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CHAPTER ONE



On Tuesday Nan phoned Roz with details of her funeral.

‘I’ve been to the undertaker’s. Got a coffin. Plain pine. I don’t know. Undertakers.’ She breathed out frustration. She hated not getting what she wanted. ‘Dour lot. Why can’t they do a nice box in pink? Or red? Stripes, maybe. Or tartan? Such a price for a boring lump of wood you’re going to burn anyway.’

Not really registering what she was hearing, Roz pointed out that such coffins were available these days.

‘Where?’ asked Nan, affronted. ‘Not at my undertaker’s. Anyway, I’ve chose my songs. I want a bit of Bob Marley. None of your “Oh Perfect Love”. That stuff. I want a good tune. A bit of toe-tapping.’

Roz pulled the receiver from her ear, considered it. She didn’t like the sound of this. But, Nan. You never knew what Nan was going to come up with next. A few weeks ago she’d spent a bit of time trying to get on to Who Wants To Be a Millionaire? But this? This time she’d gone too far. ‘For God’s sake, Nan. There’s no need for all that. You’re not going to die. Not for ages and ages. You’ve got years left in you.’

‘Rubbish,’ said Nan. ‘I’m old.’

The times Nan had said that. For the past ten years, she’d phoned Roz, in London, Crouch End, at least twice weekly from her house in a long grey Edinburgh terrace. Every time she’d remarked on her great age. Roz, then, couldn’t count the times Nan had said, ‘I’m old.’ This time it was different. For the first time, Roz realised, Nan hadn’t been telling her about her ancientness. She’d been telling herself. Reminding herself. Coming to terms with it.

‘I’m old,’ Nan repeated firmly. ‘Old. That’s what happens. It sneaks up on you – age. You get born, you live, you do the things you do. Then you snuff it. I’ve done the things I’ve done. Death’s the next thing. It’s time to get things sorted. I’ve not got long.’

‘You’re not going to die,’ Roz repeated desperately. And realised she wasn’t telling Nan. Comforting Nan. She was telling herself. Reassuring herself. Nan couldn’t die. Roz needed her. Nan was her lifeline. Her hope. The only one who understood the terrible thing she’d done. The only person from that distant life in Edinburgh who kept regularly in touch.

She stood by the window. Four floors up, a stiff climb, especially if she’d been to Sainsbury’s and had a week’s supply of pasta, sauces, bread and wine, but worth it. Though only from the front. She could see for miles over rooftops, spires and tower blocks. The docks, and, on a clear day, if she squinted, St Paul’s.

The back was close-packed buildings, windows staring into windows, scrubby, tiny squirrel-infested yards. She squinted now. It took her mind off this conversation. The uncomfortable weirdness of discussing a funeral with the soon-to-be-deceased.

Chats with Nan were usually about what was on television. Or what was happening with the family. Or what some of her equally aged cronies were up to. Or the garden. Or the birds she fed. Not this.

‘Am too going to die,’ said Nan. ‘I get funny turns. Dizzy. My left arm goes numb. It’s my heart. It’s fed up beating. Been beating day in day out for eighty-odd years. It’s had enough.’

‘Have you been to a doctor?’ Roz asked, trying to sound as if this would stop the approaching heartache. Didn’t succeed.

‘Course. I watched him listen to my chest. He’s young. Got no control of his face. “You’re fine,” he said. “You’re a goner,” his face said.’

Roz took a breath. No.

Nan was the only one who’d stood by her when she’d done the thing – become a wanton and disgraceful woman.

‘So it’s time to get things fixed,’ said Nan. ‘Now, I’ve ordered a car for the family. Black Merc. I wanted red but they only have black at the undertaker’s. Actually, I want a coach with black horses with plumes and a jazz band leading the way. You’d think they’d have something like that. There’s not a wide selection for the dead. I don’t like black. Gloomy. You’ll have to make your own way there. Don’t be late. You’re late for everything. I’ve baked a nice fruit cake for after.’

Roz sobbed.

‘Stop that,’ Nan snapped. ‘I don’t want any boring funeral food. Egg and cress sandwiches, or tuna. Stuff you’d put in your man’s lunchbox. I want fancy. Smoked salmon. I’ve bought in a case of that Australian Chardonnay they talk about on telly. Recommended. Might get in some champagne. I want a good do. You only die once. Oh, and I’ve left money for my gas and electricity in the biscuit tin in the kitchen cupboard.’

Roz could see Nan sitting in her pink velvet chair, fat ankles crossed on the matching footstool in front of her. Across the room the huge-screened telly would be beaming, sound down. Apart from her family, that television was now the core of Nan’s life. She spent her days watching soaps, cookery and wildlife programmes and quizzes. Her conversations were littered with quick things to do with leftover mushrooms and a red pepper, the nomadic life of the male brown bear, and the backstabbing sexual chicaneries of the inhabitants of daytime soaps nobody who worked the nine-to-five had ever heard of, and judged, therefore, when they heard her chat about them, that they must be actual acquaintances of Nan. They decided she must have a set of very colourful friends.

‘Also,’ said Nan, ‘I want you to scatter my ashes. On Mull. Had some lovely times there. Lovely, lovely times.’

‘I didn’t know you’d been to Mull.’

‘There’s lots about me you don’t know. Mull’s one of them. And that’s where I want to spent my eternity. You can pick my ashes up after the funeral, and take them to Calgary Bay sometime after when it suits. It’s a bit of a trek. The ferry and that. Calgary Bay’s way the other side. The Atlantic. I want to float away on the Atlantic with whales singing in the distance and birds crying overhead. And we can have a last chat about what’s been going on  since I passed away. I expect you’ll be needing that.’

‘Nan,’ Roz sang out her protest, ‘I hate this. Stop talking like this. I’m not going to chat to your ashes. I prefer the chats we have now. When you’re here. It’s easier.’

‘Right enough. But think on. When I’m dead, I’ll not be answering you back. You can say what you like.’

Roz doubted she’d dare. Even then. Oh God, no, she thought. You can’t die. Not you. Only you were there for me. I need you. Without you I’ll be alone with my family. Without you I’ll look at them and see myself through their eyes – a heartless, reckless loose woman. Which is what I am.

‘But Nan,’ she whined, ‘I don’t want to face everybody. Not on my own. Not all of them at the same time. You know what they think of me.’

‘Quite right too,’ said Nan. ‘You’re a wicked woman. It’ll all have to be properly faced up to one day. These children of yours are messes. Both of them. Jamie. Well, Jamie. He’s not so bad. But God knows what’s going on in that head of his. And Zoe. Zoe’s headed for no good. Then there’s the boy. Sucks his thumb, stares, never speaks. Wets the bed. Mind you, with Zoe for a mother, what would you expect? She’s worse than you. And that’s saying something. I won’t be around to sort things out. Make your peace. You won’t be happy else.’

‘I can’t do anything about Toby. He’s Zoe’s problem. Nothing to do with me. I doubt she’d let me near him.’

‘That’s for you to sort out.’

‘I can’t.’

‘You can and you will. You owe them.’

Those were her last words to Roz. On Thursday, Matthew, Roz’s ex, father of Zoe and Jamie, phoned. ‘Nan’s dead,’ he said, voice flat. No emotion. Well, none for Roz anyway. He hadn’t forgiven her. Never would. ‘I just thought you might like to know.’

‘Of course I’d like to know. I loved Nan.’

‘Are you coming to the funeral?’

‘Yes. She wanted me to come. She wants me to scatter her ashes on Mull.’

‘Mull? She’s never been to Mull.’

‘She said she has. She said she had lovely, lovely times there.’

‘When?’

‘I don’t know. I’m just telling you what she told me.’

‘Right.’ Still no emotion. ‘Monday, half ten at Warriston. See you there. There’s drinks after at the house. If you want to come.’ She didn’t.

She didn’t ever want to go to that Edinburgh bungalow again. Not since she’d walked out of it ten years ago, leaving Matthew, Jamie and Zoe. Just like that, she’d gone. No warning. She’d left a scant little note. I’ve gone. I’m sorry. I’ll be in London. I’ll phone. Love Roz. Ten words, excluding the Love Roz at the end, that had taken four hours to write. Four hours and the sixteen years she’d been married. They’d taken a while to come, those words.

Monday was hell. Roz knew it would be. Up before five. A bath of sorts since the water was barely tepid, and there was only a cracked sliver of soap, too small to work up a proper lather. The towels were damp. Then there was clothes. Nothing clean except her black crêpe pants and plum-coloured silk shirt. Perhaps it was a bit gaudy to wear to a funeral. Still, Nan wouldn’t want funereal clothes. Quite right, too.

She found a cleanish cup in the sink, buried beneath the dirty dishes and the frying pan. Made tea. Found a high-heeled boot, looked hopelessly about for the other. Under the bed? It was there along with several pairs of tights, knickers and a tie. Whose? No matter, somebody’s. She threw it back to rest for ever in the dust and debris. Then lay a moment, face flat to the floor, looking at the silhouetted shapes and mouldering things that had found their way to this darkened place below the mattress, and scolded herself. I’m too old to live like this. Alone. Unloved. A mess. And messy. She wallowed in a moment’s gloom. Thought that if anyone were to look into her soul, something very like this heap of rubbish under the bed was what they’d see. Dark, fathomless shapes, dust, looming shaded shadows of neglected dreams, forgotten thoughts, memories and people she’d let go. Her children, for example.

An hour and a half on the tube, another fretful hour in the airport getting up from her seat every ten minutes or so to check her flight number and departure time on the screen. And, at last, she was ten miles high. Up there with the rising sun. On such a day it was the place to be. Moving through a paintbrush sky. Watching colours of daybreak shift across the clouds below, the sun lipping the horizon. Dazzling. It almost made Roz forget the dread ahead. Forehead on the window she sang, ‘The sun has got his hat on.’ How gross. Of all the songs about the sun, why did that one slide into her head?

Also, noting the way the suited man next to her squirmed stiffly in his seat, twisting away from her, rustling his sheaves of business papers, she realised she must have sung it out loud. Poor bloke. It was bad enough to be next to the nutter on the bus; at least then you could get off. But the nutter on the plane? He was stuck with her all the way to Edinburgh.

She could hear food trolleys trundling down the aisle. Smell the dubious airline breakfast. Watched the suit wave it away, a slight but assertive flap of the hand. Thought to do that, too. Wanted to be poised, sophisticated. But she knew she wouldn’t. Well, it was always something to do – eat. Then again, refusing anything didn’t seem to be something she ever did. ‘No’ didn’t come easily to her lips.

So she took the tray. Ate the cornflakes. Then opened with dismay the lid on the funny moulded omelette thing and toyed with it, watching, from the isolation of her grief, the day beyond the window flourish from pale dawn into full-blown morning. And thought about Nan.

Was she alone when it happened? Was she afraid? No, not Nan. Nothing frightened her, especially not death. Roz’s eyes filled with tears. She thought of Nan alone at home on her chair, feet up on the footstool, thick tights wrinkled at the ankles, watching an afternoon cooking programme when death seized her. Did she pop off just as some celebrity chef was flamboyantly tossing onions and garlic in a pan? Some tears, rebel tears, escaped down Roz’s cheeks. She slipped her cuff over her hand, wiped her cheeks. The suit turned, stared at her. She sniffed, glared back. Don’t mess with me, I’m the nutter on the plane.

How dare Nan do this to her? How dare she die? Stupid woman. Lovely, comfortable, huge-hearted Nan, who had hardly turned a hair when Roz walked out on her family.

‘I’ve gone, Nan,’ Roz had phoned to say.

‘I know that. Everyone’s talking about you. You’re a scandal. A shameful woman. A hussy.’

‘Probably,’ said Roz. ‘Though I’m not a hussy. I didn’t go with other men.’

‘According to the rumour which is gathering speed, you did.’

‘Well I didn’t. I wouldn’t.’

‘Wouldn’t you? Perhaps you’d still be here if you had found a little something on the side to cheer you up. Lots of people do.’

‘I’m in London.’

‘I know. Matthew told me.’

‘I’d had enough. I just saw my life going on and on. Getting more and more mundane. Nothing happening. Jamie’s got his life. He’s fifteen, off to university in a couple of years. And Zoe hardly speaks to me. Especially since I lost my job. I’ve no money. Nothing. I don’t feel like a person any more. Just a mum and a wife.’

‘Nothing wrong with that.’

‘Maybe not in your day. But now things are different.’

‘Huh. You think women didn’t get bored in my day? You think they didn’t feel unwanted? Or useless? We just sorted things out in our own way.’

‘What way?’

‘Never you mind. Too late for any of that now.’

‘Well. It was Matthew. I know he’s your son, but . . .’

‘But?’ said Nan.

‘But . . . you know . . . he’s obsessive. And silent with it. He pulls all the plugs out at night. And sits in front of the telly with his arms folded. Never a word. And he counts. He counts, Nan. And he has these rages. Intense rages. He just stands glowing fury. I used to think he’d hit me. But he never did. Perhaps it’d have been better if he had. We’d have spoken about what was bothering him. And he might’ve stopped counting things.’

‘What things?’

‘The steps he takes from the front door to the kitchen. The number of times he wipes a fork dry. The buttons of his shirt as he does them up in the morning. Then again as he undoes them at night. As if there’d be more buttons at eleven o’clock than there were at half seven. I dunno. He just counts. It was driving me crazy.’

‘I know,’ said Nan. ‘He’s always been on the fussy side. But it’s gone haywire. Maybe it’s the strain.’

‘What strain? He’s an accountant. Not a very senior one. Hardly seems a strain to me.’

‘Maybe it’s the sums. Don’t ask me. His father was the same.’

‘It’s not just that.’ Roz did a small, frustrated knee-bend. ‘It’s me. It’s my life. It was passing me by as I lived in that silent, immaculate house with clocks ticking and a man who counts. All the bloody time.’ Roz gulped. Drew a breath. ‘What do you think of me?’ she asked, dreading the reply.

‘Well, on the one hand I don’t blame you. There’ve been times when I could happily have done what you’ve done. You’re brave. Then again, I think you’re daft. And more than a bit selfish.’

‘I could agree with that.’ Roz was always willing to indulge in a spot of self-deprecation.

‘You’ll have to make your peace one day,’ Nan said.

‘I know. I’m willing. But Matthew will never forgive me. Jamie will. He’s like that. But Zoe. She’ll hate me for ever.’

‘Nonsense,’ said Nan. ‘You’re her mother. A disgraceful, shameful, brazen bitch. But Mum nonetheless.’

Talks with Nan were always like that. A scolding, but a gentle one. Nan could say the truest, most hurtful things, mildly. People seemed to take her tickings-off to heart, and love her for them. She cared. Roz phoned her every week, and knew what was coming – a gentle, comforting, knowing rebuke. It eased the guilt. It saved her life.

‘We are coming in to land at Edinburgh,’ the pilot said, his voice cracking in Roz’s popping ears. She looked out the window. Edinburgh, Fife beyond. The Forth. They swept low over the bridges and earth came looming up. They landed.

Quarter past nine. Roz wandered Princes Street. She went into Virgin, clicked through the CDs. Bought The Verve, though she thought herself too old for the young faces on the cover, and a Billie Holiday collection, though she already had all the songs on other CDs.

She looked at her watch. Nine thirty. What time had Matthew said? Ten? Half past? She couldn’t remember. Ten, he’d said ten. She’d half an hour to get there. She took the bus. She was late. Felt sweaty with panic. She ran from the bus stop, heels clattering on the pavement, handbag banging against her thigh, till, reflected in a shop window, she caught a glimpse of a scurrying creature, hair on end, jacket flapping, face white and riven with panic. A fleeting moment of astonished thinking, who is that absurd creature? As the surprised absurd creature stared back at her, she realised it was herself. This won’t do, she thought. So she sat in the crematorium grounds considering the graves, flowers and farewell messages, the late October wind pushing against her cheeks. She composed herself. ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Go in. Do it. Do it.’

She was late. But then wasn’t she always late for everything? The service was under way. She slipped into the back row. Looked round. Didn’t recognise anyone.

A tearful, raddled middle-aged woman got up. ‘We’ve come today to celebrate the life of Roberta Wise.’ She sniffed. Wiped an unashamed tear from her watery eye. ‘She was adored by everyone. And, oh God, we’ll miss her,’ she choked. There were nods and murmurs of agreement from the gathering.

Roz reddened. Who the hell was Roberta Wise? Jesus, no. Wrong funeral. My stupid life, she cursed.

As funerals went, Nan’s was mundane and predictable compared to Roberta Wise’s. Now that had been a stonker. Someone read the last passage from Hiawatha. Everyone cried. It was a Kleenex-fest. As the coffin, behind a dark blue velvet screen, lowered gently to the valley below – fleeting sounds of an inferno – someone started to sing ‘Knockin’ On Heaven’s Door’, a slow, mournful, spontaneous chant. Others joined in. Those who did not know the lyrics hummed, swayed in rhythm. A musical grieving filled the room. Even Roz cried, and she hadn’t known the woman. Roberta Wise, loved in life, adored in death. Roz envied her.

Nan’s parting was not so gloriously celebrated. Matthew made a mumbling dedication to his mother. A kindly woman, beloved grandmother of Jamie and Zoe, great-grandmother of Toby. The end of a generation. Nothing about Nan’s knowing scoldings, her splendid brewings of tea, her knowledge of the mating habits of wildebeest, the tasty, swift, nutritious recipes that, of course, she never actually cooked, or the conversations cluttered with the doings of the Colbys or the convoluted plots of Murder She Wrote. Nothing about the real Nan. They sang the twenty-third psalm. Badly. There was no Bob Marley. Roz seethed. She would have words with Matthew later.

Was this the beginning of it? Of what Nan had told her to do? Sort out her family. They prayed with no conviction. Nan wouldn’t have liked it, but would have accepted it as inevitable. What else would boring Matthew come up with?

Roz watched her children. Jamie, twenty-five now, tall, slouching, dark curly hair. He wore black cargo pants. Sat, booted foot on opposite knee, elbow draped over the end of the pew. He yawned. Looked round. Saw her, and smiled sheepishly. She smiled back.

Next to him sat Zoe, a year younger than her brother, dark hair cropped, but such a face. All lips. It had known too much emotion, that face. It fell naturally into crying mode. A face made for weeping. Beautiful, though. Zoe was in black, head to toe. High-collared black silk shirt, tight straight black skirt that stopped mid-calf, black patent high heels. Very high heels. Face pale. But those lips were at full pout, and painted scarlet. That’s my girl, thought Roz. She’s been the same since she was two – never be dramatic when you can be overdramatic. Go for it, kid.

Zoe was with her partner, Will. Roz knew about him, but had never seen him. He was tall, almost as handsome as Zoe, though less ostentatiously dressed. All the way down the aisle, he had kept his hand on her shoulder, leading their son, Toby, by the hand. The child was placed between them. Every now and then, during the service, he’d lean across and touch Zoe. An are-you-OK? comforting stroke. She’d turn to him, smile a pale, pained, upward turn of her mouth.

They were a striking couple. Gorgeous together. Roz remembered an article she’d read about good-looking people attracting other good-looking people. Wondered what that said about her, since her lover, Fred, was hardly a crowd-stopper. He was comfortable. Wore clothes for comfort, complained about underpants that didn’t give him room to move freely. He’d stand in his bedroom flapping a pair of oversize scarlet boxers declaring that this was what a chap needed: ‘Air. Breathing space for the important bits.’

His car, a twenty-year-old Citroën that spent more time at the garage than at his front door, was bought for comfort. Huge seats for sinking into and a blaster of a heater. He had a comfortable face. Warm, friendly, usually unshaven. She loved him best in his thick, chunky navy jersey. She could cuddle up to him. She scolded herself for considering him half man, half teddy bear. Did this mean she was at a time of life when she sought solace rather than euphoria? Perhaps. Perhaps. She found herself nodding in agreement with herself, smiling slightly. ‘Hot-water-bottle man,’ she said. The woman next to her turned, glowered. Roz cringed. What a thing to say at a funeral. She was doing it again – talking to herself. Out loud. The curse of those who lived alone.

The boy, Toby, had Zoe’s looks. Lips. That slightly demented way of glaring out at the world. A mop of dark hair that badly needed cutting and clothes that seemed too large for his skinny little body. He spent the entire service, thumb in mouth, looking at his knees. Every now and then Zoe would turn to him, pull the thumb out of her son’s mouth, place the damp little hand on the child’s knee, where it would remain for a few seconds. As soon as Zoe looked away, the thumb slowly slipped back up, mouthwards. The child’s eyes would close as he drifted into sucking and staring. Such comfort. Roz wished it was acceptable behaviour for a forty-five-year-old errant mother.

Trooping out, Zoe cast a scathing glance at Roz. Jamie grinned, again. And Matthew ignored her. But as he passed, he placed a careful and solicitous hand on his new wife Claire’s shoulder. She winced. Roz was sure she winced. Yes, she thought, she winced. It wasn’t just me.

There was the usual post-funeral milling at the door. People shaking hands, offering sympathy, and discussing who was going in whose car back to Matthew’s for drinks.

Roz travelled with Zoe and Will. She sat in the back with Toby, who sucked his thumb and looked out of the window, jiggling occasionally as some unwanted disquieting thought ran through his fragile little mind. From time to time he turned to stare at her, thumb still wedged down his throat. She looked back, smiled. He ignored the gesture. In the front Zoe and Will chatted about a party they were going to tonight. And who was going to be there. Their friends all sounded deranged, or at least they had deranged names. Weasel, Zak, Mac, Denny, Ziggy and Zu-Zu. Their mothers surely couldn’t have given them those names. ‘Ooh, my baby, my darling child. I’ll call him Weasel.’

Will would have to collect the baby-sitter. ‘Early,’ said Zoe. ‘I want to go to The Vincent first for a drink.’

From time to time Zoe turned in her seat to ask Roz how her flight had been, and what the weather was like in London. It was done stiffly, without interest. She had to let Roz know she wasn’t speaking to her. And not actually speaking didn’t quite do the trick. Speaking with indifference was so much more hostile.

Roz found Zoe’s malice formidable. It wasn’t the malice, exactly. It was the constancy of it. It was an icy flow that ran deep and steady through Zoe’s life. She would turn to Roz with those heartbreak eyes of hers, and speak in that light, almost petulant voice, and no matter what she said, the bitterness would show. She would always hate Roz. But Roz would never be able to accurately place it, never be able to confront it. Never soothe it. Stop it. Zoe was determined that the malice would remain between them for the rest of their lives. Roz found it terrifying.

As they drove through the Edinburgh suburbs, through the edges of Corstorphine, and turned into the street where once she’d lived, run away from, Roz’s heart shuddered, seemed suddenly too large for her ribcage. Nothing had changed. Same trimmed hedges. Same weeping cherry trees, leaves turning autumnal. Same neat little front gates. Same painted front doors.

She couldn’t do this. She thought to jump from the car and run, top speed, away. Jump on the first bus and never come back. But she didn’t. Well, that was what was expected of her. And surprise was her best attack. She climbed from the car, gathered her handbag, and went in.

The smell got her. That family smell. She couldn’t define it. It wasn’t like other houses, other families. There was nothing welcoming about it. It lay, an undertow odour, moving insidiously beneath the scents of Sparkle spray polish, lavender room freshener and the suffocating blast from the electric fire. Roz let it roll round her nostrils. What was it? Damp? Fear? Boredom? Instant microwave meals for two? She didn’t know.

There was a ripple when she entered the room. A shudder. People stopped talking, drinking, to turn and look. Their congregated faces seemed to shrink into disapproval and curiosity. Nobody smiled.

A group of elderly busty ladies in tweed skirts and twin sets burst into semi-hysterical hissed gossiping. Nan’s cronies. Roz noted with rage the egg and cress sandwiches and lack of smoked salmon. Took a glass of Rosemount Chardonnay and decided she could not touch the fruit cake. Moist though it obviously was, it would, somehow, be like eating Nan. No, she would not touch the cake.

People milled round her. She spoke only to those who were on the edges of the in-crowd. Her family cast occasional derisory glances in her direction. Except Jamie, who smiled apologetically whenever he caught her looking at him. He was ashamed of what he thought of her. He was a man, unsure of his past, enraptured with his possible future. A dreamer. She’d met, slept with such types in her time away from home. She recognised him. Feared for him. He wanted everyone to love him. He needed a mum, and she was all he had.

Zoe came across the room to talk to her. Waltzed past the sofa with the huge red-on-beige swirls, little mincing steps over the mushroom-coloured carpet. ‘So you came to pay your respects to Nan.’ She drew on a Marlboro Light, hissed smoke in Roz’s face.

‘Yes, of course,’ said Roz. ‘So how are you?’

‘Oh, doing away.’ Small, overdramatic pause. ‘As one must.’

‘One absolutely must,’ said Roz. ‘What are you up to these days, anyway?’

‘A spot of this. A lot of that.’

‘What exactly does that mean?’ Roz wanted to know.

‘I work in a design shop in the West End. You know, knick-knacky things, throws sort of stuff. And I deal. Well, Will deals. I hang out and help.’ Zoe waved at Will, who smiled – well, leered – at Roz. She leered back. He was lovely, though. Such hands. Long, slender. A woman, she thought, could ache for hands like that to touch her, stroke her. Then she was ashamed of herself. But when was she not? A woman of doubtful reputation getting wet over her daughter’s lover. Stop it, she told herself. You’ve damaged these people enough as it is.

‘For God’s sake, Zoe, do you have to? You’ve got brains. You know what you’re getting into. Don’t be an arse,’ she said.

‘Of course I’m an arse,’ Zoe said. ‘Runs in the family.’

‘Well, maybe. But you’ve out-arsed me. I never did anything that would land me in prison.’

‘Chicken,’ mocked Zoe.

‘No. Just sane.’ Roz walked past her daughter. ‘I’ll talk to you later. I’ve a bone to pick with your father.’

Zoe watched her go. And grinned. Gotcha, she thought. There was nothing more satisfying than shocking people. But shocking her mother, this woman who had so suddenly disappeared from her life, was such a kick. She wondered what other terrible lies she could tell Roz. Anything just to watch the slow-spreading disapproval cross her face. And the way she fought it, worked at not showing it. Anything, her mother would do anything, just to try and make some peace between them. She never could, though. Zoe was adamant about that.

Clutching her glass, Roz walked through the small, unfriendly horde. Matthew was alone in the kitchen. And Roz wanted a fight.

‘How dare you,’ she said, pulling the door shut behind her.

‘What d’you mean?’ he huffed. He was filling the kettle.

‘You know what I mean. Nan. She wanted Bob Marley.’

‘We couldn’t have Bob Marley at a funeral. What would people think?’

‘Nothing,’ said Roz, trying to keep her voice low. ‘They’d think nothing. Christ, what are you like? Your mother’s dying wishes you deny in favour of what a bunch of nothing, boring people think. Of course you can have Bob Marley. They had Bob Dylan at the funeral before Nan’s.’

‘How do you know that?’

‘I went. I made a mistake about the time.’

He turned on her. Mocking. ‘Still a mess. Going to the wrong funeral.’

‘Yes. Absolutely a mess. Always will be. But an honest mess. You could’ve given her what she wanted. Smoked salmon. A bit of a flash do. You only die once, she said.’

He shrugged.

‘Did she tell you about the money in the biscuit tin? For her bills?’ Roz asked.

Matthew nodded. ‘There was ten thousand pounds in rolled-up fivers and tenners.’

‘My God.’ Roz reeled. ‘You could’ve hired a room at the Balmoral. Ten thousand pounds? How did she manage that?’

‘She saved it. I dunno. Lived on baked potatoes. But there it was in rolls, held together with old elastic bands.’

‘Ten thousand pounds! You could’ve at least bought smoked salmon. You’re a pig, Matthew. No. You’re not even that. You’re boring. It’s a sin how boring you are.’

The kitchen where they were hissing at each other was immaculate. Shiny floor. Gleaming units. There was nothing to it. Nothing. Roz realised that was what the smell was. It was the smell of nothing. These people who lived here had no scent. No perfumes. No hint of what they had for supper last night. Not even a whiff of the food that was laid out for the mumblingly polite guests in the living room. No nostril-arousing blasts of bath foam, cigarettes, garlic, booze, fabric conditioner, hair gel, old cheese trapped in the back of the fridge. Nothing. My God, it was frightening how empty these lives were.

‘How dare you come in here and criticise me?’ Matthew said. ‘You, who buggered off. You bitch. I stayed here and did my bit for my family.’

‘And a right mess you made of it, too. Jamie’s so laid-back and confused he looks like he’ll fall down any minute. And Zoe . . .’

‘What about Zoe?’ She was standing in the doorway, glass in hand. Looking amused. She always looked amused. A slight grin was a wonderful thing to hide behind. ‘Glad to see you two are still bickering. It would so upset my emotional balance if your relationship changed. I just wouldn’t know how to handle it.’ She swept off, a waft of Calvin Klein’s Escape trailing in her wake. A smell, at last, Roz thought. There’s life out there.

‘See what you’ve done now,’ Matthew accused.

‘Me?’ said Roz. ‘Oh, everything’s my fault.’

‘Glad you see that.’

‘I was being sardonic,’ Roz said. Then as she was doing her own dramatic sweep from the room, she turned. ‘I still think you’re an uptight arse.’

She returned to the gathering in the living room, refilled her glass and sidled out to sit on the stairs and brood.

It was the sucking noise that pulled her from her sulk. Toby was standing watching her.

‘Hello,’ she smiled. He didn’t reply. They stared. She stuck her thumb into her mouth, watching him. He considered this. Then he smiled, a slow spreading of the mouth either side of the thumb, a small spill of drool escaping down his chin. He lifted his free hand and stroked his ear lobe. She copied. He watched her. Disconcerted, he abandoned the lobe, put his hand between his legs to find further, deeper, mildly pleasurable comfort fiddling with himself.

‘You got me there,’ Roz said. ‘Not even for you am I going to grope myself in public.’

He continued fiddling. He’d won. ‘Do you do it when you’re alone?’

She laughed. ‘Good one. Yeah. I probably do. Who doesn’t?’

‘My grandad,’ he told her.

‘Matthew?’ She laughed again. ‘I’ll bet he doesn’t. You’re an astute one.’

He continued fiddling till a drift of laughter from the living room distracted him. He took thumb from mouth, hand from between his legs and stared round at the door. ‘Why are they laughing when my Granma Nan has gone to heaven?’

‘Beats me,’ Roz said. ‘It’s the way of things. I expect they don’t want to think about going to heaven in case they’re next. Ignore them. They’re just a bunch of Beseleys.’

‘What’s a Beseley?’

‘Just a bunch of folk I’ve got myself involved with.’

‘Are they nice?’

‘Their problem is they think they are. Makes you sort of sick.’ He looked at his thumb, relishing the next suck. ‘I’m not a Beseley.’

‘No,’ Roz agreed. ‘The way you grope your willy, I doubt they’d have you.’

He looked at her. Weighed up the delights of not being a Beseley, whoever they were. Grinned. Placed thumb in mouth, shoved his other hand between his legs. And smiled.




CHAPTER TWO



On a fine and mellow September day ten years ago, Roz had walked out of her family home. A pleasant Edinburgh bungalow, cherry trees drooping, turning slow gold, centre lawn. It wasn’t an impulsive act. She’d thought about this, and thought about it. Wrestled with her conscience. Leaving Matthew wasn’t a problem. Leaving Zoe and Jamie was. Her head was filled with chaos. Alone at her breakfast table after everyone had gone off to their day’s doings, she sat. Let the turmoil roll.

Unhappiness. She had grown used to that. And cursed herself for it. Nobody, she told herself, should just mildly accept a life that had slipped well below mediocrity. Not when there were wonderful things out there in the world waiting for them. You just had to grab your moment.

A year before she’d lost her job when the company she worked for had gone bankrupt. From a tiny office in Stockbridge she’d helped produce alternative guides to Scotland. Mostly she’d answered the phone, chasing up meanly paid contributors and printers. But now and then she’d been let loose, allowed to explore her country – alternatively. She’d gone to St Andrews, played putting on the Himalayas – the ludicrously hilly putting green next to the Old Course – eaten fudge doughnuts from Fisher and Donaldson, vanilla cream oozing over her lips. She’d taken the West Highland Line, leaning out the window, watching mountains, giant, silent peaks. Breathing in peaty air, sipping whisky from the bar. She’d been more than happy. Ecstatic.

The trouble was, she knew why. These occasional trips gave her the chance to get out of the house overnight. No affairs. Just a chance to be somewhere where she was Roz. And far from Matthew and his unbearable silence. In the past five years his silence, always bothering, had got louder and louder. It had become alarming. Roz didn’t know why.

She asked. Enquired politely. ‘Is there something troubling you?’

He’d draw his lips tight. ‘No. Why do you ask?’

She’d shrug. ‘You just seem troubled.’

He’d shrug back. Then leave the room. He’d go potter in his garden shed. Or he’d polish the car. They had the shiniest car in town. An eight-year-old Audi estate that rattled, whined and gleamed.

The day before she left, Matthew had surpassed himself. He’d taken eight cloths from the cupboard. Placed two at each wheel of the car. Moving round, he’d used one to put wax on each wheel. Removing the hub caps, carefully coating the insides. Then he’d started on his second round. The wiping-off trip.

Roz watched from the window. Then went to confront him. ‘Don’t you think you’re taking your displacement activities too far? The time you’ve spent doing this needless thing you could’ve spent with me. Going for a walk. Or choosing a new lamp for the living room. Or talking. Talking would be good.’

Matthew flushed. Looked away. And for the first time, Roz realised that he knew what he was doing. Hiding from her. Hiding from his children. Hiding from himself. It was then she decided to go. She thought that if she did something drastic, Matthew would come back to her.

She missed work. Missed the company. The crack. Jokes. Banter. In the time since she’d been made unemployed, she’d tried for over one hundred and six jobs. Dear Sir, I am writing in answer to your advertisement in the Evening News for a receptionist . . . 

Dear Sir, I am writing in answer to your advertisement in the Scotsman for a telesales person . . . 

Dear Sir. Dear Sir. Dear Sir.

She’d had fifty replies. Forty telling her the situation was filled. Ten interviews. But all the jobs had gone to younger, cheaper people. Fifty-six people hadn’t bothered to write back to her. She though herself inadequate. She thought them rude.

She missed her children. It seemed to her they no longer needed her. They came and they went, in and out of the house, living their own separate lives. Time was, long ago, it seemed, they had been her friends. Centre of her world. They’d held hands walking to the park. Chatting about what might lurk behind fences. About how bees flew. About how Jamie could jump higher than her. Zoe wanted to be an ice-skating star.

They’d watch television together. Make brownies together. Bedtime she’d read stories. Or make up her own. Sometimes, on starry nights, they’d stand in the garden beneath an icy sky, making wishes. Starlight. Starbright. First star I see tonight. Wish I may. Wish I might. Have the wish I wish tonight.

But they’d grown. People do, Roz thought. It’s the way of things. No more wishing in the garden. No more chats about wild things lurking behind suburban fences. And bees just fly, it’s what they do.

Zoe, after a disastrous trip to the ice rink, no longer wanted to be a skating star, skimming over pristine ice, spotlight on her, crowds awed. She’d fallen on her bum. Got embarrassingly soaked. Declared skating rubbish and tossed aside her new, expensive skates. She took solace in Duran Duran. Fell in love with Simon Le Bon.

These days Jamie came home from school, muttered, ‘Hi.’ Or ‘Nymph.’ And disappeared upstairs to his computer. Zoe, on the other hand, didn’t come home after school. She disappeared into her own world of boys, make-up, music and more boys. She chatted with friends. Came home. Phoned the same friends. Chatted some more. A gigglish, thrilled gossip that stilled when Roz came into the room.

Roz felt abandoned. She suggested to Jamie they go for a walk.

‘I can’t go out with you. You’re my mother. I’d lose my cred.’

Did Zoe want to catch a film together?

‘No. I’m going with Ziggy and Zak.’

Even Roz had to admit Ziggy and Zak sounded more interesting than she did. She had lost her little friends. They’d grown up on her without her really noticing. She mourned them.

Roz cleaned the house till there was nothing more to clean. She filled the freezer with lasagnes, curries, stews. Apple crumbles. Carrot soup. Tomato soup. Potage Bonne Femme, from her Elizabeth David cookbook. ‘Potage Bonne Femme,’ she said proudly.

‘It’s just potato and leek,’ said Matthew, poking at it. ‘With a bit of carrot.’

‘Well,’ said Roz defensively. ‘That’s culinary wizardry for you. That’s what bonne femmes do with potato, leek and carrot.’

Roz joined the library. Read five novels a week, and started pestering the librarian to get in more easily digestible books. The librarian suggested she read Virginia Woolf, or Thomas Mann. But Roz refused. She didn’t want any heavy reading. She wanted escapism. The librarian tutted.

Roz washed clothes. She nagged Jamie about his socks. And Zoe to clean up her room. She took down all the curtains, washed and ironed them. Removed the loose covers. Washed and ironed them. She applied for more jobs. Got none of them. In the emptiness of the house, she started talking to herself. A habit she still had.

She visited Nan, who was always glad to see her. Matthew rarely visited now. He always had an excuse. He had to clean the car. He had to rearrange the tools in his garden shed. He had to dab a tiny dent in the plaster, that Jamie had knocked with his mountain bike, with a spot of Polyfilla. On and on, paltry excuses. Nan always asked tentatively after Matthew. ‘How’s he doing? Is he well?’

Roz would answer, fine. She was aware there was a certain coolness between Nan and Matthew but didn’t really examine it. They’d never been close. Nan, meantime, was taken up with her old friends Mavis and Fran. Since her husband, Alec, died five years ago, she’d been seeing a lot of them.

‘When can I meet them?’ Roz asked.

‘Oooh. Sometime,’ Nan said. ‘They’re not really your type. A bit old, like me.’

Roz supposed Nan had a right to her own friends. Her own life. She didn’t insist.

Matthew grew more intense. He hummed tunelessly. Whistled through his teeth. He counted. He did anything that would block Roz communicating with him.

‘We don’t talk,’ she said.

‘When did we ever?’ he said.

‘Well, we never did much. But it’s worse now.’

‘I don’t like to speak,’ said Matthew. ‘That’s what people do nowadays. And I can’t be bothered with it. People talk. They communicate. Negotiate relationships. It’s weird. It isn’t right. I hate it.’ He shuddered. The idea of probing his inner self was intolerable. Probing his inner self in the company of someone else was disgusting.

Roz picked fights. Evenings when, now that Jamie and Zoe were off somewhere living their own lives, they sat alone together in the living room.

‘Talk to me!’ Roz shouted.

‘What about?’

‘Goddammit. About anything. Car polishing. I don’t know. Just say something. You’re always lost in your own little world.’

Matthew shrugged and left the room, heading for the kitchen. ‘Want a cup of tea?’

‘NO!’

Roz fought. One night in the bedroom, after a particularly silent evening, she flew at him, beat him on the chest. Fists flailing ineffectively. ‘Talk to me. Do something. Say something.’

Matthew stepped back. Holding his arms up. Eyes wide. ‘Goodness,’ he said. ‘That’s a bit much. No need for that. Conversation isn’t that important.’

After that, Roz gave up. Humming tunelessly, whistling breathily, counting mindlessly, whatever it was Matthew did, was simply some sort of displacement activity. A personal therapy to escape from something that was troubling him. Whatever it was, he was not going to discuss it with her. He locked himself away, dealt with it in his head. By himself.

Thing was, in his own way, he seemed happy. Roz decided that whatever it was that had been troubling him was troubling him no longer. But he’d found such comfort in the displacement activities, he’d kept them up. Now they had taken over from the problem. The little activities were more important than dealing with life. His habits were there for ever. He would always hum, whistle, count. And shut her out.

So Roz filled the freezer, cleaned things that were already clean, listened to the radio, applied for jobs, got none. And felt inadequate. She started speaking quietly. Avoiding eye contact with shop assistants, neighbours, anyone who spoke to her. She dressed badly. She rarely bought new clothes. Never bought the CDs or books she longed for. She didn’t deserve them. At the few parties she went to, when people asked what she did, she flushed, looked away. Said sheepishly she was between jobs at the moment. She cooked what Zoe and Jamie liked to eat. Watched what Matthew wanted to see on television. And she forgot about herself. Who she was.

Every now and then, out shopping at the supermarket, in the library, in the street, Roz would brush up against some confident, stroppy woman. Some female person, head up, barging ahead, shouting the odds, demanding her rights. How does she do that? Roz would stop and watch from a distance. Staring out at the assertive one from beneath her unstyled hair. What’s going on in her head that she is so sure of her rightness? Roz would wonder. Is it upbringing? Arrogance? Confidence? Why can’t I be like that? Why can’t I just let go and shout out loud? It was what she longed to do. Daydreamed about. She thought she had become dowdy. If not in the way she dressed, then in the way she presented herself to the world. She was emotionally dowdy. And she hated that in herself.

Once a week, Wednesdays, she went to her writing group. It gave her heart. She read out her pieces, and people laughed. She could discuss books they’d read. Afterwards, she went to the pub with Janey. Janey was bold. Confident. Opinionated. Janey drank black Russians. Janey was cool. And Janey was headed for London.

‘You should come,’ she said.

‘I can’t,’ said Roz.

‘Why not?’

‘I have a family. I can’t leave Zoe and Jamie.’

‘Why not?’ Janey knew nothing of motherly love. She’d no children. Didn’t want any. Her own mother had declared her impossible and given up on her when she’d come home and found Janey in bed with the window cleaner.

‘They need me,’ said Roz.

‘Do they? Doesn’t sound like it to me. The way you talk. The things you write about.’

Roz exposed her soul to her writing class.

‘I’ll put you up till you find a job. And you’ll get one.’

Roz said, ‘Hmmm.’ She didn’t quite believe this.

‘Do you ever think about you?’ Janey asked. ‘I mean, Jamie and Zoe are sorted now. Made. You’ve done all you can for them.’ Janey knew little of the needs of teenagers. She’d declared herself a grown-up, responsible for her own needs, when she’d left home at sixteen. ‘And Matthew’s impossible, according to you. Isn’t it time for you? Like I said, don’t you ever think about you? You matter.’

They got up. Headed for the door.

Roz thought about this. She didn’t think she did think about herself. She thought she used to. She’d lost the knack.

They walked across the car park. Janey offered Roz a lift. Roz refused. She’d take the bus.

She rarely drove. Had passed her test, but was never comfortable behind the wheel of a car. The constant pressures put on her by other road-users upset her. They got up too close behind her. Or beside her at junctions. Then there was the decision thing. In a car, you had to know where you were going.

‘You can’t just set off and decide where to go on the way,’ Roz had complained to Nan only this morning after a serious contretemps at a junction.

She had signalled left, to head for Nan’s house. Changed her mind, thought to go to the library instead. Signalled right. Thought, no. Too early for the library. The good books come in after four. Signalled left again. Thought, no, the library, perhaps I’ll get to the good books first. Right indicator on. No, Nan. Left indicator on. She swithered. Mind racing. Right or left? The driver behind her banged his hand on his horn. The rasp of sound made Roz jump. She glared in her rear mirror. Not enough. This man was rude. She got out, ran along the road to the car behind. Tapped on the window. ‘Do you mind. Will you please stop tooting at me whilst I choose which way to turn.’

Roz had told Nan all this matter-of-factly. As if she was in the right. As if chronic indecision was normal. Nan had thought, ‘This one still needs sorting out.’

Now Janey’s words spun round Roz’s head as she stood waiting for the bus. Embedded themselves deep inside her. ‘What about me? I matter,’ she told herself. ‘I matter.’ Nobody had ever mentioned this to her before. The bus came. She got on, climbed upstairs. ‘I matter,’ she said.

Roz loved upstairs on the bus. Especially at night. She could look into windows. Spot people in their living rooms, living their lives. It was her hobby. Tonight, she did not indulge in it. She sat, rattling through the Edinburgh suburbs. I matter. I matter. I matter. What about me? This was a new and interesting concept.

Three days later came the day of the cloths, as Roz called it. She’d stood at the kitchen window watching Matthew, absorbed as he cleaned the already immaculate insides of his hub caps, and realised that her life was slipping away. As was Matthew’s. But if he wouldn’t do something about it, she would. She mattered, Janey had told her. A shot at redemption. A chance to discard her dowdiness.

Next day she wrote her note. Packed her bags and left. She had wanted to take Zoe and Jamie with her. She had asked them.

‘How do you feel about going to London, Jamie?’

‘London? Yeah. Might go when I’ve done my exams.’

‘Now,’ said Roz.

‘Not now. I’ve got school. Besides, what about Chrissy? She’d go off with someone else.’ Chrissy was the current love of his life. His first steady girlfriend. She’d gone off with someone else anyway. Three weeks after Roz left.

‘How’d you like to come to London, Zoe?’

‘No way. I’d have to make new friends. I’ve got Ziggy and Zak and Weasel here.’ Zoe was horrified at the thought of moving.

‘Well,’ Roz had asked them both, ‘what if I go? Would you come and see me?’

‘Cool,’ they’d agreed. ‘Great.’

Jamie thought he and Chrissy could do some clubs. Zoe thought she and Ziggy could hang out at Harvey Nicks. Neither of them really thought Roz meant she was actually going to London. It was a fantasy.

Roz decided they’d both probably be happier here in Edinburgh. Besides, there was no room in Janey’s flat. Plus Roz couldn’t afford to keep them. She had no money of her own. She’d taken a thousand pounds from her and Matthew’s savings. There was still plenty left. Matthew was a great saver. She thought this money was her due. All the cleaning and wiping. The pristine loose covers. The Potage Bonne Femme.

Her trip to London was hell. Hours in the bus. Head pressed against the window, feeling the thrum of wheels on tarmac taking her further and further from Zoe and Jamie. Landscapes whooshed by. She wanted to cry, ‘Stop the bus. I have to get off!’ She’d wept most of the way. Would Zoe keep up her studies? Would she and Jamie clean their teeth without her reminding them every night as they went to bed? Who would wash their socks? Would they heat up the frozen lasagne in the freezer? Would they miss her? Even notice she was not there?

She arrived in London, foot-swollen, stiff-boned and heavy-hearted. It was always in her mind to go home. It never occurred to her that Matthew would have nothing more to do with her. She’d always intended to go back. Once she had some money. Proved to herself she was not inadequate. Learned to stick up for herself, shout out loud in public. Then her children would come to her. Come running.

But something awful had happened. Every time she phoned home Matthew replied. And no, he’d tell her, she couldn’t speak to Jamie or Zoe. They were out. Always out. Neither of them ever replied to her letters. And they never acknowledged the many, many presents she sent them.

In time Matthew married again. Claire. To ease his new relationship he at last allowed Jamie and Zoe to visit Roz. By now they were both in their late teens. Roz took them for meals and to the cinema. She talked about her work, tried to get them to talk about their lives back in Edinburgh. But they were uncomfortable with her. Jamie smiled, swept his hair from his head, said little, and went clubbing.

Zoe never came to visit without bringing support – usually Ziggy. They’d disappear mornings, to cruise the shops. Return late, usually drunk. When Roz spoke to Zoe, she would look away, or answer with short, sharp, curt replies. She had no intention of ever forgiving Roz for leaving her. She made that clear.

Time passed, Roz hardly saw her children. She’d visited Zoe once, when Toby was born, and had her usual cool reception. Then nothing. She’d written. Sent gifts for birthdays and Christmas but received no reply. As she’d had so little communication she did not know where either Jamie or Zoe now lived and had sent everything to Matthew to pass on. She’d heard nothing.

She considered the damage she’d done to her relationship with them beyond repair. It more than bothered her. When she thought about it, for the first time she understood Matthew’s behaviour. She wanted to cast it from her mind, whistling mindlessly, humming tunelessly. It was awful.


CHAPTER THREE



Zoe enfolded Toby’s head in her arms, pulled it to her breasts, stroking his face. Kissed his brow. ‘So what did you think of my mother? Your gran?’ She grinned. Roz was a grandma. Ha. Ha.

‘She’s nice,’ Toby said.

Zoe frowned. ‘You think?’

‘She said I wasn’t a Beseley.’

‘Is she still doing them? Of course you’re not a Beseley. The one good thing I’ll say about my family, none of them are Beseleys. Well, maybe Jamie. If he’s not one, he’d like to be.’

‘Who are the Beseleys?’

‘Your gran.’ Zoe grinned again, relishing that last word. ‘Your gran.’ She said it again. Grinned again. ‘Writes them. They’re noxious. Always smiling and laughing and waving. Makes you sick.’

Toby pulled away from the cuddle. His mother was always cuddling him. He looked at her, puzzled. Why did a family that was always smiling and laughing and waving make you sick? They sounded nice to him. A cheery mum and dad who took you to the seaside, like the ones in his school storybook, were what he wanted. Somehow he knew better than to mention it. Zoe started to button his pyjamas. He shoved her hands away. ‘I can do it.’

‘Of course you can. You’re a big boy now. I keep forgetting.’

She took his favourite video, Toy Story, from the pile and shoved it on. ‘There. Bed right after.’

Toby curled on the sofa. Took up his favourite comfort activities.

Zoe watched. ‘I wish you wouldn’t do that. You being big and all.’

He looked back at her wide-eyed. But the thumb stayed in the mouth and the other hand was down his pyjama trousers gently twiddling. He pursued pleasantness, and couldn’t understand why it bothered his mother.

Zoe went upstairs to the bedroom, flopped on top of the bed. Looked with gushing love at Will as he dressed. ‘What do you think of my mother?’

‘She seems nice.’ He shrugged.

‘Nice!’ Zoe flounced. Not many people could flounce whilst lying down. But Zoe could – a horizontal flounce. ‘That woman walked out on me whilst I was at a tender and crucial point in my young development.’

‘Christ, Zoe,’ said Will. ‘Forget it. Leave it behind you.’

‘I will not,’ she cried. ‘I’m scarred. Emotionally scarred.’

Will did up his shirt. Eight buttons. Recently he’d noticed he’d started counting. He wished he wouldn’t do that. Matthew counted. Will wondered if it was the effect Zoe had on people. They found safety from her constant verbal barrage in numbers.

‘You don’t understand,’ Zoe sulked. ‘Nobody understands.’

‘Of course I understand,’ said Will, pulling on his chinos, trying not to count. One leg. Two legs. ‘Everybody understands. It must’ve been very traumatic for you. Suddenly losing a parent. Your mother. A real rejection. All I’m saying is, try to get over it. Don’t let it ruin your life.’

‘It has ruined my life. My life is in ruins. I’ll never recover.’

He buttoned his fly. Three buttons. Oh God, stop it. This was the third outburst of the day. And she was still sober. He dreaded the tantrums when half a dozen gins took their toll.

The first scene had been this morning, nine o’clock, when she was getting dressed for the funeral. Zoe had wanted to wear a black hat with a veil.

‘You can’t wear that,’ Will had protested. ‘You look like a Greek widow.’

‘That’s the look I’m after. My gran is dead. She cared for me when my mother walked out. I’m motherless. I want the world to see my grief.’

‘Why can’t you cry like normal folk?’

‘Can’t cry. Won’t cry. My mother’ll be there. I will not let her see my tears.’

‘Do you have to be so dramatic?’

‘I’m not dramatic. I express myself is all. It’s everybody else that’s repressed.’

‘No they’re not. You’re overdramatic. Pack it in. Wear that veil and I won’t go with you. I’ll take Toby to the zoo instead. He shouldn’t be going to a funeral, anyway. He’s too young.’

‘Nobody is too young to encounter death.’

‘Yes they are. How old were you when you first encountered death?’

‘This age. Now. This is my first death. And I want to experience the whole upset totally. I want to be in touch with my grief.’

‘Grow up.’

‘Will not grow up. Growing up’s for . . .’ She couldn’t imagine who growing up might be for. ‘Bores,’ she decided.

Will took the hat, opened the window. ‘It’s it or me.’

Zoe swithered. She did not want to let go of this mood. Till Will opened the window she’d felt she had the upper hand. She sulked. Turned her back on him. He threw the hat into the street. Sent it skimming out into the traffic below. A mud-splattered van with Lawson’s Meats in swirling red lettering on the side flattened it.

Zoe crossed the room and hung glumly, scarcely clad, out the window, looking down at the wounded lump of felt. ‘My hat. My poor hat. You’ve murdered it.’

‘It was a hat.’

‘Was, indeed. Now it’s dead. It’s a sign. It’s a sign on this funereal day.’
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