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      N.J. Fountain is an award-winning comedy writer, chiefly known for his work on the radio and television show Dead Ringers. He has also contributed to programmes such as Have I Got News For You, 2DTV and the children’s sitcom Scoop. He also writes for Private Eye.
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        If you were a tree

        I could put my arms around you

        And you could not complain

        If you were a tree

        I could carve my name into your side

        And you would not cry

        Because trees don’t cry.

        
          NEIL HANNON
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      I wake up…

       

       

      
Monica

      I am sleeping on my own tonight; my Angry Friend is awake. Dominic is asleep, and I had to go to the spare room.

      I need something, anything, to concentrate on, because I know I will be awake with my Angry Friend all night. So I open drawers. I search through cards, papers, looking for old love letters to reread, and I find the letter at the bottom of a basket.

      It is brittle to the touch, even though the date at the top suggests it is only four years old. It looks as though it has been folded and refolded until the paper wore out. It smells odd. A chemical odour.

      The paper is decorated in autumn leaves, scattered around the edge. I recognise the pattern. I also recognise the handwriting. It says:

      
        
           

          Dear Dominic

          I am sorry I have to write this, but not as sorry as I feel that you have to read this. I cannot go on like this. I really do not wish to leave you, but my body is still lying at the bottom of a deep dark hole, and twelve months later, I can see no way of climbing out. When I wake every morning I know I should be thanking the world that I have your love and support, but instead I’m just counting the seconds until the drugs manage to take me back to sleep.

          I feel such a burden to you. You are young and can start again. You deserve that chance.

          By the time you read this I will be dead. Do not grieve for me, for I am now without pain. When we meet again it will be wondrous for both of us.

          Yours truly for ever,

          Monica

          XXX

        

      

      I don’t remember writing the letter; but then, I don’t remember lots of things. I just wonder why it’s there. I put the basket back in the cupboard and lie back on the bed with the letter in my hand, and wait until morning. Perhaps trying to focus on the letter will take my mind off my Angry Friend, I think.

      I am wrong, of course.

       

      Dominic lowers his newspaper and smiles at me when I come down the stairs. He doesn’t have to ask where I was when he’d woken up alone; he knows the ritual.

      ‘Long night?’ is all he says.

      ‘Very,’ I say.

      He springs up. ‘Breakfast?’

      ‘I’ll get it.’

      ‘No, I’ll do it. It’s no trouble.’

      ‘No really, I need to move about. I don’t want to sit.’

      He pops his bottom lip out. After all these years, he still isn’t used to it; the rhythm of chivalry dies hard with him. He instinctively reached for me in the early days after the accident, to comfort me, and he couldn’t bear it when I recoiled. His hand used to hover over the small of my back when we walked to the car, not knowing if his touch was a comforting presence or an agonising weapon.

      I busy myself in the kitchen.

      ‘Are you going to work today?’ I call.

      ‘Yes. I’m meeting with a client. Low-fat spread. They’re bored with it being seen as just healthy. They want fun and healthy.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘I think we want different things. He wants talking cows that talk like drug dealers and do that twerky dance. I want to punch him. I think we’re going to have to meet in the middle on that score.’

      Dominic works in advertising. I always think it sounds fun, but if I try talking to him about it for more than a minute he starts to froth around the mouth. I watch him through the door as I make my breakfast. He really is still a handsome man. I remember when I had friends, and we used to get invited to dinner parties, and I saw them with their husbands, and I was shocked by how quickly the men expanded like balloon animals from year to year, big round ugly things with huge bellies and no necks.

      Sure, he’s put on a bit of weight, I think, that’s to be expected. He spends a lot of time parked behind that computer.

      But his hair, even though grey, is still recognisable from our wedding photos. He hasn’t lost a lot of it, from the front, anyway, and his face, though very round now, still has an impish, cheeky youthfulness.

      I make my breakfast and lower myself into a high-backed chair, one of the ones we have bought since the accident.

      ‘I was in the spare room, just going through things, trying to take my mind off, as I do…’ I am trying to keep my voice casual. ‘When I came across this…’

      I put the letter on the table between us. He makes a big play of reapplying his reading glasses to his nose, and unfolds the frail piece of paper.

      He takes a long time to read it; far longer than it should have taken. He eventually puts the letter down and removes his glasses, plopping one of the arms in his mouth, and he makes a quizzical expression.

      ‘Yes?’

      ‘Well, I just wondered if you could talk to me about it.’

      ‘What would you like me to say?’

      ‘Um… Everything?’

      ‘Oh.’ He looks down at his crumb-laden plate, and then looks up again. ‘It was about four years ago… Before we got the drugs right.’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘… Well, you were lying on the floor all the time. You couldn’t bear to be touched. You couldn’t comb your hair. You couldn’t take a bath…’

      ‘I remember all that, Dominic, tell me about the letter!’

      My Angry Friend makes me speak sharply. He picks at the loose threads of my mind and unravels my patience. Dominic raises his eyebrows, but he doesn’t comment on it.

      ‘You hadn’t slept in days, and it didn’t look like things were ever going to get any better. I popped out for a few minutes, just to get a paper, and you’d written the note and left it on the table.’

      ‘I’d tried to commit suicide?’

      ‘You were going to try. You’d crawled to the cabinet and got the pills out; you said you were going to overdose but you must have passed out.’

      ‘Jesus. I’m sorry you had to come home to that.’

      He flinches when I say ‘Jesus’.

      ‘I was just glad I came home early, and found you when I did.’

      I pick up the letter. ‘I must have been in a very dark place.’

      ‘Very. But you’re not there now.’

      He pushes his hand across the table, trying to reach my fingers, but I’m slightly too far away.

      ‘It’s just odd,’ I continue.

      ‘What’s odd?’

      ‘Well… What’s it doing in the box?’

      He returns to his newspaper. ‘Why shouldn’t it be in the box?’

      ‘Keeping an old suicide letter. It just doesn’t seem… well, it just doesn’t seem right.’

      Dominic looks like he’s thinking.

      ‘Why not?’

      ‘It just doesn’t. It feels freaky.’

      ‘I think you wanted to keep it, because you wanted to know how far you’d fallen. You wanted to look back on it and say “at least I’m not there now”.’

      I think about this. ‘That doesn’t sound like something I’d do.’

      He shrugs. ‘Well, that’s what you said, or something like that.’ He goes on, ‘I didn’t think it a good idea at all. I said you should destroy it, but you didn’t want to.’

      I look at the letter. ‘Well, I don’t know what I said then, but I don’t want it now. Frankly, it makes me feel ill.’

      Dominic shrugs again and holds his hands up in surrender. ‘Well, that’s fine too. Shall I tear it up now?’

      ‘Ah… Yes.’

      ‘Sure?’

      ‘Yes. Definitely.’

      He reaches across and takes it, and tears it precisely in half, and then in half again, carrying on until there is a little pile of peach confetti on the table. Then he brushes the bits off the table into his palm, and walks to the downstairs office, and empties his hand into the waste-paper basket. Then he goes back to the paper, without a single word. I have been married to him for ten years now, and I know when he gets grumpy and he’s not reading the paper. He’s just staring at the black shapes of the words, waiting for his temper to subside.

      So I eat my muesli, and he simmers down, and the pages of the newspaper start to turn again, and we don’t talk about the letter again that morning.

      And that, I thought, was the end of the matter.

       

      
Monica

      There are whole months that are a blur to me. That’s the thing about my life. My pain consumes half of my mind, and the drugs that deal with the pain consume the other half.

      Whole sections of my memory got shut off. I can’t remember places I’ve been to and books I’ve read.

      And – and this is the really tragic thing for me – I can’t remember a life without pain.

      I don’t remember the tune Dominic and I listened to on our honeymoon in Egypt. I had signed my name ‘Monica Wood’ in the hotel register, still practising my signature, and we’d got room service to change the pillows because I’m allergic to feathers.

      We had a meal by candlelight in the open air, and the stars were very clear and very close, and there was a dreadful violinist who moved between the tables of the restaurant and only played one tune and wouldn’t leave us alone, and had us in stitches all night.

      Dom laughed so much in the room afterwards he had a nose bleed.

      When I realised I couldn’t remember what tune the violinist played, even though we heard it dozens of times, I panicked and started crying uncontrollably. It was just like that Christmas Eve when I was a little girl, tucked in my bed, and I couldn’t remember the name I was going to call the rabbit I was getting from Father Christmas in the morning, and I cried because I thought I had lost the name for ever. My mother sat on my bed, and stroked my hair, and told me I was going to call it ‘Jumpy’.

      I was lying on the floor, a year after my accident, and I realised I couldn’t remember the tune the violinist played, and I sobbed. I must have sobbed, or made some kind of noise, because Dom came rushing in from the kitchen, his hands still wet from washing up. He knelt on the floor, bending over me, asking me, ‘What’s wrong?’ The silly things we say sometimes. Something is always wrong. We both know that. The question should have been ‘What’s more wrong?’ but that just sounds silly. We both knew what he meant.

      I told him about the violinist; and that I couldn’t remember. He told me the tune was the theme music from The Godfather.

      ‘That’s why we were laughing so much,’ said Dominic. ‘He played it so many times, and it was meant to be romantic but it was so sinister. And I said he must have really done his research, because he knew it was your favourite film, and he was going to play the tune as many times as you’d watched it, and that… that made us laugh even more. We shook the bed until two o’clock because we couldn’t stop laughing.’

      The Godfather.

      I clutched at the piece of information like a drowning man clutching at a piece of driftwood. I was still thinking of The Godfather when the cocktail of painkillers started to send me to sleep.

      Then I was crying again.

      I realised I couldn’t remember seeing The Godfather, or anything about it. Even though Dominic told me it was my favourite film.

       

      
Monica

      Dominic has always been brilliant. He has treated my pain like a crusade. Like it was a mission from God. He would heal the sick.

      He would make the lame walk.

      He would cure me.

      He scoured the websites and periodicals for new drugs, new treatments. It was Dominic who found out that Gabapentin was becoming Pregabalin, even before my pain specialist.

      Gabapentin was this drug that I took at the beginning, before there were drugs for chronic pain. Gabapentin wasn’t for pain relief; it was designed for epileptics. It was engineered to cut off certain signals to the brain, to stop sufferers flailing about.

      In short: it kind of worked, but it made me imagine the wardrobes in my bedroom were trying to eat me, so it was counter-productive, to say the least.

      But it was Dominic who found out that they were refining the part of the drug that dealt with the pain centres of the brain, and this meant, finally, that

      a) I could speak, get out of bed, wipe my bottom, etc., and

      b) I could go to the window without trying to jump out of it.

      But no drugs are that specific; no drugs just do that single thing that they’re supposed to do. There are always side effects, hallucinations, paranoia. The particular combination of drugs I’m on now have erased a huge chunk of my memory, from way way back at the start of the accident, when things were very very bad.

      The mind – and the body – they both have ways of surviving. They shut down the horror and carry on.

      It can be frustrating, sometimes. My mind is like the suicide note; folded and dog-eared until the words are hard to make out, and now ripped into shreds.

      But there are still fragments.
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      I wake up…

       

      … Not good today.

      I open my eyes and my Angry Friend’s sitting on my chest, gnawing at my innards with his incisors. My own teeth have been trying to grind together all night, and they’ve been mashing against my mouth guard.

      This means the muscles in my neck have tightened into rock-like sculptures.

      This means the blood to my head is constricted, and a searing headache is lancing into my right eye.

      This means… It’s an average day in the life of Mrs Monica Wood and her Angry Friend.

      My phone beeps, and beeps again to remind me that it’s just beeped. I moan as I know I have to move to reach it. Groaning. Gasping. My fingers fumble over the bedside table and the phone tumbles to the floor. Even the flumph as it hits the bedroom carpet sends shudders into my body.

      Shit.

      Straining. Stretching. Pushing the covers back. Sometimes they’re too heavy for me to move and I stay there, entombed like a dead Pharaoh. Willing myself to stand up. Then willing myself to bend down.

      It’s another text from Niall. U ok? Niall xxx

      It’s his fifth U OK? text this month. I haven’t replied to any of them yet, because they all arrived at bad times, when the tips of my fingers couldn’t bear to make contact with the phone screen. And when the pain had not been so bad, my mind erased the memory that I got a text, and I only remembered again when the agony in my fingertips reminded me.

      I think about just replying No, that is y I’m not replying. Go away. But he’s a useful person to have around. I think about replying politely but I don’t even have the energy to do that. I have to look after myself today.

      So I send nothing at all, and concentrate on getting downstairs.

       

      Men always find ways of not speaking, do you notice that? Anything to avoid words. It’s like their mouths are permanently on low battery. For example, it would take words for Dominic to ask ‘Is it OK to hug today?’ Instead, he has developed a habit, call it more a strategy, so when he leaves for work he just plants a kiss on my forehead like I’m eight years old.

      It really irritates me, but we’ve argued about so many little things in the last five years I let some of them go, which is bad, because when you’ve got chronic neuropathic pain, it’s the little things that matter; like me being left to carry the towels downstairs to the washing machine, like him buying the big cartons of milk, the ones I find impossible to lift.

      So he goes to work, and I’m left alone with my Angry Friend.

       

      I don’t know why I created a character for my pain. It’s just another thing I can’t remember. It doesn’t sound like something I would come up with on my own. Perhaps it was Angelina’s idea to humanise it, so I would have someone I could swear at, someone I could blame for all the shit I endure every day.

      Perhaps it was Dr Kumar’s suggestion, that it’s an established medical thingummy that’s been scientifically proven to ease the psychological pressure on blah blah blah. Whatever. Sometimes it works, and I can laugh in the face of my Angry Friend, and sometimes he’s laughing in my face, and I wish he’d never been born.

      Sometimes, like today, my Angry Friend has me by the throat.

      It takes me a long time to get dressed. I’m hobbling about like an old woman because my toes have curled over, cowering under my feet, and I have to prise them free, one at a time.

      I avoid a shower because I’m worried about slipping and hitting my head on the edge of the bath. It’s happened before. The nights without sleep can take its toll, and this is definitely one of the woozy days.

      I sit in the study, starting work with a cup of tea and my first collection of painkillers for the day.

      I used to be a theatrical agent, an incredibly successful one. That’s why I’m lurching around a very expensive house in North Kensington. I did flirt with becoming an actress once, and I went to drama school for a year, but I soon realised that sitting round waiting for things to happen and smiling prettily at idiotic leading men wasn’t my style.

      I set up a small office in Soho, and within five years you couldn’t watch a drama or comedy on television without seeing one of my clients. I represented half of the cast of Chucking Out Time, the British romcom that stormed through multiplexes a decade ago.

      Well, to quote a Coldplay song: ‘That was when I ruled the world.’

      I was invincible then, and producers and directors quaked and fawned in my presence. I earned much more than Dominic; it was incredible to think that he and I once talked about him escaping his miserable existence in advertising and becoming a house husband.

      And then the accident came, and I couldn’t walk, or stand up, or think, and I stopped being a theatrical agent very quickly.

      And now Dominic is our sole breadwinner, and we can barely make ends meet. Scrub that: we can’t make ends meet; his wage is pitiful, and the mortgage is being paid off with the interest from my savings account, which is getting smaller all the time. Less savings, less interest, no mortgage payments, and then… What then?

      So now, to stave off financial ruin and homelessness, I’m trying to be an agent again. It’s early days (well, actually, two years) and it’s a slow painful process (ha ha).

      I only have two clients at the moment: a retired stuntwoman who is usually billed as ‘Old Lady Who Falls Into Hedge’ in the credits of sitcoms; and Larry, an extremely thuggish-looking man with a dubious past who makes a lot of money playing tough guys in films and detective series. They don’t need an agent; they can make a good living without one. I need them more than they need me, but the one thing they have in common are hearts of pure gold. They know my situation and are very happy for me to take their calls and my 15 per cent commission.

      I go into my side of the computer. My picture has a photo of a sunflower on it, and underneath there’s a white box, waiting for my password. I type in ‘Dominic’. Peck peck peck peck peck peck peck.

      Soon I’m staring at my emails, waiting for one of them to make sense. I try to reply to one.

      Deer Sir, I type.

      
         

        Pleese find inclosed my cliant’s invoice. Payment can be transferd directly to the company account via baCKS. If you wich to send a chek you may do so at the address below

      

      Half of the words have little wiggly red lines under them. I know what I’ve written would make the eight-year-old version of me giggle, but I just can’t form the correct spellings in my head any more; just like I sometimes can’t form words when I speak.

      I try to click on spellcheck, but my arm goes into spasm and I spill the tea all over my white T-shirt.

      I strip off like a demented hooker, throw my shirt into the wash, and go and get paper towels. Thank God none of it went on the keyboard. I throw one of Dominic’s baggy T-shirts on, then lower myself slowly onto my hands and knees, tears springing into my eyes, and try to wipe the floor around the desk. I’m on my hands and knees when I have another spasm, my arms go from under me, and I pass out, colliding with the floor.

       

      I regain consciousness.

      Ow. Ow ow ow. 

      I could have been out two minutes, or the whole morning. From the sunshine hitting the blinds, I’m guessing I wasn’t out long. I realise I can’t get up.

      The tiniest movement makes my vision darken, the heat surges, and I start to fall down the rabbit hole again. I’m stuck down here for the duration.

      I lie on the furry rug, placed here especially for days like these. After a while, the cold of the marble floor seeps through. I have nothing to do but wait. My eyes are pointing under the desk, fixed on the dormant radiator, the dust and the spiders.

      I must get Agnieszka to hoover under here, I think.

      Then the phone rings. And rings. And rings. Even noises are hurting me. I have to stop it. I pull an arm out from under my body, and tug at the telephone cord until it falls off the desk and hits me.

      Ow.

      That’s so funny.

      More pain.

      I stretch out across the floor and I wrestle with the receiver.

      ‘Hi, sis.’ It’s Jesse. Her dutiful, weekly call.

      ‘Hi. Jesse. Good to hear from you.’

      ‘You sound different.’

      ‘I’m having a little lie-down.’

      ‘Good for you.’

      I have no wish to tell my sister what’s happened. She never understands, she’ll just freak out and send an ambulance or something.

      ‘How’s tricks?’

      ‘Tricks are fine. How’s yours? How’s work?’

      She goes into a ten-minute diatribe about the stupid owner of the restaurant and how she won’t change Jesse’s shift. Jesse is a chef, a good one, and having a job where she hides in a back room and shouts at people is a great fit for her, but it’s not good for nurturing her minimal listening skills.

      I’m just lying there, holding the phone to my ear. I can’t move my head, so my vision is trained at the waste-paper basket. I can see the little bits of the letter through the wire mesh.

      There, hanging on the edge of the basket, is a tiny fragment. The word ‘burden’ is intact, perfectly preserved on this little piece of paper. It dangles above me, twisting in the breeze from the open door.

      Jesse gets to the climax of the story, where she threatens to leave and the manageress falls to her knees and begs her to stay, if only for the sake of the day’s specials, and I’m watching the tiny piece of paper dance.

      ‘How’s your back?’

      I fight the urge to sigh. ‘There’s nothing wrong with my back. As I keep saying. I have pain that originates from my damaged sciatic nerve.’

      ‘The one in your back.’

      ‘If you like, attached to somewhere near my back.’

      ‘So I was right to ask you about your back. Because I just read an article on BBC online. They got this woman with a completely severed spine, like completely literally severed, literally, you know…’

      Not again. 

      ‘Like there’s not even bits of muscle holding it together, and she looked really awful in the photo, with the neck thing, like Christopher Reeve had, and guess what? They built her a new one, a metal one, more aluminium, really. She’s windsurfing again. Her dog’s really happy about it.’

      ‘And how does that help me, actually?’

      ‘Well, it just goes to show —’

      ‘Yes, Jesse, it just goes to show how surgery to mend spines is coming on in leaps and bounds…’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘… But the accident injured my sciatic nerve. It’s the place where all the tiny nerve endings join up, like a central processing unit in a computer.’

      ‘I know what a computer is. Don’t patronise me, Mon.’

      ‘I’m not patronising you.’

      ‘Mon, I’m a chef. I know what patronising sounds like. That’s what I do.’

      ‘All right, whatever. So my sciatic nerve got injured in the accident and it’s gone a bit crazy, and even though the pain of the accident is gone, it doesn’t know that. What it’s doing now is randomly sending messages of pain to all parts of my body and there’s not a damn thing any surgeon can do about it.’

      ‘Yes, but…’ Jesse was like a dog with a bone. No one told her she was wrong; no one told her how to run her kitchen, or how to run her life, or how to run my life. ‘It’s all the same thing. Surgeons can do miracles now…’

      How many times have we had this conversation? Who was the one with the memory lapses, my sister or me? The muscles in my neck are really bunching together now, they’re squeezing tighter, and the headache is howling around my brain. I need Niall. I need him right now.

      ‘They can’t do miracles on me. Look, working on a spine is easy in comparison; like fixing the axle on a car. Fixing the nerves in the body is like trying to change the colour of a red car to blue by agitating the paint job with a blow torch.’

      ‘Good image.’

      ‘That’s my pain specialist for you. On my first appointment, he quite cheerfully told me that they’ll be happily mending spines and making the paralysed walk, decades before they even start to understand how the nervous system works.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘So he told me the chances that a new surgical procedure would come along and help me are minimal. So I’m really happy for the windsurfer, and I’m really happy for the dog, but —’

      ‘Your pain specialist told you that on your first appointment?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘“Minimal”? he said that? “Minimal”? His exact word?’

      ‘Oh yes. I remember that word. When I forget my own name, the word “minimal” will be burnt on my cerebral cortex.’

      ‘That was a bit shitty.’

      ‘Well, he believed in being upfront about these things.’

      ‘I’d hate to be on a first date with him. God, can you imagine. “Jesse, I’m going to level with you, I’m a doctor, so even if you skip dessert, the chances of you losing weight in order to be sufficiently attractive for me to want sex with you are minimal…”’

      I laugh, and it encourages her.

      ‘“And to be utterly frank, Jesse, even if we do have sex, I have to tell you that my chances of making you come are not good. I’m sorry to inform you that my penis is completely minimal…”’

      I’m laughing a lot now, and it’s jolting me, but I don’t mind. I’m glad she’s phoned. It takes a while to get to that point, but I always end up glad.

      Half an hour later, I hear the key in the door. Of course, it’s Wednesday.

      ‘Got to go now, sis, cleaner’s here.’

       

      High up on the window sill is a photo of Dominic and me, and I can just see it. There we are, perpetually dressed for our wedding in Dunfermline. Our sunny smiles are plastered on our faces, daring the cold and the wind to blow them both away.

      With us is my mum (ten years dead) who is standing warily next to Dominic. I’m with his mum (six years gone) and his dad (still hanging in there, sulking in his decrepit cottage in the Highlands). Jesse is not there. She couldn’t make it for some reason, lost in the mists of time.

      Every time I look at that photo I hope to see Jesse in the background. Sometimes, I even see her paying a visit.

      Like now.

      She wanders into the photo holding a big hat on her head with an apologetic sorry-I’m-late expression on her face. She kisses Mum hello and takes her place next to me, throwing wary glances at my new husband.

      She waves at me. Not the me in the picture wearing the wedding dress, but the me slumped on the floor.

      ‘I can’t wave back,’ I find myself saying. ‘My arms can’t move.’

      Damn! I thought I would be over this by now. 

       

      
Monica

      Agnieszka is, inevitably, from Poland. She is an excellent cleaner, young, bright, friendly and efficient. Thankfully, she is also very strong.

      ‘Meeses Wood? Moaneeka?’

      ‘In here, Agnieszka. I’m down here.’

      She sees me, gasps, presses her hand comically to her mouth, and explodes with all manner of foreign oaths. She rushes towards me and her strong arms carefully lift me into a vertical position.

      My nose is pressed into her large bosom and I smell lilac. I know she is being careful, so I try not to scream, but to my shame I fail, and the distress on Agnieszka’s face at the noise is one more knife to add to the collection of daggers inserted into my body.

      ‘Meeses Moneeka, you not good today! You go to bed, sleep, get rest!’

      ‘No, Agnieszka, I fine.’

      ‘You not fine! You on floor! Is not fine!’

      ‘Just a silly fall. Pain not too bad. I not go to bed. I will be OK, no rest, really.’

      It always amuses me that I fall into this silly cod foreign accent when I talk to Agnieszka. It doesn’t belong to any particular country, and it probably makes it more difficult for her to understand me.

      ‘I be in kitchen, now, I clean, if you need, I come, OK?’

      ‘OK.’

      ‘You promise now?’

      ‘I promise.’

      She won’t leave me alone, even though I try to bat her away. In the end I assure her I’m absolutely fine now, and I allow her to make me a cup of tea I don’t want, in exchange for some privacy.

      I listen to her scuttle around the house, dusting and hoovering. I was hoping to go out today, but now I’m trapped in the office, the only place where she’s not allowed to dust.

      I want to go back to bed, but she’ll be changing the sheets soon, so here I am, a prisoner, sitting alone in the office, teeth chattering with the pain.

      I look back at the photo. Jesse is gone, of course.

      I make a few calls, and then Agnieszka says goodbye, and my body tells me that’s the end of the day. I realise I never showered this morning, but I don’t have the energy to have one now, even though it would make me feel slightly better.

      Then the day is over.

       

      I’m lying on the bed in the spare room, and the room is nearly dark when Dominic comes home. Today I’ve swallowed a ton of Lyrica (which is the pretty corporate name for pregabalin. I guess someone in Marketing realised that a drug that sounds like it’s the literal transcription of someone having a gibbering fit would be a hard sell, so it’s ‘Lyrica’ now, which I think is something you might call a ‘Hits of Vivaldi’ CD) and it has side effects. Did I mention all my drugs have side effects? Yes, I think I did. Lyrica’s little trick is that it enhances all my senses: sight, smell, taste and hearing. In my head everything sounds noisy, like I’m in a horror movie where they’ve turned up the sound effects. Every broken twig is a pistol shot; every ticking clock a klaxon of mortality. 

      From my room I can hear the rattle of Dominic’s keys in the door, his feet huff-scuffing on the mat, the tired flap of the umbrella (has it been raining?) and the kitchen noises as he makes a cup of tea.

       

      He used to look for me straight away if I wasn’t there to greet him, running around thinking something awful might have happened, but now… I suppose you get used to everything, even the most gut-wrenching of fears. I remember when Jesse had her first baby. ‘Those first few days I couldn’t sleep, I didn’t dare,’ she laughed. ‘I was listening for the breathing all the time, waiting for the noise to stop so I could leap into action and save my baby. Two weeks later and we’re lying in bed, and we’re praying for the little bastard to stop screaming and shut up.’

      I wonder if that’s what Dominic feels about me, sometimes.

      Eventually, I hear the door creak open.

      ‘You awake?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Bad day?’

      ‘Yes. I’m afraid so.’

      ‘Sorry to hear that.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘You want anything? Something to eat?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Drink? Cup of tea?’

      ‘No, thank you.’

      ‘Have you taken your drugs for tonight?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘Do you want the telly on?’

      ‘No, thanks. I think I’ll try and get some sleep.’

      ‘OK. Love you lots.’

      ‘No, love you lots.’

      ‘You hang up.’

      ‘No you hang up.’

      ‘No you hang up.’

      ‘No you —’

      ‘Brrrrrrrrr.’

      Happy that he has left me smiling, he closes the door and goes downstairs. Thud thud thud.

      Twenty-two thuds.

      I know, because I count them every time. Then the television switches on and the microwave goes ping. I’m still awake when the twenty-two thuds go upstairs and our bedroom door opens and closes.

      The hours pass, and I’m still lying awake. My super-hearing means I’m forced to listen to the clunks and gurgles the house makes at night, the scurrying animals in the garden and the cars on the road. The drugs designed to help my pain make it harder to sleep, and being sleep-deprived makes it much harder to combat the pain.

      My life is built on solid irony. They are the foundations of my existence.

      But finally, before I realise it, I have fallen asleep, a tiny fragment of orange paper nestled in my hand.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Monica
            

          

        

      

      I wake up…

       

      … I feel much better today.

      The sleep has done me the power of good. Dominic notices the change in me, and he looks (relieved) happy. He even gives me a tiny hug when he kisses my forehead goodbye.

      The fragment of paper was still in my hand when I woke up. It never stood a chance to escape. The pain makes me clench my fists so tight during the night I sometimes end up with fingernail marks on my palms.

      I leave the paper in a matchbox in the drawer. I don’t know why. I keep sliding the box open and shut to see if it hasn’t vanished like a magic trick.

      Open…

      burden 

      … and close.

      Open…

      burden 

      … and close.

      I do it about twenty, thirty times, stuck in some kind of time loop. Something about the bit of paper bothers me. It smells funny. It looks wrong. But it could just be the drugs dancing around my brain, creating a distorted view of the world.

      Enough now. I feel good enough to leave the house. I can’t waste the day.

      I’m definitely going to Westbourne Grove. That is my solemn pledge to myself.

      Another text from Niall. This time the U OK? has three question marks and four kisses. This time I reply NO BUT GETTING THERE! Mx (thank the good Lord for predictive text) and I get a :) in return. I hate those upended smiley faces people put in text messages; they look like the lopsided, dead smile of someone who’s fallen and broken their neck.

       

      So after breakfast I’m in the car, driving, off to see one of my friends (my only friend). OK, I admit it, my only friend. Apart from my Angry Friend, of course. He always stays around.

      Most of my friends have gone. Of course they have. Why would anyone be my friend? The only conversations are the ones that go nowhere; they used to talk to me about my nerve pain, as concerned friends, and they inevitably used to ask what it felt like, and I inevitably used to tell them it’s like red hot needles under my toenails, or spears in my side, or like being kicked and punched all night, and they inevitably used to say something like:

      ‘Oh well, at least it’s not like you’re literally getting needles under your toenails/spears in your side/kicked and punched.’

      Then I inevitably used to say they were wrong, and talk about the physical effects of constant pain, and then their eyes used to glaze over, and then I stopped talking about it, and then I would pretend I’d stopped thinking about it.

      I ended up pretending (lying) to everyone, all the time. Well that’s bound to erode any friendships. I’m lying to myself too.

      I have to.

      I’m pain in pain the car, breathe, smile, relax, driving to Westpain Grove. I tell pain myself I am being painanoid. It’s inevitable. Pain, breathe, relax. There must be a simple expaination. Breathe, smile, relax. Pain consumes everypain, paincluding my pain mind smile, breathe and relax more often than pain I pain up alone inside my pain pain pain breathe, smile, relax… 

      I lie to myself that those things aren’t in there.

      I drive on to Westbourne Grove, street signs and cars flashing past me (every obstacle is a way to end my life) as I drive.

       

      Angelina is different. She listens, and because conversation to her is like a fair exchange, I tell her about the gnawing pain in my face, and the crippling electrical shocks in my thighs, and she tells me about her night of disastrous sex with a t’ai chi instructor with mirrored ceilings, or her ex-boyfriend in the city who once suggested a threesome with his wife.

      ‘Fair exchange is no robbery, sweetie,’ she says, and I’m pitifully grateful she lets me speak of my life without feeling guilty.

      When I text her to say I’m coming over she replies with OMG!!!! We haven’t seen each other in a while, so I guess we’re both excited. Westbourne Grove is only ten minutes in the car, but for me it might as well be in Japan. It’s been months since I had the strength to come out this way.

      My hands are almost shaking with the prospect of meeting actual people.

      I park the car as near as possible to Angelina’s art shop, and inch my way out of the driver’s seat. There is a woman watching me, sitting on a bench. She is in her seventies, bundled up against the summer breeze, and using her Daily Telegraph as a windbreak. Her expensive coat and silk scarf cover most of her face, but her eyes are fixed on mine, and they are looking at me with unvarnished disgust.

      I’m used to it by now. Old people glaring at me with righteous indignation. What they see is a very attractive middle-aged woman, dressed in expensive designer clothes, wearing stylish spectacles, driving a big glossy German car, parking in a disabled space.

      That’s what they see. 

      I see a woman who’s driving a big German car because she can’t cope with a car without cruise control. I see a woman wearing expensive clothes because cheaper clothes would be too rough on her body. I see a woman wearing stylish spectacles, because one of the many painkillers she takes (the little blue pills in her purse) dry out her eyes so much she can’t wear contact lenses.

      But I do look damn sexy, though I say so myself. I’m still youngish, forty-three, and even though I’m a bit short, I’m quite trim. I can eat most things and still stay thin because the pain burns up calories like a forest fire.

      Lucky me.

      Hey ho, I think, I know by now exactly what the old people are thinking, because some of them tell me. Some of them have no trouble unburdening their minds. As I’m not elderly, or doubled up with arthritis, or on a mobility scooter, I am not one of them, and I have no right to be there. They are trained like attack dogs by the Daily Mail, to salivate and growl at possible scroungers, cheats milking the system.

      There was one time when Dominic and I parked in Sainsbury’s one Sunday, for our weekly shop. I was driving. I had insisted that I drive. I hadn’t driven for years, because the act of changing gear was not good for me. Little actions like that would send me back to bed for days. When we got an automatic it got easier, so I wanted to try and pull my weight by driving as much as I could. I had barely started to look for my little blue card to put it in the windscreen when a voice said:

      ‘There’s people who will need that space, you know.’

      It was an old man standing there with his little dog. He had been watching us like a hawk, watching us park, waiting to see who was going to get out of the car that had so thoughtlessly parked in the precious space.

      I didn’t say anything, but Dominic was furious. I’d never seen him so angry, and it scared me a little. He’d seen the looks and the expressions too, but he’d never actually experienced an actual comment made by an actual person before. His face grew red and he slammed the car door with far too much force.

      ‘What did you just say?’

      ‘There are disabled people who need that, you know.’

      ‘Well actually,’ said Dominic, his voice quavering, ‘actually, for your information, my wife happens to be disabled.’

      The man was already walking away. He’d done his job. He’d given the scroungers What For. ‘Oh yes,’ he said with a sly wink to my husband. ‘We’re all disabled now, aren’t we?’

      And the old man walked into Sainsbury’s, his dog trotting behind him. Dominic looked like he was going to follow him.

      ‘Dom,’ I called, using my most exhausted voice. ‘Can we go and shop now?’

      Dominic recovered himself, and brought out the bags from the boot. We went round the supermarket and when he thought I wasn’t looking, he kept peering around, searching for the man, presumably to show the old sod how exhausted I was looking, using the trolley as a crutch to stay upright, but we didn’t see him again. I guessed he’d just popped in for some fags and a lottery ticket.

       

      So to sum up – I don’t look ill. Not to the casual observer.

      I used to look bad. I used to walk with a stick, and my hair went white at the roots, but once I found the better drugs, and started to manage the pain, and got some hair dye, I started to look better.

      On the surface, on a good day, I look fine.

      It’s when you look close up you can see what’s inside.

       

      Angelina is ridiculously thin, pale, with wide olive eyes and tinted red hair, which falls to her shoulders and hangs in a fringe over her forehead. She is always draped with coloured bead necklaces and bracelets, comprising shiny stones and bits of silver. I always think of her like a sea nymph, decorating herself with jewels from Davey Jones’ locker, emerging from the ocean all damp and alluring.

      She looks artful and disinterested, but I know it’s all an act, a character that fits her job running her own tiny art shop; literally a single room and a big window. One wall is covered with her paintings and sculptures; huge angry shapes in oils, sheep skeletons and human skulls and screaming mouths. She’s got a grim style, but she’s never ghoulish when it comes to me. She is one of the most sensitive, warmest people I know.

      I once asked her about it, if she ever felt drawn to my condition because of her art.

      ‘Jesus no, sweetie,’ she said, tapping her cigarette into an ashtray. It was the nearest she ever sounded to being offended. She gestured round her studio. ‘This is all work, yeah? It’s what I do, not what I am. I don’t sleep in a coffin. At five o’clock I go home and stroke my cat and watch Masterchef.’

      We sit outside the trendy Eat Me café, sipping our coffee. We watch the bored yummy mummies turn up after dropping their little darlings off at their expensive schools.

      ‘How’s Brian?’ I ask.

      Angelina pulls a face, widening her mascara to form inkwell circles and contracting her bright red lips into a tiny budding rose. ‘Brian? Brian? Oh, Brian! He’s ancient history, sweetie. Long gone. Looooong gone. He decided to go back to his wife.’

      I frown. ‘I thought you said he was a widower.’

      ‘Yes, darling, that’s what he said. So, obviously…’ she cocks an eyebrow and spins her eyeballs to the heavens, ‘she got better…’

      She dips her finger in the froth of her coffee and sucks it. ‘I’m with Clyde now. He’s a struggling artist. Which is about the same as having an extra cat, but the cat vomits less and shows slightly more affection. I think of him as an investment, yeah?’ She winks. ‘Which means he can go down as well as up…’

      It takes twenty seconds of coffee-blowing before Lena cuts to the chase. ‘So, how’s the pain?’

      ‘Good at the moment. I’m dealing with it.’

      ‘That’s great. You look really well.’

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘And how is Dominic?’

      I was thinking about the suicide note. I was thinking about the expression on Dominic’s face when he reached for the note and tore it up.

      ‘He’s… OK.’

      ‘You don’t sound convinced.’

      ‘Well… work is a problem. There’s never enough of it… He’s not really suited to his job. He struggles with it a lot…’

      ‘Tell me about it. ’Twas ever thus. We all have to struggle.’

      Angelina doesn’t struggle at all, but I know what she means.

      ‘I know. But sometimes I feel I’m a bit of a burden…’

      ‘You should never think like that, sweetie. Dominic is with you because he wants to be with you. You know the statistics of guys who stay with their sick wives?’

      ‘I don’t want to know.’

      But she’s already scrabbling in her pocket. ‘I put it in my phone. I thought it was really interesting.’ She scrolled to the correct page. ‘I think this might be just America, but I could be wrong… Marriage break-ups, when the man gets sick… Three per cent. Marriage break-ups when the woman gets sick… Twenty-one per cent. Fuck. Men are such feckless bastards.’

      I roll my eyes. ‘Lena… that makes me feel so much better,’ I say in a sarcastic drawl. ‘Why did you read that out?’

      ‘But don’t you see, darling? How long is it since the accident?’

      ‘Five years.’

      ‘So there you —’

      ‘Five years this week.’

      ‘Jesus. Seriously?’

      I nod.

      ‘Five years this week since…?’

      I nod again. ‘It’s my anniversary. That’s why I wanted to come out.’ I shrug and give an embarrassed chuckle. ‘That’s why I needed to come out.’

      ‘Jesus…’ She stares, looking at nothing for slightly too long. Then she recovers.

      ‘Well, there you go. Five years since the accident and Dominic’s still here, still going strong. He’s a diamond, darling. An absolutely twenty-six carat diamond. You could put him in the window at De Beers.’

      ‘I know he’s great,’ I sigh. ‘But that doesn’t alter the fact that I feel a burden…’

      The suicide letter flashes across my eyes.

      … B-u-r-d-o-n. Is that how you spell it? No…

      … Burden. I’m a B-u-r-d-e-n… 

      ‘… I can’t do things that I could do before.’

      ‘Like sex?’

      ‘Lena! I was thinking about gardening.’

      She lowered her coffee cup. ‘Don’t evade the question. Sex is still OK, yeah?’

      ‘We manage,’ I say evasively. ‘It’s not hanging from the chandeliers but we manage. I can’t hold any positions any more.’ I flick my eyes from side to side, watching for eavesdroppers, and lower my voice. ‘I can’t ride him, or anything like that.’

      ‘So sex is basically you lying there doing nothing, thinking of England, and him running up the flag and doing a twenty-one gun salute over your tits?’

      She says this in an incredibly loud voice, quite deliberately. A couple of starved Kensington housewives look up from their papaya salads, and I giggle with embarrassment, blowing bubbles into my coffee.

      ‘Angelina!’

      ‘But I’m right, yeah?’

      ‘Pretty much.’

      ‘Hey ho,’ she drawls. ‘It’s still sex, even if you’re lying there like a stranded fish. I had a boyfriend who was a bit of a closet necrophiliac. Had this thing about me playing dead during sex. I had to stay absolutely still while he did his business.’

      My eyebrows catapult up my forehead in shock.

      ‘My God. How horrible.’

      ‘Not so bad, it was rather restful actually. Better than those “athletic” men who want you to turn cartwheels across the bedroom, but yes, playing dead can get a bit samey. One night I decided to make it more interesting. I became a zombie and bit him on the nipple. We split up a few minutes later.’

      I give a full snort, throwing the froth from my cappuccino onto the saucer.

      ‘Well we don’t quite do that. We get by.’

      ‘Good for you both. Seriously, girl, don’t worry about Dominic. He’s a keeper.’

      ‘Angelina,’ I say slowly, ‘was I… was I in a dark place when I… just after the accident?’

      She looks at me steadily, almost frozen. Her mascara-strewn eyes flicker, just the once.

      ‘Yes, darling. You were in a very dark place.’

      ‘Did I talk about ending it all?’

      ‘With Dominic?’

      ‘With everything.’

      ‘Oh.’

      ‘Did I?’

      ‘Yes, you did.’

      ‘Oh.’

      She thinks for a while. (For too long)

      ‘Are we talking about your suicide attempt?’ she says at last.

      ‘You knew about that?’

      She sighs. ‘Of course I knew about that.’

      ‘And you didn’t tell me?’

      ‘Mon… It’s really not important now.’

      ‘But it’s what I did…’

      ‘Mon…’

      ‘I did that thing – or I tried to. Even if I can’t remember it now, it’s still something I did. I have a right to know those things. I should know about all the things I did. You can’t keep things from me… It’s my own… history.’

      ‘It’s ancient history, darling. You were in a bad place. When I came to visit you in the first year, when you had to lie on your back and stare at the ceiling all day, you talked about ending it, yeah, so I came every day, just to make sure you were hanging on in there, but even though you talked about it, when Dominic told me what happened, I didn’t believe it of you… You were too much of a fighter, girlie. That’s who you are now. So forget about that other Monica. The one who tried to do that. She’s long gone.’

      ‘I can’t believe you didn’t tell me. And I can’t believe Dominic —’

      ‘Dominic loves you. And he knows you’ve got enough crap without shovelling more of it on your plate…’

      She grabs my hand, very lightly.

      ‘Darling. You once told me something that’s always stayed with me, something your doctor told you. You told me that the brain has a survival mechanism, it throws bad things in the rubbish, so it can carry on.’

      ‘Yes, that’s right. The brain does that. It takes the horror away. That’s why women are stupid enough to have that second baby, because they can’t remember the screaming agony of childbirth. And why torture victims stay sane after the experience, they can’t remember the intensity of the pain they suffered…’ I blink away a tear. ‘Unless they’re tortured every day, all the time. Like me.’

      The pressure on my hand intensifies, but not too much.

      ‘So maybe you forgot about that moment of madness for a reason. Do me a favour, Mon. A favour for your best friend. Promise you’ll put the memory of it back in the box, and forget about it again. Just live your life, move on, and pretend it never happened.’

      I think about it.

      ‘I suppose you’re right…’

      ‘Promise you’ll forget?’

      ‘Promise.’

      I leave her after an hour; I’d like to stay longer but the chair is (killing me), and I have a place to go.

      As I climb back into my car and scoop my blue disabled card off the dashboard, the old woman lowers her Telegraph and glares at me, a look that says nothing, just to say I’m looking at you.

      If she had sunglasses, she would have pulled them down her nose to demonstrate how much she was looking at me.

      I give her a big, charming (dead) lopsided smile and drive off.

    

  
    
      
        
          
            
              
              Monica
            

          

        

      

      I wake up…

       

      … And the pain hits me like a wall.

      God’s punishment for my happy moment with Angelina.

      I stare at the ceiling, and I scream. I count the seconds, trying to leave a whole minute before I allow myself to scream again.

       

      And I do that until the room goes dark and I hear his footsteps.
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      I wake up…

       

      … And the pain is slightly less.

      And I still feel like screaming, but only every ten minutes or so.

      Sometimes having slightly less pain is worse. Because it allows the tiniest window for the mind to think; to appreciate the glacial passage of time, stretching out the day. For me, the past is a discoloured bruise and the future is an unspoken nightmare, so to stay sane, I try to only live in the present tense.

      Take your mind somewhere else. 

      Anywhere else. 

      Please. 

      My hand reaches for my book of Keats’ sonnets on the bedside table.

      I can’t read novels any more, because I get so far into a book, and the pages I read fade from my mind, and I lose the thread of the story. So I read poems instead. The Romantic poets.

      When I’m trapped in bed, pale and fading away, I sometimes fancy myself as a romantic poet. There are little notes in the margins of my book, stray rhyming couplets, thoughts, notions, foundations that I might build upon, for a larger work. I fantasise about channelling my pain into something creative, like Keats. But my pain doesn’t work like that. Not quite.

      For example, this is Keats’ last sonnet. His very last sonnet.

      
        
          
             

            Bright star, would I were steadfast as thou art —

            Not in lone splendour hung aloft the night,

            And watching, with eternal lids apart,

            Like nature’s patient sleepless Eremite…

          

        

      

      I suppose it should make me sad, but most of the time it makes me giggle like a mad thing. I think he’s pleading that he can be constant and awake, and that is what I have already achieved, though the constant is pain. Living for ever is the ideal, which I can only contemplate as a horrific nightmare.

      I could never use the word ‘eternal’ in a poem. Even thinking about the word makes me shudder. Perhaps I’ll never be a poet because I cannot face words like that. Being creative adds to the experience of life, and everything in my life is designed to take that away.
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