myself consider that she’d put it there herself.


So, that’s how she’s going to play it. She’s laid down the gauntlet; but she forgets that I’m more than up for the challenge.


I start by ignoring her pointed look. I find a plastic bag and cleaning products under the sink. Token reminders of a once-clean house. On my way out, I turn and give her a sweet, girlish smile, like I’m a dutiful daughter and she’s a doting mother.


Back upstairs, I book an appointment with the hairdresser for the very next day.




OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Copyright



		Chapter 1



		Chapter 2



		Chapter 3



		Chapter 4



		Chapter 5



		Chapter 6



		Chapter 7



		Chapter 8



		Chapter 9



		Chapter 10



		Chapter 11



		Chapter 12



		Chapter 13



		Chapter 14



		Chapter 15



		Chapter 16



		Chapter 17



		Chapter 18



		Chapter 19



		Chapter 20



		Chapter 21



		Chapter 22



		Chapter 23



		Chapter 24



		Chapter 25



		Chapter 26



		Chapter 27



		Chapter 28



		Chapter 29



		Chapter 30



		Chapter 31



		Chapter 32



		Chapter 33



		Chapter 34



		Chapter 35



		Chapter 36



		Chapter 37



		Chapter 38



		Chapter 39



		Chapter 40



		Chapter 41



		Chapter 42



		Chapter 43



		Chapter 44



		Chapter 45



		Chapter 46



		Chapter 47



		Chapter 48



		Epilogue



		Acknowledgements











Guide





		Cover



		Start













OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
Denial.
Anger.
Bargaining...
Murder.

‘Fabulously unhinged’
KATHERINE FAULKNER

‘Thrillingly twisty’
CAROLE HAILEY

‘Utterly addictive’
KARMA BROWN







OEBPS/images/pub.png





