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Dear Diary. Got up. Grieved.

That what you had in mind, pet?

And when to start? You didn’t say. As soon as I got back from the hospital? When? Straight after the funeral?

I could never have managed that, I can tell you that for nothing, it was a busy time for me. You wouldn’t know, you’ve never had to organise anything like that. Your mam’s funeral, even, you left all the arrangements to me.

I can hear you now: Look, June, do it. Get it bloody done. Don’t come running to me over details – I wouldn’t know fumed bloody oak from stripped pine. Just get it fixed, girl, for preference any day except the Tuesday, that’s the chairman’s monthly conference.

He wasn’t there, you know. He was represented. I mean today. The memorial service. I should say the service to celebrate the life of Samuel Herbert Pepper. No, he sent Pennydew, didn’t he? His new deputy.

Of course, you won’t know any of that. Well, you’d know some of it. Bob Carp becomes editor as expected, and Eric Grant takes over from Bob as deputy. Stop groaning. Somebody did tell me who the new night editor is but it’s gone right out of my head. But surprise surprise, who comes in over Bob’s head as editorial director? They’ve only brought Charlie Whittington back from the grave, haven’t they? Whoops, shouldn’t have said that, Back from early retirement. So Pennydew’s kicked even further upstairs than he was already. Deputy chairman. Non-job, according to what you’ve always said.

He can’t sing, I can tell you that much. You should have heard him murdering ‘Now The Day Is Over’, and why we had to have that out of all the hymns ancient and modern you could have picked I shall never know. You knew it always makes me cry. Ever since I was in hospital with my throat ulcers as a little girl, and that flaming choir from St John the Evangelist next door would come in and sing it at us on Sunday evenings, and I’d think that’s it, then, that means I’ll be dead tomorrow morning. But nothing would do but that you wanted ‘Now The Day Is Over’. And it was you that was dead next morning, wasn’t it, Sam?

Anyway, you’ll be glad to hear we did it your way. Regrets I’ve had a few, including going along with you on Frank Sinatra. How many memorial services have we been to where they had ‘I Did It My Way’?

Not to mention Death is nothing at all, I have only slipped away into the next room. Still, originality never was your middle name, was it, love? You didn’t get where you were before you started coughing up blood by being original, did you? The number of times I’ve heard you say, The thought that hasn’t already been thunk isn’t worth thinking. And even that wasn’t original, you got it out of a fortune cookie. Still.

Do you know what I miss? The office car. I shall have to learn to drive, after all these years. It’ll give me something to do. You did say I should find something to do.

You’d think they’d have sent one round, though, on this day of all days, wouldn’t you? If only out of respect for you. I don’t suppose it crossed anyone’s mind. Or if it did, I bet Bob Carp’s already on the same cloud nine you were on. He’ll believe he only has to think a thing and he doesn’t have to put it into words, it gets done. Fleet Street. Thank God none of you’s running the government.

I did think of asking Eric Grant for a lift in, being as he’s the only one who lives nearby, but then I thought in the circumstances better not, if he’d caught a whiff that you were trying your level best to ease him off the night desk on to special projects before you were carted off to hospital, it might have seemed a bit of a cheek. Special projects, he’d have loved that, I don’t think. Elephant’s graveyard. Why couldn’t you just sack people if they weren’t up to it? You were only making tension for yourself. They’d have sacked you if that circulation had dropped much further, and you know it.

At the death, or in the end as I’d better say, sorry, I was just on the verge of booking a mini-cab when your Pauline rings up to ask if I’d like picking up, so long as I don’t mind the pair of us cadging a lift back because Jack’s got to drive straight on to Birmingham after the service, some sales conference I believe. Very nice of them considering it must have taken them I don’t know how far out of their way when they could have gone straight up the M23 is it? Don’t ask me, navigating was never my strongest point.

As you never failed to point out: You don’t know your bloody east from your bloody west, woman! We turn right! Look at that thing up in the sky – it’s called the sun! Now where is it rising from?

But of course the upshot is that we have to beg a lift back from Eric, so I might just as well have asked him to take me to St Bride’s in the first place. Except your daughter could very easily have taken it the wrong way if I’d said, Oh, now that’s very kind of you, Pauline, but I’ve already made my arrangements.

You know what she’s like. Well, you don’t know what she’s like, when did you ever have time for her, but I do.

As it happens, Jack never made the service, because what with Blackfriars Bridge being one lane with the repairs going on, we only just got there in time, and as he said, by the time he’d found a car park in all that traffic it’d be half over, and with not knowing exactly how long it was going to be he was already anxious about getting out of London in good time for his sales conference, so in the end he dropped us and vroomed off. I told him I was sure you wouldn’t mind. I could have said you wouldn’t have given a toss.

It was a very good turnout. Better than some we’ve been to. Two-thirds full, I’d say – more than half, anyway. Lots of old faces. I’ll tell you who was there, Sam – Wilf Blackett from the old Chronicle days. He’d come down specially – well, not specially, he’d some business in London, but he made it coincide. He’s a consultant now, as you know. As who isn’t. The church was crawling with consultants – I don’t know how they get the work. Editorial consultants, in-house journal consultants, publicity consultants, lecturers in journalism. The same as you should have been if you’d had any sense. If you’d eased off a bit you might be here now.

Tricia was there, obviously. Your Derek was ever so funny – he was a sidesman or usher or whatever they call themselves, as you’d expect. Apparently Tricia trolls into the church, makes a beeline for him and says, Which side am I supposed to sit, Derek?

He says, It’s not a wedding, Tricia, you sit where you like.

She goes, But which side is our family and which is hers?

Hers is me, of course. But I mean to say, Sam. Twenty-five years you’ve been divorced and she still calls herself your family. In the end, she sits next to Pauline across the aisle from me, in the row behind some of those who were going to speak.

It went very smoothly, considering. Tommy Little was half-cut, it goes without saying, but you would have him read the lesson, so there we were. I don’t think any of the relatives noticed – they don’t, outsiders, do they, they just think he’s got a naturally thick voice.

Then the readings – I’m afraid your Derek made a complete cock-up of not being dead but only in the next room. Honestly, you’d have thought he was dyslexic. Turns out he’s forgotten his reading glasses – typical.

Still, never mind: we made up for it with ‘To Be A Pilgrim’. You’ve got some very good voices on that staff of yours, Sam, barring Robert Pennydew. Eric Grant’s a lovely baritone, did you know? No, you were never on singalong terms, were you, the pair of you?

The address. I was afraid that was going to go down like a lead balloon as well, but he just got away with it. Charlie Whittington, that is. I know you wanted Bob Carp but he wouldn’t do it, says he gets terrible stage fright and the only thing he’s dreading about the job is having to speak in public. Soppy haporth. Wait till he’s spoken at the editorial Christmas lunch and had a few bread rolls thrown at him, that’s if he lasts that long – how can you get to be editor and not be able to make a speech? You would have done it on your head, you know you would. It’s a pity you couldn’t, after all it was your funeral. Memorial service, I should say.

So anyway, Charlie Whittington. He got off completely on the wrong foot, in my opinion. Said how delighted he was to be back on the paper – I mean who cares about that, at somebody else’s memorial service? – and how his only regret was that you’re not there with him to work as a team. He seems to forget he wouldn’t be editorial director at all if you’d still been alive – you’d be sitting where he’s sitting now, sooner or later. If there was any justice.

Then after saying that you didn’t suffer fools gladly but that you’d helped many a lame dog over the stile – kicked would have been a better word – he gets going down Back Memory Lane and launches into that tale about you and him in that hotel in Nottingham when you were both on the road.

Yes, that one. Where one of you was peeing in the sink – you always said it was him, but he says it was you – when you lost your balance and brought the fitting down from the wall and flooded the place. Now if he had to tell that story at all in a place of worship he should have left it at that but no, being Charlie, he has to drag it out to the night manager coming up and all the rest of it and honestly, he just went on and on and on, you would have thought he’d rented that lectern for the morning.

As you can imagine, by now everyone’s murmuring and smirking at one another until even Charlie must have realised he was outstaying his welcome so he comes down at last. Then it was ‘And Did Those Feet In Ancient Time’, and bugger me as you would have put it, Sam, if the organist wasn’t playing the wrong tune. Nobody knew it. I was that cross with myself, it was the one thing I hadn’t thought of, to check that we had the traditional hymn tunes and none of these new-fangled arrangements. You’d have been livid, it’s a good job you weren’t there.

Still, we struggled through it, then it was the blessing, and then out we all troop to the strains of Vera Lynn singing ‘We’ll Meet Again’. At least she got the tune right. So barring accidents, it was all done just as you wanted, pet.

I had to stand out in the porch shaking hands so Tricia couldn’t help but stop for a word whether she wanted to or not. Actually, she was quite pleasant, if on the condescending side – I’m sure she still sees me as the scheming little newsroom secretary who bedded the assistant news editor, knowing he was destined for higher things. If only she knew. If only I did either, come to that. If I’d known you were going to finish up editor, I think I’d have run a mile.

She wouldn’t join the gang at El Vino’s, thank goodness. Charlie Whittington went on ahead to organise the case of champagne you’d told me to order – we should have ordered two – so the Bollinger was already flowing by the time I got there with Pauline, who’d very kindly waited back for me.

We didn’t stay long. Everybody was telling stories, none of them anything to do with you at all, and Eric Grant was anxious to get away because it was his day off and he wanted to get some golf in, so we just sneaked off. I’m saying sneaked off: there were most of your mates crowding round and kissing me on the cheek and saying keep in touch, we’ll all have a pissy lunch.

We won’t, of course. We never did before, aside from the odd office shinding when it was all on the house and wives were invited, so why should we now? We’ll exchange Christmas cards, most of us, and that’ll be about it. And they’ll have the same problem I’ve had to ponder before now: if she was widowed in February, will it be late enough to decently wish her a merry Christmas?

Then I started thinking about this diary you want me to keep. I asked Eric if he could stop off for a minute at that stationery shop on the corner of Chancery Lane so I could buy one of those big desk diaries that they’ve probably got on remainder by now, but he was chuntering on about double yellow lines and how he had to keep in lane for Waterloo Bridge, and then suddenly I thought, Hang on a sec, June, he never said anything about writing it all down.

Because you didn’t, did you? I can remember word for word what you said in between your bouts of coughing and spluttering, even though I wasn’t taking much notice at the time, partly because I thought you were just rambling on for the sake of something to say, and partly because I didn’t think you were going and I didn’t think you really thought you were going either. Not at that stage.

And what you said was, Now listen here, girl, once I’m gone I want you to start keeping a diary. Just let it all pour out, what you’re thinking day by day, how you’re coping, what it’s like to be left on your own, the bloody lot. Because I know you, you said – otherwise you’ll just bottle it all up and you’ll finish up having a bloody nervous breakdown or going into a depression, and we don’t want that. Get it all out, and by the way, this isn’t my idea.

No, pet, I didn’t think for a minute it was.

You said, No, it was a piece I read in the Guardian, how that bloody women’s writer, what’s her name, complete pain in the arse, coped with losing her husband. She kept a diary. For a whole year. And that’s what I want you to do. Unless—

And you said this with one of your winks.

—Unless you meet someone else in the meantime.

I says, Chance’d be a fine thing.

But even as I took your hand, part of me was thinking, I wonder if I will?

Funny thing to wonder, while you were lying there on your deathbed. That’s it, you see: you think thoughts you don’t want to think, they just float through your head like clouds. It’s going to be very difficult, Sam. Very difficult indeed.

But you never said to write it down. I’d be hard put to at this moment in time, anyway. Apart from the message pads by the telephones, there’s barely a scrap of paper in the house. Good to tell I was wed to a journalist.

So I’ll keep it in my head, if you don’t mind. It’s better this way, I’m sure of it. Because instead of talking to a blank sheet of paper and getting all self-conscious – you know how I’ve always hated having to write anything, I’ve always said one writer in the family’s enough, not that you were all that fond of putting pen to paper yourself – I’ll be talking to you.

And yes I will keep a diary, and yes I will keep it up for a year, but what good it’ll do either me or you, God only knows. In fact although I can see what you’re driving at, Sam, in some ways it’s a bloody silly idea, because all you’re doing is encouraging me to be what’s the word, introspective, to brood about it. And I’d be doing that even if I’d bought that desk diary and was writing it down all neat and tidy, in fact more so, because I’d have to think out everything I was going to say before I put it down.

I’ll tell you when I will give it up, though, and that’s if people start noticing my lips moving. I don’t want them thinking poor June Pepper’s gone round the twist.

So I promised, and off I went, and home I came, and as I walked into the house the phone was ringing, and I picked it up, and you’d gone too. Twenty minutes after I’d left.

And do you know what I thought, Sam? I’m going to tell you, but you won’t like it. I thought, You silly bugger. Fifty-three years old, sixty a day, bottle of Bell’s a day, and that’s only counting what you admitted to, three stone overweight, no exercise. And you were told and told, but you wouldn’t be told, would you?

I Did It My Way. Thank you very much. I was that cross.

And then of course it hit me, that there was nobody there to be cross with, that I’d ticked you off for the very last time, and I wouldn’t even have the satisfaction of saying, See, I was right.

Didn’t suffer fools. You were a fool to yourself, Sam. I wish I’d been up at that lectern instead of Charlie. I could have said a thing or two.

So where was I? El Vino’s. Pauline came back home with me, did I say? And she was like a clucking little hen, you know how she can be. Would I be all right, would I like her to stay over while Jack was in Birmingham, shouldn’t I have a lie down, was there anything she could get?

I says, Pauline, will you stop being such a tower of strength and get me a drink?

She says, Another drink?

Meaning by the tone of her voice, Yet another? I wouldn’t mind, but I’d only had half an inch of champagne.

She says, You sure you wouldn’t like some tea?

I says, No, vodka.

So of course, she goes out to the fridge, and there’s no vodka.

I says, No, I don’t keep it in the fridge.

She says, But you’ve always kept it in the fridge.

I says, No, your father kept it in the fridge, I prefer my vodka at room temperature.

That earns me a funny look as you can imagine, and she goes over to the drinks trolley. No vodka.

I says, No, it’s in the bedroom.

Now that really did get me a funny look. Up she goes, and I can hear her moving about upstairs. I’ll swear I could hear her opening the wardrobe. She’d found the vodka, no problem there, it was on my bedside table, but I reckon she was looking for the brandy, because she would have noticed that it had gone missing from the drinks trolley too. If she’d asked, I could have told her I finished the bottle the night you passed away.

So she gets me this small weak vodka, flavoured tonic more like, and after a bit more fussing around she picks up her handbag, thank the Lord, and says, Now are you all right, June?

I says, No, of course I’m not all right, you silly cat. Not snappy like – what you’d call good-humoured exasperation.

She says, But will you be all right?

I says, Well, we won’t know that till tomorrow morning, will we, Pauline? And we left it at that.

Then just as she’s about to ring for a mini-cab, the doorbell rings and it’s Eric Grant. She’d left her order of service in his car and he thought it might be mine. As if it could have been. That order of service never left my hands, and I was careful to keep it pristine, no folds or creases and no wine-glass stains. It goes with the obituaries I clipped out – the Telegraph did you proud, ten column inches: He was a larger-than-life figure, perhaps the last of the Fleet Street buccaneers …

I wonder who wrote it. Charlie, most likely. Larger-than-life, what does it mean? Shouting a lot and getting pissed every night. Anyway, I shall put them all in a scrapbook when I find time. Find time – I shan’t have far to look. The Times had a photo I’d never seen before, ages old it was, you looked like you did when we first started bedding one another and how long’s that ago? It’s twenty-seven years ago, that’s how long.

I’ll have to find a special drawer for that scrapbook. The obituaries, the death notice, my letters of condolence, the order of service, and then there’ll be a list of those present at St Bride’s in tomorrow’s Times and Telegraph, won’t there? Among my souvenirs, eh? And what comes next?

Having got his feet over the threshold, Eric goes through Pauline’s routine all over again. Am I sure I’ll be all right? Is there anything I want, anything I need, anything he can do, I’ve only got to say the word.

I’ll shock you now, Sam.

I’d this almost overwhelming urge to blurt out: I suppose a fuck’s out of the question?

There, I’ve said it. To you, not to him, but if Pauline had made that vodka and tonic with vodka I could have come near it. Not that I felt in the least like anything of that sort, although I’ve heard that some women do go completely off the rails the moment their husbands pop their clogs, it’s a form of hysteria, must be, cry for help style of thing. But I just wanted to stop Eric and Pauline fussing, fussing, fussing, fidgeting around me as if I were a cushion that needed to be plumped. I wanted to stop them buzzing at me, they were like flaming wasps.

He is a gloompot, though, that Eric, isn’t he?

He was worse than the blooming undertaker, and he was bad enough – did I tell you, he said if I was thinking of selling the house and moving, he’d advise me to hang on, because according to his brother who’s an estate agent you’ve died at the worst possible time for the property market. That’s what comes of giving people cups of tea. I suppose I was glad of five minutes’ company.

What Eric says, looking round all gloomy, was: It’s going to be a bit big for you now, this place, isn’t it, June? A bit empty?

I says, It’s no bigger now than it was with just the two of us here, and as for empty, Sam was more often out of the house than in it, as you’d know more than most, being as you were supposed to be his night editor.

He said something funny then, Sam.

He says with a huffy little laugh, Supposed to be?

Well, I asked for that, it just slipped out. But then he goes on:

—Oh, I wouldn’t say that, June. Compared with some editors I’ve known, Sam usually got himself off in very short order. He didn’t hang about, he trusted us night owls to get on with it.

Now why did he want to say a thing like that? Because I knew very well you did hang about – that once you had plonked yourself down at that desk it was like prising a barnacle off a boat’s bottom, trying to get you out of your swivel chair again. But for some unknown reason, and dressing it up as a compliment – how you trusted your night staff to run the paper as you wanted it run – he was trying to plant the seed in my mind that you were in the habit of leaving earlier of a night than I was aware of. Or so it sounded. Maybe paranoia’s one of the side effects of grieving.

I knew what he was saying was rubbish, because where would you have gone? But I wanted you to tell me it was rubbish – not for reassurance, just to get it out of the way at once. And of course, you weren’t there to ask.

What would you have said? I think I could quote you as verbatim as my shorthand used to be:

—Didn’t hang about? I didn’t hang about in Eric Grant’s bloody company, that’s for sure. I kept out of his way and he kept out of mine.

Which is what you told me many and many a time. How you ran the paper and he was just the bloody night-watchman. How your office was like King’s Cross while his was like the Tomb of the Unknown Soldier. We’ve heard it. But why did I want you to tell me what I already knew?

I’m sure I couldn’t say, Sam, but I did know that this had to be the first of many questions on these lines I’d want to ask, and answers would come there none. There we go.

And there they went at last, after Pauline had asked for the umpteenth time if I’d like her to make some tea. What she meant of course was no more vodka. Try as she may she couldn’t keep her eyes off the bottle, she would have taken it away with her if she’d had the nerve.

I says, Pauline, when I want some tea I’m quite capable of making it myself, it’s a bereavement I’ve suffered, not a stroke thank you very much.

Eric offered to give her a lift, which she took up – if it wasn’t taking him out of his way, she says.

But of course it was taking him out of his way, it was taking him what, five or six miles out of his way. As she very well knew.

No mention now, despite all the fussing, of was I sure I wouldn’t like her to stay over while Jack was in Birmingham. Not with Eric in tow. What I did wonder, though, you know how things cross your mind, was why was Jack staying up in Birmingham anyway? I mean to say it’s only a couple of hours up the motorway, if that.

And I’ll tell you something else that’s funny. By which I mean odd. If he’d wanted to give her a lift, why couldn’t he have made a little detour on the way back from Fleet Street and dropped her off first? And then that order of service – he must have known very well it wasn’t mine, because it must have been on the dashboard where Pauline was sitting next to him, and I was sitting in the back. If you ask me, Sam, the reason she left it there like a dropped glove and the reason he brought it back was to give them an excuse for his giving her a lift home, though why he couldn’t have said, Shall I wait for you, Pauline, it’s no trouble when he dropped me off, we shall never know.

It’ll give me something to ponder over. I shall welcome things to ponder over, it’ll pass the time.

I see them off, making sure they’re gone, then I make a beeline for that vodka bottle. I tell you, it went down like lemonade, I’d finished the bottle in no time at all. Reaction, I expect, after the memorial service. I hadn’t realised how tensed up I’d been, wanting it all to go off all right, thinking what kind of fools we should both look if hardly anybody turned up, hoping it would be just as you’d planned it. What a thing to do, though, sitting up in bed with a bulldog clipboard, planning your own memorial service. You really enjoyed that, pet, didn’t you? How you kept chuckling and chortling. If only you’d had all your right-hand men round that bedside, I should have thought you were bringing out a rival memorial service to the Sun’s or the Daily Mirror’s.

Here’s a thing, and it’s nothing I’m proud of. As I threw out the empty bottle I found myself thinking, I must get another bottle when I do my bit of shopping in the morning but I won’t go to Oddbins this time, I’ll get it from that little wine shop further along, because they don’t know me there. And that prompted me to work out how many bottles of vodka I’ve bought from Oddbins since the day you died, I won’t tell you how many but it’s terrifying when you look at it that way. Although I’m certainly not drinking anywhere near what you ever did, in Scotch alone, never mind the triple vodkas you put away at weekends. It’s not eating, that’s the problem. It’s a wonder Pauline didn’t notice, when she was looking for the vodka in the fridge where you used to keep it, that there was hardly a scrap of food in there. Perhaps she did and she’s keeping it for another day. But why should bereavement take the appetite away? You’d think it would be the other way round, that you’d go in for an orgy of comfort eating, Jaffa cakes and that. Maybe some do. Not me, though, and it’s not until now, this very minute when I’m draining my glass and beginning to see double of the rubbish that’s on telly, that I realise not a morsel of food has passed my lips this day since the bran flakes I had for breakfast.

It’s got to stop, Sam, it’s got to stop. It’ll have to, I’d be wanting to throw up if I wasn’t so near the loo where I know I can get to if I have to.

And so to bed.

Night-time holds no terrors for me so far, touch wood.

That’s one thing about having been married to a newspaper all these years, it puts you in training for widowhood. It’s a good many years since I reached out in bed and expected to find anyone there, no matter what time it was.

First it was the old Press Club days when it was that poker school every night, which according to you your career depended upon. And you must have played your cards wrong enough times because next thing you’re night editor and I only ever got to see you at weekends, sober at any rate. You used to wake up pissed, do you realise that? Big breakfast, then off.

And I’d say, You’re not on till six, lad, what’s the rush?

And you’d say, Time and tide wait for no man in that bloody Street, chuck, and I’m the bastard that’s going to get the bastard who’d get me if I spent my afternoons playing golf.

And off you’d go. And the next thing we know, Allinson has his stroke and you’re acting editor because Charlie’s off ill himself with an impacted wisdom tooth, so by this time you’re practically sleeping at the office.

And this is one of the times when I do miss you, Sam, when I want to ask you something just out of simple curiosity. Because I never did ask this. When it came to it, when the Board reckoned Allinson had better call it a day and it was between you and Charlie for the editorship, would you really have handed in your resignation if you hadn’t got it? I mean really really? I mean we know Charlie Whittington did, but then he was of an age for early retirement where you weren’t. And look at him now. Alive and well and editorial director. What would you have done, Sam? If you had resigned? Not mooned about the house, that’s for sure. I like to think you’d have slowed down, become one of those consultants, started a little freesheet.

But you wouldn’t, would you? You’d be working on the bloody Sun by now. That’s if you were still with us. You might have been, who knows?

Who am I fooling? You don’t get the Big C as you called it from overwork. But the Big C followed by a massive heart attack, that’s asking for trouble. Whereas all Charlie ever got was toothache, so you showed them what you could do and they made you editor.

And you still didn’t get home at nights. Three and four in the morning sometimes. Unwinding, as you’d say. Waiting for just one more edition to come up. And once in a blue moon you’d call me and say, Why don’t you come over to the slave factory, I’ll send a car round, we’ll go have a bite to eat while I wait for the last editions, I want to see what the Sun have managed to cobble together on that cracking exclusive of ours.

But I rarely did. You were among your cronies, and that’s what you wanted, wasn’t it? I didn’t mind. It never bothered me, and it doesn’t bother me now, whatever Eric Grant might have been getting at, silky sod that he is. You wouldn’t have been out with another woman, I knew that much. You were never a womaniser, were you? Too fat, too pissed, too bone idle. I know that from when I was the other woman. You never chased me, I had to do the chasing, and if I’d known how much weight you were going to put on maybe I’d never have bothered.

So no, whereas a lot of women in my position would get all upset at the thought of going up to an empty bed, it’s what I’ve been used to. And what with the vodka and the brandy, I have been sleeping. What has bothered me once or twice is when I’ve woken up at some unearthly hour and I’ve thought, Where the thump is he till this time? And then I’ve remembered. And then before I could let myself get depressed I’d say to myself, Now look here, June, all right, so he’s not here, but if he was alive he still wouldn’t be here, so what’s the difference? As often as not I’d be asleep when you fell into bed, and as often as not I’d still be asleep when you got up in the morning, until you woke me up with your shouting and bawling down the phone, but then by the time I’d thrown on my dressing gown and gone down you were gulping back a cup of coffee, the car would be here and you’d be off.

Apart from weekends. Sunday dinner I miss cooking, but I never thought I’d miss bringing you up your breakfast in bed of a Saturday morning. I used to think, The lazy swine, why can’t he come down for breakfast, if he doesn’t get enough sleep whose fault is that?

And any rows that we were going to have, they’d always be on Saturday morning, did you notice? I suppose I used to save them up. When are you going to do something about that lawn, did you have to bring Tommy Little back withyou last night, this isn’t the Press Club you know, and think on, I’m not going over to Pauline and Jack’s on my own next Friday, so if we’re going there for dinner you come home first, never mind your Start without me, we’ve got a little mini-crisis on, chuck.

I say rows, they weren’t really rows, they were too one-sided for that, just me chuntering. I miss them, all that trying to pin you down, to get you to go to the theatre or to a party or whatever, it was all about making plans. There’s no plans to make now.

That’s a worry. Up to today there’s been all the arrangements. Always something to do. First the funeral, and then replying to all those letters of condolence – you’d be amazed who took the trouble to write, Sam, I mean besides who you’d expect to write. The Prime Minister, would you believe?

Oh, I can see you sitting there with your big fat grin and saying, Get away with you, woman, it’s a standard letter, he’ll just say to someone, That editor who’s just died, what’s-his-name, just draft something to his widow, would you? But it wasn’t like that, Sam, it was a personal letter, you could tell it was a personal letter. My dear June, we both send you our heartfelt sympathy at Sam’s untimely demise. He will be badly missed. He … now how the hell did it go on?

He will be hard to replace … hard to replace … Trenchant … always vigorous point of view … never fearful … fools gladly …

G’night, Sam.

And this is something else that’s got to stop – slummocking about in a candlewick robe till all hours of the day. Talk about Woman in a Dressing Gown. I didn’t do it before and I won’t do it now.

I’ve got to get a routine, Sam. Especially now, now that the memorial service is over and done with. The parade’s gone by, eh? Until today I’d had that to look forward to. Yes, look forward to. I suppose some folk dread it but not me, I’d the same kind of feeling as when I was a little girl and I was looking forward to the pantomime. Well, perhaps not quite like that, because there were the anxieties of course – would all the bigwigs show up, would Tricia try and upstage me, would Charlie be too rat-arsed pissed to remember his lines, would I break down, would Pauline start snivelling? Not she! Not that one! She was too busy crossing and uncrossing her legs for the benefit of Eric Grant, wasn’t she?

But all that aside I was looking forward to it. It was – how can I put this without sounding … it was my due, Sam. Look at it this way, it isn’t everyone gets a memorial service, not even in Fleet Street where there’s some would turn out to bury the office cat so long as there was a drink in it afterwards. But you have to judge these things. You have to ask yourself, did he really merit the Fleet Street send-off? And the answer’s yes, and they did you proud.

I was going to say I wish you’d been there but of course you were there, all through the service, still making the arrangements, still stage-managing. Because when they put on ‘My Way’ I wasn’t hearing Sinatra, I was hearing you saying, Of course the bloody Rector won’t mind, why should he, bloody hell, woman, they had the Teddy Bears’ Picnic down there when we saw off Ted Rawcliffe from the Express! Because when Charlie overstayed his welcome at the lectern I could hear you growling, Get him off, for Gawd’s sake! Because all through the service and in all the days leading up to it I could hear your voice dictating how it was going to go and what had to be done, and that kept you alive for me, Sam, do you know what I mean?

And you didn’t die in that hospital and you didn’t die at the funeral, you didn’t die until right at the end of your memorial service when the Rector gave the blessing and they all waited for me to walk up the aisle like some raddled old bride before filing out of the church and up to the pub. The Grace of our Lord Jesus Christ be with us all evermore, and then you were gone. Funny, that.

I bought a new toothbrush today. A green one, the first green one I’ve had for years and years and years. It was always blue for me, red for you. We were colour-coded. No need to bother now.

It’s the first thing of yours I’ve thrown out, your toothbrush. I just couldn’t bear facing it in the tooth-mug each morning and night, but I couldn’t bring myself to toss it into the bin. In the end I slung our old toothbrushes out together, as a pair. And now I’m on green.

You’ve got to start somewhere, rebuilding your life. If that’s what I’m supposed to be doing.

Comfort eating. No sooner do I tell you it’s not for me than I take it up, don’t I? Though not with Jaffa cakes I’m glad to say, because start me on them and I could get through a whole packet at one go, like those bulimic girls you read about. But this is yet another thing that’s got to stop.

Do you know that Baskin-Robbins across from W. H. Smith’s? Next to the health food shop. No, of course you don’t, you wouldn’t be seen dead in a place like that, although you did have a sweet tooth, didn’t you, eh? All the ginger puddings I’ve made for you. And half of them gone to waste because they were boiled dry by the time you turned up. What’s for afters? You’d shout, and if it wasn’t a ginger pudding your lower lip would go out like a little lad who’s been told he’s had enough crisps for one day. I’m trying something new, it’s a bombe glacée, I’d call back from the kitchen, just to tease you. But of course you knew it was a ginger pudding. Bombe glacée? You’d have thrown it on the fireback, like the miners used to when their Sunday dinner wasn’t to their liking.

Anyway, what with calling in at the health food shop for the muesli you’d never eat – because it’s nice to know I can have the odd bowlful of it now without you mocking me and calling it middle-class chicken fodder – I’ve taken to dropping in at Baskin-Robbins. Funny places to have next door to one another, you’ve got to agree, but it’s somewhere to rest your feet and I’ve grown quite partial to the Very Berry Strawberry that they do. That and their Banana Royale, £3.25.

No, but Sam, there is some method in my madness. I make it a reward. I tell myself, All right, June, eat either a proper breakfast or a proper lunch, brunch, call it what you like, and I’ll let you go to Baskin-Robbins later. And I do. Today I had mushroom soup, out of a packet, true, but soup nevertheless, with some of those salty biscuits that you like, used to like, and yesterday morning I had a boiled egg. And as I say, muesli and a chopped banana again, which I have for my supper. So that’s one hurdle jumped. I’m eating, after a fashion.

But it still won’t do, Sam. I’ve gained four pounds since you left us, do you know that? I thought one thing to be said for widowhood was that it made you thinner, you were supposed to pine away style of thing. Not me. I’ll be as fat as you were, at this rate.

Go on, say it. It’s the booze. I wish you were here to read the Riot Act, lad. But if you were, you’d have no need of doing it.

And it’s not only the booze and the Baskin-Robbins, it’s the chocolate, though not Jaffa cakes. Have I mentioned the chocolate? I’m on mint Aero at the moment, one bar a day. I was determined to switch from Rolos, to which I was getting too partial for my own good, and I thought the bubbles in Aero have got to mean it’s less fattening. As to why I chose mint Aero, well you know I’m not all that fond of peppermint so I thought that would help me cut down. But it hasn’t. It’s the same with smoking. I switched to Disque Bleu in the belief that as they’re so strong they’d affect my throat so I’d have to give up whether I wanted to or no. But now I’m hooked on Disque Bleu.

Disque Bleu, mint Aero and Very Berry Strawberry. They never said death was addictive.

Well, the days go by and the weeks go by. I don’t know how they manage it with time stood still, but they do. But I’d ever such a shock this morning.

I was just coming out of that little Minimart or whatever it calls itself, on The Parade – yes, Sam, I know Sainsbury’s is cheaper despite what they say about Mr Patel’s corner shops, and I know that series of yours proved it, but you see I’ve given up bulk buying, my big Friday morning shop-in, so I now spread my shopping all through the week, it gives me something to do, all right? Not that I’ve any less to do than when you were here – the same chores have got to be done. It’s just that the days seem longer.

So there I was, coming out of the Minimart, when who should I see across the street but you.

No, I know it wasn’t you, you silly article, but at first glance, from the back, he looked like you – although thinner, which doesn’t take a lot of doing. So much so that I galloped along the opposite pavement parallel with him to see his face, and of course then he looked nothing like you. But he was wearing one of your suits. It didn’t fit him, but then it didn’t fit you either. Not after you put on all that weight.
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