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Praise for The Wakes


‘The Wakes is a truly delightful debut novel about life, death . . . and chicken sandwiches. Funny, moving, tender and wise, I ate up every delicious word’


Liane Moriarty


‘I adored this novel. It’s charming, poignant and moving but also very funny and left me full of the joys of this hard yet beautiful business of being alive’


Cathy Rentzenbrink


‘Some books grab hold of you and won’t let you go until the last page – and far beyond that. The Wakes is just such a book, an unforgettable story of hope and regret, of love lost and friendship found, and of understanding how the past and present are always intertwined’


Sophie Green


‘An absolute delight . . . immensely human and warm and satisfying’


Shelley Burr


‘I devoured it in two sittings – utterly wonderful! The kind of book where you want to stay in that world long after it’s finished. Such a brilliant mix of gentle humour and devastating sadness. My favourite kind of poignant read’


Kayte Nunn


‘The Wakes is an utter delight – warm, funny and profound. I can’t wait for everyone to read it. I couldn’t believe it was a debut’


Sally Hepworth


‘Far from a book about mourning, The Wakes is a celebration of what it means to be alive, and the joy of finding friendship where you least expect it. Dianne Yarwood explores the messiness of middle age with warmth, humanity and wry humour, as well as fiction’s most delicious lemon tarts! I’d eat this book if I could’


Joanna Nell


‘The Wakes is a truly exceptional novel. Dianne Yarwood skilfully illuminates the breadth of the human experience through a suite of perfectly imperfect characters. This novel is rich with wisdom, love, humour and a sparkling joy – that unique kind of story that can make you sob and chuckle in the very same scene. I flew through this book in just a few sittings and have been gushing about it ever since!’


Kelly Rimmer


‘I loved it. So warm and poignant and sweetly funny’


Jacqueline Maley


‘It’s hard to believe Dianne Yarwood is a debut novelist because The Wakes proves that she has the heart of a writer. This is a glorious book that will make you simultaneously want to eat Louisa and Clare’s lemon tarts as well as forge a friendship like theirs. It reminded me that life is the most precious gift of all and every day is a treat meant to be enjoyed to its fullest’


Natasha Lester




For my husband, Tony
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I meant to write about death,
only life came breaking in as usual.


Virginia Woolf
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Three days after his sister-in-law’s death, Paul rang Clare. He called in the afternoon as she was walking her dog, and for a few hesitant seconds she considered not answering. It was a late-spring day and as she stood there in the sun with her eager little dog, Paul’s name on her phone was jarring. What would she say to him? They’d been out to dinner together four days earlier but there’d been no contact between them since then. She’d thought of them as finished – one nice dinner and they were done – and felt quite relaxed (even relieved) with that outcome. Now, with a sigh, she answered her phone.


After a curt hello, Paul went straight to his news. He told her about Elizabeth’s death in brief, flat statements. How it was sudden, an accident. She’d died of a brain injury from a fall when she was alone at home. She had been suffering, supposedly, from the flu.


There was no mistaking the impact this was having on him. His tone and his curtness had shocked her.


‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘How tragic for –’


‘Thank you,’ he cut in.


She heard an intake of breath, and waited; she guessed what was coming.


‘I was hoping you and Louisa would cater for the wake.’


It made perfect sense that he should ask her, but how she wished, wholeheartedly, that he hadn’t. She and Louisa were so inexperienced, floundering from one wake to the next, and there was something about Paul, an assumption of a standard. She wasn’t even sure she should be doing the funerals at all.


As quickly as that, no had flown into her mind.


‘It will be quite big,’ he went on. ‘It’s hard to get your head around numbers without RSVPs, but I’m thinking about four hundred people.’


‘Gosh,’ she said reeling. ‘That’s a lot.’


Four hundred people. That was hundreds more than they’d done before.


Clearly, they couldn’t accept. Yet to decline right in that moment, with that change in his voice, felt particularly hard. Clare thanked him for asking them, but quickly added she would need to discuss it with Louisa and would call him back. He seemed to be content with that.


But as they were ending the call, she couldn’t help asking a question. ‘How old was she, Paul?’


‘Forty-five.’


‘Oh.’ Clare was forty-five. ‘What did she do?’


‘She was a high school English teacher. She was adored.’


They said goodbye, and seconds later she phoned Louisa. Louisa was in the Royal Botanic Garden giving one of her tours, and in Clare’s view there really was no question it was over. She waited, still standing on the verge under that brilliant sky.


‘Good timing Clare,’ Louisa said when she answered. ‘I’ve just finished up.’ She said it briskly, as if it had involved some great efficiency on her part.


‘I’ve just had a call from Paul Swan,’ Clare said, and hurriedly explained that it wasn’t about their dinner. (Between them, Louisa liked to call it a date, and Clare didn’t.)


She then recounted their conversation almost word for word, and couldn’t help expressing it like a decision already made.


Louisa was entirely on board. ‘Seriously?’ she asked. ‘He called four hundred people “quite big”?’


‘Yep.’


‘Huge would have been my choice. There’s no way we can do it. Does he know it’s just the two of us?’


‘Yes, he does,’ Clare said, and drew in a long breath. She didn’t like the thought of it – of that huge wake waiting just for them – and she suggested they ring Paul together. Louisa had a certain bluntness about her that Clare realised could be helpful; her presence felt necessary.


And so, half an hour later when Louisa got home, they called Paul back and put him on speakerphone.


He answered immediately, and this time it was the Paul Swan who Clare thought she knew. The man who had the ease and confidence to ask her out at a wake, and the warmth that had her saying, unexpectedly, yes. Clare fumbled from the beginning, thrown off balance by the unexpected return of his warmth, and Louisa, unfortunately, followed suit. With less firmness than they’d intended, they broached concern at their lack of experience, especially with an event of that size, but he wouldn’t have a bar of it. In stepped the Paul Swan who ran his own advertising agency and was skilled in persuasion, adept at praise: he flooded them with compliments, recalling the food they had served in observant, elaborate detail.


‘Your food,’ he concluded, ‘has just the right tone for a wake.’


Then he emphasised how much it would mean to him and the family to have Clare and Louisa take the job on, how at a time like this it helped to deal with people you knew, and there they were, recklessly nodding at the phone, saying yes, yes, we can appreciate that, Paul.


But the true scope of his skill was evident in the wrapping-up. He pushed away any talk of refusal as if it was a generous thing to do. ‘I know you’ll do a great job,’ he said, ‘and you’ll have plenty of time. The funeral’s not for ten days. We’ve had delays with the police and the coroner, but that’s pretty much over with now.’


Failure ran through them. Louisa looked at Clare, and was reduced to simply mouthing, The police? Clare stared dumbly back. When Paul said thank you and goodbye, she repeated his words back to him, and when he hung up, she and Louisa frowned at each other for a fairly long time.


The day before Elizabeth’s funeral dawned warm and clear. It was the last day of spring.


Clare walked into her kitchen at four that morning to find Louisa already there, hunched over the bench, reading their work schedule for the day. Louisa had her own key and had apparently let herself in. Louisa turned slightly and Clare gave her an ironic good morning as she shuffled towards the kettle.


Nine days had passed since Paul’s call. In theory, they’d had plenty of time, but the amount of time was never the issue; it was all in the timing: the inevitable late-in-the-day preparations, the issue of freshness. They’d kept their menu leaning high-end, not thinking it through well enough, and it was full of last-minute fiddly things they now basically detested.


Clare filled the kettle. Her eyes felt heavy-lidded and dry, and oh god was she tired. She’d had three hours sleep in the past twenty-four hours, and her first task that morning was to roast eight chickens.


She looked at the neat piles of ingredients placed on the bench around Louisa. ‘How long have you been here?’ she asked.


Louisa shrugged. ‘About half an hour, or maybe an hour. I couldn’t sleep. Can you believe that? I got home, showered, went to bed, lay completely still, and then I gradually became more alert.’


Clare had done the opposite. She’d fallen immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep; into an oblivion in which life’s commitments had ceased to exist. When her alarm went off – having been set very loud to guarantee impact – she’d been shocked awake, ripped from a sweet dark unconsciousness and left sitting bolt upright in bed, startled and mindless.


Clare plugged in the kettle, put some leaves in a teapot, and leant back against a cupboard to wait. She held both her hands up in front of her. How they ached. They ached liked they belonged to somebody else.


Louisa straightened. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘we should get started. And I know it’s early, but I might have to put Elton back on.’


Elton? Clare couldn’t hold back a small sigh. Elton John had been the main soundtrack to their last couple of days. She did like him, but they had listened to him a lot. Louisa said she found him reassuring. Sometimes, he made her think anything was possible.


By now, they worked in the kitchen with a sense of Elizabeth’s presence. Through all the long days of cooking, amid a thousand mindless tasks, they’d fallen into imagining her. They imagined her with a baseline of exceptional – how could she be otherwise, with numbers like hers? – and used words like clever and funny, kind and generous. They pictured her with a warm, natural beauty. ‘I’m seeing the actress Rosamund Pike,’ Clare said early on, and Louisa thought that was fair. They held an image of her as a gifted teacher, standing high on a desk, urging her adoring students to carpe diem.


And, just once, they discussed the circumstances of her death.


Louisa had asked: ‘You know how Paul mentioned the police? Have you ever considered the possibility of it being something other than an accident? Something deliberate? I mean, a fall in a house that kills you?’


Clare frowned. ‘What are you implying? Murder?’


The word hung in the air, sounding too strange in the kitchen, and Louisa quickly apologised. She’d watched far too much Netflix. Back-to-back crime stories with quirky detectives who never followed the rules. It was easy to think no death was straightforward.


A little before seven that morning, as the last of her chickens were resting, Paul rang Clare again. They hadn’t spoken to him for several days, not really feeling the need to, though they were scheduled to ring him later that morning. They mainly wanted to run through the plans for the following day, and confirm the time they would meet him and the address of the house.


The sound of Clare’s ringtone tore through the kitchen and she shot an irritated look at Louisa – it was too early for a call and so inconvenient. She put down her knife, wiped her hands on her apron, and reached for her phone.


Seeing the name on the screen, she muttered ‘It’s Paul Swan,’ to Louisa, who nodded vaguely back. Louisa was grating lemons. Everything they did, they did by the multitude. A big bowl of lemons sat before her; denuded ones lay around her. Minutes earlier Louisa had said that, as much as she loved them, she hoped to never handle another lemon for the rest of her life.


Clare answered her phone. ‘Hello, Paul. How –’


An abrupt ‘Clare, it’s Paul’ cut through her words, and when she tried again – ‘How are you?’ – her words were overwhelmed by the hectic flow of his. He was clearly agitated.


‘First off,’ he said, ‘I need to say how sorry I am about calling today. I should have called you days ago, and I can’t apologise enough. All I can say is my mind’s been on other things.’ Clare heard a shaky intake of breath, a slight suggestion of panic. ‘The problem is, nobody else in the family is focusing on this. They gave me this job because I’m good with food, but I’ve never been good with numbers. Somehow, I was left with the numbers too.’


Clare’s heart rate quickened.


‘I’ve had a fucking awful week,’ he said. ‘God, sorry for swearing.’


‘That’s okay,’ she said, but suddenly nothing felt okay.


He was flying after that, talking rapidly, as if getting it all out at once would somehow lessen the blow. He’d drastically underestimated the numbers and he was awake most of the night with it. Around two, he’d got up, sat down with a pad and worked through all his messages, went through Elizabeth’s life, did some calculations, and he hadn’t slept at all since then. He’d realised that he hadn’t sufficiently accounted for her immense popularity, or the reality of teachers: the sheer number of ex-students they amassed. These students loved her for life. His first estimate of the mourners, he saw now, was just a bad guess. It hadn’t occurred to him until late yesterday, when a friend said to him in passing, You’d be expecting a huge number of people then? And that question had returned to him in the middle of the night. Things felt a little uncontainable, but he was now thinking eight hundred people. He’d just got off the phone from Elizabeth’s husband Dan and her cousin Rachel, and they both saw the sense in that number.


‘Sorry, how many?’ She’d almost hissed the words. He couldn’t be serious.


‘Eight hundred,’ he repeated. ‘It could even be more, but when do you stop?’


Clare sucked in air and pivoted to Louisa, throwing her the wildest grimace her face could make.


Louisa glared back. What? she mouthed. What is it?


Paul was now saying something about the delay with the coroner giving the news time to travel. About people being willing to travel great distances – from interstate and even from New Zealand – but she struggled to focus, with eight hundred ringing so shrilly in her head.


And then: ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘We might get a thousand.’


As if he wanted to outbid mourning.


He’d almost lost her with that. She heard a thousand and was suddenly disorientated, struck by the sensation that at some point in the recent past she must have dropped concentration, opened a door, and walked into completely the wrong life.


‘I realise, of course,’ he went on, ‘that you can’t possibly cater for that many people on such short notice. I’m not necessarily asking you to do that. But you needed to know. Just do what you can. I’ll call some people and ask them to bring a plate.’


Bring a plate?


‘Right,’ was all she said in response, and after that he gave her one final, effusive apology, said, ‘See you at the funeral, Clare,’ and then, abruptly, he was gone.


A strong beam of sunlight now hit the kitchen, bathing it in yellow light. Clare squinted, still clutching the phone in her hand. Her mind was almost stripped of thought.


‘What was that all about?’ Louisa asked.


Clare turned to her. ‘Well,’ she said, and stopped. Looking at Louisa she felt a sudden need to soften the news in some way. Theirs was a relatively new friendship, and there was Louisa with her expression of innocent, concerned enquiry, with her tired form bent towards a task that was now surely insignificant.


Clare described the call tentatively, skirting around its substance for a while, giving Louisa a few details about Paul and his distress. But at some point, she had to get to the number.


‘HOLY FUCK!’ The words exploded out of Louisa.


Clare almost shouted the same words back at her. Not once had she heard Louisa raise her voice. ‘I know! I know!’ she said.


‘Eight hundred people?!’ Still in this new voice, marginally reduced to a shriek.


‘I know!’ Clare said.


‘Eight hundred people! You have to be kidding me!’


‘I know!’ She couldn’t get her head around any other answer.


‘He can’t be serious!’


‘He’s serious.’


‘You’re telling me they’re planning on fitting eight hundred people in a house?’


This prospect made the number even worse. Elizabeth’s funeral service and wake were both being held in her cousin Rachel’s home – Elizabeth’s family hadn’t wanted a church or a crematorium – and as a result, the funeral numbers would remain largely intact. There’d be none of the usual attrition between the service and the wake.


‘I think it’s more a mansion than a house,’ Clare said lamely. Paul had described it to her once. It was in the Eastern Suburbs: a grand home sitting right on the harbour, all glass and light.


Louisa looked at her, seeming to not register the point. ‘How can he do this?’ she asked. ‘He can’t do this – not on the day before the funeral!’


‘But that’s the thing,’ Clare said. ‘I think he can. I remember Tim warning us about this exact situation. About large numbers at short notice being the main quirk of the business. We’re probably supposed to have the resources to respond.’


Louisa’s face did a thousand things with Clare’s comment. A quirk?


‘I find it very hard to believe that any part of this is normal,’ Louisa said.


‘It doesn’t feel normal,’ Clare agreed.


‘What’s he basing this new number on, anyway? Has he done a proper calculation this time? Used an algorithm or something? You’re good with numbers – what do you think?’


‘I don’t know. He said he just went through her life and counted. He was very apologetic, Louisa. He did say we should just do what we can.’


‘Just do what we can? How’s that going to work? I’m already picturing it. A madding crowd of mourners hunting down a plate.’


Clare looked at Louisa and a huge wide grin she simply couldn’t rein in started to spread across her face.


Louisa looked appalled. ‘Why are you smiling?’


‘I don’t know. It must be nerves. Nothing is funny. Nothing. Well, except maybe the madding crowd thing.’ And with that, the grin expanded to its full potential.


‘Stop it,’ Louisa said, but she, too, had a grin forming, and soon she was grinning back at Clare, trying to say she found none of it funny but grinning nonetheless. It all lasted for longer than it should have – beyond the bounds of sanity, really – but when their faces finally loosened and they had some control back, when they could look at each other with a semblance of civility, the air around them had changed a little.


Louisa pursed her lips. ‘So, no question. It’s a disaster.’ A smile still twitched at the corners of her mouth. She picked up their work schedule from the bench. ‘And this thing is now meaningless. Do you know anyone who can help us? What about Amir?’


‘Amir’s busy working on the submission. Other people?’ Clare paused, searching for friends, finding her available circle disconcertingly small. ‘No,’ she said, ‘not really. None that aren’t already working.’ Louisa’s circle, she knew, was even smaller. It would just be the two of them. A couple of university students would help them serve food at the house, and that would be the extent of it.


Louisa placed the schedule back on the bench and bent over it, breathing deeply with her hands on her hips. ‘Without more people,’ she said, ‘we need to add time to this thing, and the only spare time we have is when we were going to sleep, so we can’t go to bed tonight.’


‘Nope,’ Clare replied. ‘And we should only increase quantities of the filling things, the bready things. And ones that aren’t too fiddly or time-consuming to prepare.’


‘Yep. And you know what? We have to lower our standards.’ Louisa hesitated. ‘We have to consider frittatas.’


‘Frittatas?’ The word fell out of Clare.


This would be such a terrible concession. They’d committed to never stooping to anything even resembling a frittata, as a matter of principle. Mini frittatas were everywhere now, but where was the appeal? Weren’t they just a quiche with even less texture? How deflating it was to see a plate of them headed your way. They’d done a small amount of research and their main competition was a lady with scant regard for creativity and a website plastered with pictures of them. They’d believed they could stay well above that, occupying a niche of nourishment and innovation.


‘We can make slabs of them and cut them into tiny, tiny squares,’ Louisa said flatly.


Clare gave a dull nod.


‘We can try to make them special. If that’s possible.’


Clare nodded again, hearing as she did it the sound of her two teenage children stirring upstairs. It was nearing the end of the school term, and she resisted an impulse to yell up the staircase: ‘Kids, don’t go to school today! Stay here and cook!’ Though, there was the strong chance they’d be more of a hindrance than a help.


She and Louisa sat down at the kitchen table with the schedule in front of them. To the available hours column, they added the hours they’d previously intended to sleep: five in total. Where previously they’d calculated six items of food per person, being two thousand four hundred items in total, they now reduced that to four. With eight hundred people, this equated to a target of three thousand two hundred pieces. It was well after seven, they’d already fallen behind their original plan, and now they’d increased their workload by eight hundred pieces.


‘These numbers,’ Louisa said, with her pen hovering over the sheet, ‘they’re extraordinary. I can’t see how I’d get more than fifteen people at mine.’


‘Fifteen? I think you’d get more than fifteen.’


‘I don’t think so. Where would I get them from?’


A little while later Louisa left the house to shop for more ingredients, in particular an unsettling number of eggs: in their unprofessional world, the egg number alone pointed to absurdity. Clare worked on in the kitchen. Her children passed through, grabbing their breakfast, and when they asked how things were going, she simply said, ‘Not great.’ She couldn’t even begin to share it with them. After they left, she closed down Elton and put the Beatles on instead. The melancholy of ‘Yesterday’ filled the air and sunlight slanted into the kitchen in wide hot beams. Time was slipping away. She tried to focus on the task she was doing and what would come next, but her head was filled with Elizabeth. With Paul’s word uncontainable. Her thoughts struggled to get past a thousand people coming to her wake. Past that level of love. That level of life.


And in her soul, as she worked, she placed her life next to Elizabeth’s and the contrast engulfed her like a tragedy.
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It can be uncanny, he thought later, how news travels. How it traverses the tiny meandering details of everyday life and finds you, right where it belongs.


It had just turned ten when Chris Lang sat down at the computer. For the past several minutes the department had been quiet: a long-awaited lull. In the preceding hour he’d seen a new patient every ten minutes, in the hour before that he’d been called to help out in the resuscitation area twice, and this was possibly the first time he’d sat down properly in close to eight hours. He sank deep in the chair, released his shoulders and took in a long slow breath, and with that one small indulgence the cumulative effect of three twelve-hour shifts in three days hit him like a stun gun, sending him into a debilitating depth of fatigue. He rotated his neck and tilted his head back, blinking into the harsh overhead light.


He’d walked into the hospital with Amelia, who’d parked right beside him, and she’d thought it necessary to tell him how tired he looked for the start of an afternoon shift. As if he’d have no idea unless she’d pointed it out.


‘You look so tired,’ she said. ‘You look like I feel at the end of a shift, God help you.’


He’d given her something close to a smile, and said nothing. He couldn’t tell her that almost everything in his life was in a state of flux. That he couldn’t sleep during the day in a state like that.


It had been a bad week for rostering; they were a specialist and two registrars down, and this was his fourth afternoon shift in a row. Two until midnight. On top of that, he’d stayed hours after his finishing time on the shifts he’d done, feeling a reluctance to leave that became more and more irrational. He lived in Waverton, less than ten minutes from the hospital. He’d drive home around three and go to bed by four. Hear the birds start up about two hours later. Thankfully, for this shift he was rostered on the walking wounded, and so no lives were depending on him – theoretically, at least. Amelia, with her brisk walk and her switched-on air, was on acute. Their immediate world would be okay.


They negotiated the car park and Amelia stayed on the subject, telling him her nephew was a registrar in New Zealand and he was a mess. She’d talked to him on the weekend and he’d come off twelve sixteen-hour shifts in a row. ‘Things aren’t good there,’ she said. ‘They’re considering striking.’ And it occurred to Chris that just talking about tiredness can make you more tired.


‘Twelve sixteen-hour shifts in a row,’ she repeated when he didn’t respond. ‘There’s a whole universe of tiredness in that sentence. Remember that? The brutal hours we worked in our residencies? I have a distinct memory of sleeping on the floor of the ward, curled up against the wall near my desk with people forced to step over me. Too exhausted to find somewhere soft.’


He couldn’t imagine her doing that; she was meticulous. And now his own awful memories were coming forward.


‘The hardest part,’ he said, stupidly entering the conversation, ‘was being that tired and having to continually deal with people lying on a bed.’


Amelia laughed hard enough at that she had to stop walking, forcing him to stop beside her. ‘Yes,’ she said, still smiling, ‘the bed thing, that was the epicentre of the torture,’ but her expression quickly flipped. ‘It wasn’t funny at the time though. It was literally torture. But you couldn’t say anything like that out loud because nobody would touch you if you admitted to any kind of weakness. I got to the point of thinking I couldn’t function in my life anymore, that my life wasn’t even viable, but I was so hemmed in by the system the only way I could see out of it was to stop living. I had thoughts, a few times.’


She’d gone from sleep to suicide in a matter of seconds.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


But Amelia had already resumed walking. ‘We should remember all that stuff,’ she said. ‘Hang on to our empathy. The hours some of those orthopaedic registrars are doing? It’s shit. The system’s still crazy. I really feel for them.’


‘Yes,’ he said as the ED doors slid open and they entered the ward. ‘You’d have to be a clinical psychopath not to.’


Now, staring at the computer screen, Chris forced his eyes wide open with his facial muscles. His next patient was a woman with a cut index finger. He levered himself out of his chair and walked to her cubicle, and when he pushed back the curtain and looked at her, it was like a window cracked, a blast of fresh air.


She was perched on the very edge of the bed, sitting tall and solid with large dark-rimmed glasses and thick dark hair. It was her hair, possibly, that affected him the most: the short cut with its flyaway fringe, the winning combination of aerodynamics and I don’t care. Or maybe it was her expression, the You have got to be kidding me blaring so clearly from her face? He had the distinct impression he knew her. In his mind he repeated the name he’d read on the computer – Louisa Shaw – but it triggered nothing. Maybe he’d seen her on television?


He smiled at her. She’d woken him up a bit.


He asked her what had happened and off she went, waking him up further. She told him about cutting onions with an extremely sharp knife and not really paying enough attention. About blood being everywhere and not being very good with injuries. As he moved closer to the bed, she apologised for her deep smell of egg – it was now part of her: its smell was in her pores, in the fabric of her clothes, the taste of it sat in the back of her throat. And then she apologised for talking so much. She didn’t usually but she was feeling edgy, a little bit panicked.


He’d guessed that already. Panicky fucks had dotted her conversation in a fairly entertaining way. All in all, he’d had to stifle a few smiles. He made a quick mental note to get her some painkillers, something to settle her.


He gently unwrapped her finger and she turned her head the other way. Syrupy blood rose and oozed. The wound was deep but the ribbon of white tendon was intact. He asked her to hold her finger upright and try to bend it and she followed his instructions with her head still averted. Then he returned her hand to his, palm up.


‘Right,’ he said. ‘On the positive side, you haven’t cut the tendon and the blood flow is pretty slow.’


‘Oh good,’ she said, flicking a glance at her hand. ‘Good. Does that mean I won’t be here very long? There’s this thing I have to do. And on that, we did try to advance my place in the queue with the triage nurse by telling her we were close friends of yours, which obviously we aren’t, and I apologise. Though the nurse didn’t seem to really care.’


He pressed her finger either side of the cut: ‘Can you feel that?’


‘Yep.’


Then, realising what she’d said about them being friends, he looked from her hand to her face. ‘Have we met?’ Surely she was a person he wouldn’t forget.


‘No,’ she said. ‘But you’ve met Clare, my friend who brought me in. At the funerals; we’re funeral caterers. You haven’t met me because I stay in the kitchen most of the time. I’m not good with the bigger groups.’


Funeral Clare? There was a time in his early thirties, a spring, when he went to a wedding a week, almost. This spring, it had been funerals.


‘Is Clare here, in the hospital?’ he asked. The surprise of the news shot through him. He tried to keep the emotion in it off his face.


‘No, she’s gone. She left straight after we’d finished with the – oh fuck that hurts.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said. He’d pressed near her cut again. Now he pressed the other finger: ‘Does that feel the same as the cut finger?’


‘Yes,’ she said.


‘Good. The nerve doesn’t appear to be damaged either,’ he said, just as an intense memory of their food struck him. He hadn’t eaten in so long and he almost swayed with emptiness. The only thing he’d put in his system was coffee.


‘Your food is excellent,’ he said. ‘Very good for a funeral.’


‘Thank you.’


‘Have you eaten in the past six hours?’


‘Have I eaten? I’ve been tasting food since well before dawn.’ She told him about an enormous funeral they were doing the next day. ‘Princess Di level,’ she added. ‘Why are you asking?’


‘In case you need to go to theatre.’


‘Theatre?’


He would have liked to have taken a photo of her face right then.


‘Look, you’ll probably avoid it,’ he said. ‘It’s more than likely it will just need to be flushed out and stitched, but that said I still want to run it by the hand surgeon. The cut is deep and you have to be careful with hands – and this is your index finger. She’s here, the surgeon, I’ve just seen her. I’ll do my best to have you seen quickly.’


She wasn’t at all happy with that – couldn’t he just stitch it? – but he stood his ground. Well, no, he actually walked away, telling her he’d be back to check on the outcome. He walked away thinking about Clare. He contacted the hand surgeon, organised pain relief, and headed straight to the cafeteria for another coffee.


The department was now full. He saw nine patients in the next hour. He supervised an intern while she examined an elderly lady with a fever and signs of delirium, and then he went to a dangerously drunk teenager. Next, he consulted on a man in his mid-forties who’d ruptured his Achilles while playing volleyball. The man was quite light-hearted given his pain; this was a genuinely brave face, Chris thought. The man was the same age as Chris. Chris told him that this particular injury highlighted the hazards of middle-aged men playing explosive sports part-time, and the man thought the point valid. From there he went to a mild asthma attack, and from there he attended to a young woman who’d been dancing at a party and attempted the splits. She’d done a short run-up, and a preparatory (ill-advised) mid-air leap. It was one of those stories that made him wince even after all these years. She lay on the bed with her hand clutching a bulge high on her leg. ‘Is this my hamstring?’ she shrieked at him the second he’d pulled back the curtain.


As soon as he had a spare five minutes, he went back to Louisa Shaw’s cubicle, but she was gone. He checked the computer. She’d been lucky; it had been quick. Her finger had been stitched by the hand surgeon and she was discharged. He stood staring at the computer, hesitant, thinking about possibilities, about what he should do. He turned, and after a few steps he hit a slow run out of the ward, an awkward, tired-limb loping movement that got him to Louisa just before the exit doors. He called her name and she whipped around, holding her bandaged finger high in the air. It made her look like she was on the brink of saying something vital.


‘I just wanted to check everything went well?’ he said, quite breathless.


She nodded. ‘Thank you. The hand surgeon was very efficient, and I was given some top-shelf painkillers that should see me through tomorrow, which is very quickly becoming today.’


‘Great.’


She moved her hand and some fingers. ‘I can get a pincer action with my thumb and my three good fingers, so a thousand frittatas are eminently possible.’


He looked at her and wondered about the painkillers.


‘How are you getting home?’ he asked.


‘Uber,’ she said. ‘It’s almost here.’


He nodded. He had nothing else. He wasn’t a natural at this, and his dulled brain was incapable of invention.


She turned to go, saying thank you again and goodbye, and he watched her leave. Watched as the automatic doors opened and shut, and she walked through the dimly lit car park and finally out of view.


He went back into the ward and sat down at the computer station. It was near midnight. He’d see one or two more patients before leaving for the night.


A moment later the hand surgeon, Catherine Reddy, sat down at the computer beside him.


‘That patient of yours,’ she said while she typed. ‘She was quite entertaining. Very droll.’


‘Yes, she had me smiling.’ He kept his eyes on the screen, scrolling through the results of a blood test.


‘I actually know the funeral she’s doing tomorrow,’ Catherine said. ‘The woman who died taught my niece. She was an English teacher. It’s very sad. She was only forty-five, really unexpected. My niece is going to the funeral. She adored her, absolutely idolised her. My sister says a day wouldn’t go by without a mention of Mrs Swan. What Mrs Swan said, what Mrs Swan wore.’


‘Swan?’


‘Elizabeth Swan.’


And it was done. As simple as a name said without turning and he knew. Beth’s dead. He continued to stare at his computer as his heart snatched at the news, changing rhythm; a cry came from its depths – No! No! No! – and he had to hold it in.


‘Do you know her?’


‘I did,’ he said.


He asked Catherine questions with his heart pounding and his thoughts hurtling. Forced out steady, half-interested words. What happened? When? And in the shock of the news then came the picture, inevitable and clear. Of the two of them: of him, standing with his arms raised and his head turned; of Paul Swan running.
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Clare Shepard’s established adult life, lovingly built and carefully maintained for over two decades, was cracked wide open on a Monday night in winter. She was in the lounge room when it happened, sitting slumped in an armchair, thinking about whether she felt like watching television or reading her book; and around her there was an almost-precious stillness: the dishes were done, her husband David was making tea, and their two children had disappeared into their bedrooms upstairs. She was staring into the near distance, deciding, when David walked in and stood directly in front of her. He delivered some rushed sentences into the short space between them. In truth, she was so fully occupied with her own thoughts she only managed to catch one word worthy of note: ‘unhappy’.


Unhappy? Her response to him was basic and reactive: ‘What? About the dishes?’


Their children, Alex and Grace, had become experts in evading the dishes. They would both clear some plates and cutlery from the table, stack a few more things into the dishwasher, and then leave the kitchen with an unquestionable air of well, that’s my part definitely done. For some reason, David saw it as Clare’s job to correct their behaviour – to redress what he saw as inadequate dishes training – but so often after a long day at work she lacked the energy and commitment to see it through. Their children were consummate arguers. It was so much easier to do them herself. But everything about that irritated David. Quite a few things irritated him lately. She’d told herself he was overworked. She gave him some space to be cranky.


It wasn’t the dishes. When he didn’t answer, she’d looked up at him properly, and the expression on his face was so unusual for him, so intense, she’d sat up straight and tried to focus all her attention on him. What was he unhappy about? He sat down opposite her, on the ochre-coloured sofa they’d recently bought which wasn’t particularly comfortable and which had her wondering, every time her eyes rested on it, whether they’d made a terrible mistake. She tried to push the worry of the sofa out of her head.


When David next spoke it was in lowered tones, from which she gathered he didn’t want to be heard upstairs, but still she felt nothing more than a stirred, and only marginally concerned, curiosity.


He told her again he was unhappy. Increasingly so. He tried to describe the unhappiness so she’d understand, because he knew she was largely unaware of it. He talked softly and rapidly and gave her no opportunity to comment. He talked about feelings of emptiness and numbness, and on those days teaching in the classroom was difficult. Sometimes, and this happened mainly at night in bed, he’d feel a terrible sensation – like an obscure, shifting distress. He was losing – he paused for the right word – stability. And with that he was also losing confidence in himself and the future. He knew he should have told her how he was feeling before now, but in the beginning he hadn’t wanted to be that person, hadn’t wanted her to think of him in that way. But after a little while he became hurt (irrationally maybe) that she hadn’t noticed the change in him or realised the magnitude of it. He began watching and waiting for her to comment or ask, not at all sure he even wanted her to, but obsessively watching nonetheless. And that was when he saw how they were.


‘You do not want to watch the two of us,’ he said, whispering loudly. ‘We can be amusing, but at the same time we can be really depressing.’


Her body slackened in shock. What was happening? It felt surreal, him saying these things. It had come out of nowhere, there’d been no warning. Confused, her mind went back to dinner. Had he drunk too much wine? She would admit that dinner hadn’t been fun. Alex spent most of it filling them in on the planet’s impending insect apocalypse. Biology was the school subject Alex most actively engaged with, and she was genuinely interested in it, but biodiversity was proving to be an alarming subject to be constantly brought up to date on.


‘Should you see someone?’ she asked.


He told her he’d started seeing a psychologist recommended by a friend. He’d been only once so far. The psychologist thought he might be suffering from depression (David didn’t agree) and that he may have been for several years.


And you did all that without telling me? Her heart began hammering lightly against her chest.


He told her he’d been through something like this once before. He’d had periods of anxiety when he was a teenager. He wasn’t a particularly happy teenager, a fact he’d never expressed out loud to anybody – truly, how could he have brought something like that up in his house? ‘Look at my family,’ he pointed out. ‘A constant fucking comedy competition.’ Anyway, it went away with time. He’d faked his way through it.


Her eyes widened. She loved his family and he did too. His warm generous home with its light Scottish accents and flying anecdotes. In almost twenty years he hadn’t once mentioned an unhappy upbringing. She was struggling to keep up with him. Why were the two of them depressing?


And work wasn’t going well; he’d lost all respect for Norton. He was actually a bully, and probably more interested in a wider stage, possibly politics. Norton had called him passive aggressive, of all things. And his passion for teaching was waning. So much administration, so many complications, they’d just about ruined English. All its inherent pleasures were disappearing. When he thought it through, what he felt was denigrated. Denigrated by the system.


Denigrated? She thought about his job, head of English at a girls’ high school. She’d thought he loved it, despite its difficulties. What was he currently teaching? Was it something dire? She was so far behind him. And Norton called him passive aggressive?


‘Why are we so depressing?’ she asked, and just posing the question jolted her. Nothing about this was them. They never talked about themselves as a couple, not with this sort of seriousness. They generally operated with humour and lightness, even when things were bleak. That’s who they were.


‘We just exist,’ he said.


‘But that’s a bit –’


‘We’ll exist like this and then we’ll die.’


‘That’s how you see it? Surely there’s more to us and the children –’


‘I love the kids, but I’m not relevant to them right now. They always go to you for anything important.’


Everything he said was so severe and extreme. So unyielding. It wasn’t like him. Something had happened. There were so many positives in their lives, she knew that, he knew that, but then a thought flew into her mind: when had they last had sex? She couldn’t remember the last time. A month, two? Six?


‘Norton called you passive aggressive?’ she asked.


‘Yes! Can you believe that, coming from him?’


He’d seen a psychologist, Norton had called him passive aggressive, and he’d said nothing to her. In her mind, she lived in a world where her husband told her everything.
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