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Chapter 1


1st January 2020


‘How long have we got left – twenty, thirty years? And the last ten of them will be crap.’


‘Happy New Year to you too!’ I say, pulling my sparkly top off and climbing into bed. I can’t be bothered to take my mascara off. 1 a.m. A late night for us, but worth it. Brendan and Erin are still out, but they at least stayed long enough to have dinner with us before heading into town to join Uni mates in crowded, noisy pubs. I’ve never been one for New Year’s Eve, so a cosy night in, with the kids home and the nest full again, has been heaven. Outside the fireworks are still going off, but my brushed cotton nightie is thrill enough for me. I watch as Robert pulls at his cardigan, struggles with the buttons, undoes his cuffs. His pot belly protrudes over the top of his belt as he raises his arms, and his last few remaining wisps of hair stand on end as the clothes drag a static charge over his head. Where is the slim, slicked-back man I married all those years ago? If I had known then how he would end up – portly, often grumpy, prone to occasional bullishness – would I still have gone for it? And does the memory of his former, hotter self make it possible to still desire him despite the ravages of the years? We all sag, wrinkle and expand, but at least we do it alongside each other in mutual acceptance of the inevitable decline. Imagine having to start with someone new now! Nightmare.


‘Aren’t you getting in?’ I say, pulling the duvet down in a feeble attempt at seduction. Hopefully he won’t make a caustic joke about it tonight.


‘It’s not my birthday, is it?’ says Robert, mock confused.


‘Oh shut up!’ I say, a tight little laugh choking my words. Oh well, I was willing.


Robert stands at the end of the bed in his pants and a dirty vest. I can’t remember now how much wine he’s had. A lot, no doubt, shuffling between the sofa and the fridge while me and the kids chatted at the table. He’s been moody for days – one of his existential funks that comes to visit every so often like an uninvited dinner guest – ‘What’s wrong?’ I say, doing my best to swallow the irritation bubbling up inside me. I try to be patient, but Robert can be a little bit infuriating sometimes. ‘Come on, get into bed. I’ll suffer all day tomorrow after this late night as it is.’


‘Wait a minute! I’m trying to get my socks off!’ He wobbles, balancing himself on the bed post.


‘Get into bed. Come on.’


He climbs in beside me but sits up, wrangling his special goose down pillows into place behind him. The bed shakes as he arranges himself.


‘Angela . . .’


I turn towards him and place my hand on his belly.


‘. . . What would you say if I told you I want things to change this year? That I think we could do things a bit differently?’


He’s got my attention now. I feel instantly anxious.


‘What do you mean?’ I say, taking my hand away. ‘Don’t tell me you want to start going to ballroom dancing classes!’


He tuts, irritated.


‘No. I don’t know. I just mean it’s a funny time, isn’t it, this time of life. The kids more or less off our hands. I’ll be retiring in a couple of years. You’re at home all the time . . . I keep thinking about that song – “Is That All There Is?”.’ To my surprise he starts to sing. Robert doesn’t sing. Not even Happy Birthday.


 


‘Is that all there is, is that all there is?


If that’s all there is, my friends, then let’s keep dancing


Let’s break out the booze and have a ball


If that’s all there is . . .’


 


I’m stunned. Robert, for all his occasional moodiness and snappiness at home, never talks like this. Normally it’s me asking the big questions – and getting flap all in return. I’m still smarting about the conversation we had just last month about whether I should start learning the piano now that I’m on my own so much. I told him I was lonely, that I lacked purpose, that I felt whatever confidence I had left seeping down the plughole day by day. I must have talked for ten minutes while he gazed at his phone before muttering something like ‘You wouldn’t have the brain cells now. Impossible.’ So what on earth has got into him tonight?


‘What’s brought this on? You’ve certainly “broken out the booze”. It’s just New Year – it makes you maudlin.’


‘No, it doesn’t!’ he snaps, and I know to leave it or things will escalate and I’ll be in the dog house for New Year’s Day. I’ve made a trifle, so I don’t want to spoil things.


I take his hand.


‘It was always going to be like this, Robert. No surprise. We’ll be fine. We’ll be just fine. We’ll just keep jogging along, you and me. Now go to sleep.’


‘Good night, Ang,’ he says, switching off the bedside light but still upright against his pillows.


As I turn my back to him and hunker down, mildly blindsided by this late-night apparent discontentment, I am oblivious to the fact that in ten weeks’ time Robert will be dead.










Chapter 2


23rd April 2020


It’s amazing what a gaping hole one person can leave – even a person who was absent a lot of the time. He was often physically present but mentally elsewhere, and yet the definitive, abrupt goneness of him reverberates around the house, lurking in unexpected corners, ready to pounce as I open a drawer and find a golf tee, or pull his dusty old sock from behind a radiator. It’s been just over six weeks since Robert died. It feels at once like yesterday – the raw, startling rudeness of it – and also a million years ago. I feel old. Tired. Sore. I’m afraid. I don’t know how to read the meters. Jump-start the car. Change a fuse. I’m lonely. Even though I sometimes felt that gnawing loneliness that only the long-term married truly know – how disconnected from a person you can feel despite sharing your whole life with them – this new loneliness has no hope of a warmer, more connected tomorrow. I miss him. The kids miss him. He never called them once they went away, but he was always there. Always Dad. Always ready to drive them somewhere when they came home, or begrudgingly pay for nights out when cash was scarce.


He was so solid. How can he be gone? For years Robert’s demographic had been on top of the pile, at least economically. Middle-aged white man, comfortable income, semi-retired, mortgage running down nicely, a new car every five years. Surely all that privilege should shield you from the ignominy of death? Seemingly not. Even winners fail at immortality. Of course, he’d received the usual mild bollockings from the practice nurse at the GP’s surgery, which he’d always tried to josh and flirt his way out of.


‘Your BMI is over thirty, Robert!’


‘That’s not fat, that’s contentment!’


‘I thought you were joining the gym?’


‘I walk to the pub!’


‘It’s much more than thirty units of alcohol a week, isn’t it?’


‘Oh you mean a week?!’


Even though all the alarm bells were ringing, and even though he refused to listen to them, we thought he would live to a ripe old age, calling the shots from his armchair while I scuttled around after him. Nothing prepared us for what came next. I’d always feared that his biggest enemy was his heart. That he’d drop down in the booze aisle at Sainsbury’s, clutching his left arm. Ambulance. Concerned onlookers. Me crying and pumping his chest. Robert breathing his last in his favourite place, surrounded by Three-for-£10 Shiraz. I always imagined it would happen like that.


But not this.


This silent assassin coming in from left field, its opening gambit a tickly cough and a slight fever, its surprise move a hospital admission on a calm Tuesday morning, its final aria a plastic tube forced into his lungs and him lying face down, prone, hovered over by gowned and visored blurry figures. He’d been so unlucky. A skiing trip with a couple of the golf guys. Came back really tired, so he slept in the spare room. I thought nothing of it. Then the cough. The temperature. The flu, or so we thought. I was irritable – he’d just been away and left me on my own for a week, only to come back and be completely out of action, leaving me to flick through the TV channels on my own. Again. I hid my resentment and ferried liquids and soothing sweets up and down the stairs, and he was rallying after a week or so, the assassin slinking off in search of another, weaker victim.


But then he turned grey in the face. He was struggling to breathe. It was terrifying. I called the ambulance and they took him in. After a week on oxygen he wasn’t getting any better. That’s when they told me it was Coronavirus. We had heard of it, of course, but it was so far away. China. And yes, we knew it had arrived in the UK, but so had SARS – and we managed that all right. These things don’t get out of hand in developed countries, and Spanish flu was a century ago – before antibiotics! How little we knew then, and how different the world looks just a month later. Covid-19 took over like a global coup. Robert submitted. Finally he was sedated. Intubated. He lasted a few days more.


Then.


A young nurse calling me from her own phone.


‘It’s about Robert . . .’ she said. I could tell she was crying, so I instantly became brave.


‘I’m afraid he is not coping at all well with the intubation, and I’m so sorry but we think we might be near the end of what we can do for him.’


‘OK,’ I said, too numb to be able to come up with anything else. ‘Shall I come in?’


‘I’m so sorry but we just can’t have anyone here who doesn’t absolutely have to be here. I’m so so sorry. I know this is awful.’


‘OK,’ I said again, sitting down heavily. So this is it? This is how it ends?


‘I’m with him now. You can speak to him. They say hearing is the last thing to go, so he may well be able to hear you . . .’ she said between small, exhausted sobs. She’d held the phone to him to let me say goodbye, but it seemed absurd. How could this be happening? Why wasn’t I there? Somehow I had escaped infection myself. Surely to God they would allow me in to hold his hand to say goodbye? And how do you say goodbye to someone who you’ve been married to for nigh on thirty years, whose muddy wellies are still by the front door, whose slippers are still under his side of the bed, whose coat is still hanging on the banister, full of tissues and boiled sweets?


‘Robert? Robert, can you hear me? It’s Angela. I want you to know we love you. Thank you. Thank you for being a good husband and a great dad. We love you.’


Afterwards I wept alone in the hallway. Stupidly I picked up my phone to text him. Pointless, but I had to do something.


 


Robert please try to fight this. Don’t die. Please don’t die. What will I do without you? Angela xxx


 


I sat for two hours talking out loud. The dog came and sat by my feet, staring up quizzically every time I wept.


‘Robert, please fight this. Please wake up. I love you. I love you.’ The words felt strange in my mouth. Like dry pebbles. It had been a long time since I had told him I loved him. I just assumed he knew. I hope he knew. The kids were home. I had called them when I feared the worst and they had come back, missing out on the end-of-term parties – the shots, the kebabs, the laughs. Instead they had been sitting with me worrying all day. Typically when the hospital called to say Robert was on his way out, they had gone for a bike ride to ease the pain of waiting. They never got to say goodbye. When they returned and I told them, it was just awful. We tried calling back, but things were so chaotic.


The nurse had told me someone would be in touch shortly but they didn’t expect him to last the night. The call came at 4.40 a.m. Surprisingly I was in a deep sleep when the phone rang, and I woke with a start. I received the news much like I’d just been woken up by my airport taxi. Shock.


‘Thank you,’ I’d said. ‘Thank you for trying.’ Then the surreal tea in the chilly kitchen, the dog surprised and vaguely irritated by my early appearance, the wondering when to wake the kids and tell them he had gone. I waited until eight in the morning. That seemed the kindest of cruel awakenings. I held Erin as she sobbed, and Brendan hugged me tight, the man of the house now. We had breakfast.


 


In hindsight it seems so cruel that on the surface it looked as though we were carrying on as normal. We didn’t run into the street tearing at our clothes, publicly displaying our pain. I made a fry-up. At the time we didn’t know what else to do. That’s what grief is, I suppose. Walking, but wounded. Staggering from one moment to the next, until before you know it an hour has passed. A day. A week. A month. We watched the news and felt a small, morbid surge of pride that our family was now a featured extra in this unfolding disaster. Unbelievable now. If I’d been watching myself as a character in a drama I’d have turned to Robert and said, ‘That’s ridiculous – people don’t act like that! Doesn’t she love him or something??’ But nevertheless there I was, carrying on like he was at B&Q buying paint, or outside mowing the lawn, and not lying dead in a flimsy gown, waiting to be cremated. Sometimes I amuse myself by imagining him in full rant about the current situation. It’s oddly comforting. He would have hated the lockdown. I would have had to listen to him rage about the infringement of his civil liberties, the nanny state, the fact that ‘to live is to risk’, and how the economy would crumble and be brought to its knees all because of an overprotective liberal elite. How ironic that he was one of the first to go down. Well, a little more than irony, the poor man. If only we had known then what we know now. Although I doubt Robert would have heeded the advice. He always prided himself on his strong constitution, despite his expanding waistline. He was never ill. We had no idea about his type 2 diabetes until he was already on his way out. He would have hated it. Weakness. If he had survived, would he have managed his diabetes? I heard once that there are two types of diabetes and two different types of diabetes patients – those who count every carbohydrate and are constantly monitoring their blood sugar levels, and those who eat sticky toffee pudding for breakfast. I fear Robert would have been one of the latter. I wonder about how it would have played out if he had survived, newly diagnosed with a potentially life-threatening disease. Would he have changed his ways? Started eating healthily, cut down on the booze, done some exercise? Or would we have been hurled into the terrible diabetic downward spiral – blindness, nerve damage, silent heart disease, amputation.


We will never know, because he didn’t get the chance to try. I shock myself when I find myself thinking so coolly about what might have been. If anyone could hear my thoughts they might be forgiven for thinking there is a little relief that he is gone. What a wicked thought.


 


But there it is. And here I am now, a month later, sitting at the kitchen table at 2 p.m. on a sunny Thursday wondering when I should get them up. When your kids have sort of left home, at least for most of the year, are you still allowed to go in at midday, pull the curtains open and declare that it’s a disgrace they are wasting the day, and that their rooms smell like a rancid badger has died under the pile of washing on the floor? Are you allowed to insist on them going to bed at a decent hour, eating regular meals and getting some fresh air every day? Or do you just have to accept they have crossed that young adult rubicon into self-determination, no longer under your jurisdiction even though it’s YOU paying the bills, YOU providing the Honey Nut Clusters, and YOU still drying their smalls on the radiators? Whatever the answer, it looks like they are here for the foreseeable future anyway. The world is shut. There is nowhere to go and nothing to get up for. What’s the point in doing anything today when it could just as easily be done tomorrow or the day after? They have work to do – essays on Gothic literature, dissertations on coding and secrecy. They are showing no inclination to do it. Who can blame them, when they have no idea if their next year will even happen and their dad has just died? They are doing OK otherwise – sad, quiet, but getting on with little things. That’s the everyday business of grieving after a while.


 


The news is full of grim predictions – two years, ten years, a generation before we recover. How did they get through the Blitz? It went on for eight months. Eight months of going to sleep not knowing if you’d be bombed in your bed. And yet they always look so plucky and upbeat in the old photos. The photos they show, anyway. Maybe because they didn’t have rolling news, instant access to the morbid daily roll call. We know too much. It makes grieving so much harder. It’s not like I can distract myself with other news – Covid is everywhere. Imagine your husband has been knocked down and killed by a big green van, and every time you switch on the news, pick up a paper or scroll through the internet, you are bombarded by pictures of people lying under big green vans. It’s, as Erin would say, ‘triggering’. Hard to get through an hour without being reminded. Occasionally in the past week I have been brought up short – I’ll hear a news story about the virus, feel my stomach lurch in pain then realise I have been totally absorbed in something else for twenty minutes or so and had almost forgotten. Then the guilt comes. Isn’t the human heart strange? So heavy and so sore and yet capable of fleeting joy. Like the soldiers’ truce for football on Christmas Day.


 


My phone rings. I pick it up with dread. Someone wants to ‘support’ me, ‘through this difficult time’. It’s Denise. Of course it’s Denise. She calls me every day, at least once. She is one of those uber carers. She should have a delivery service – Deliver-ooh-poor-you. I shouldn’t be mean, but it gets a bit much. She’s there for everyone, anyone in a crisis. I feel vaguely guilty about why I find that so suspect.


‘Hi Denise,’ I say, trying to modulate my voice to the perfect pitch of recently-widowed-yet-doing-OK-but-not-so-OK-it’s-disturbing.


‘Angela,’ she coos. ‘How are you?’


‘Oh you know, just sitting here trying not to bake.’ Baking has become my new obsession. Lemon drizzle, coffee and walnut, banana bread. Robert loved cake.


‘Well look, if you want to bake, if that helps, then do it. You should be doing things that soothe you at this time.’


‘Oh I know. It’s just that I’ve only got half a packet of flour left and the shops are sold out, so I’m on rations.’


‘It’s ridiculous, isn’t it? I went to the shops this morning – it was my daily exercise and we needed an urgent shop, we’ve run out of granola, and I wore a mask, one of the twenty I made yesterday – and the shelves were bare! I mean, why are people panic-buying flour? I had to try four shops before I could even find one kilo – and that was organic.’


‘Are you planning on doing some baking yourself?’ I ask. This is news. Denise has the most beautiful kitchen but rarely cooks in it because she doesn’t want ‘to spoil it’.


‘No,’ she says, bemused, like that’s the most ridiculous conclusion to draw from someone buying flour.


‘Oh. OK.’


‘I just wanted it because – you know – just in case.’


‘In case . . .?’


‘In case I needed it.’


‘Yes, I see,’ I say. ‘For a rainy day. Maybe that’s what everyone else is doing.’


‘Anyway, I saw so many people in the park! It’s like they don’t care! People have gone mad! They’ve taped off the benches, so people were just sitting on the grass! Jodi in the greengrocer’s says she sees the same people every day with their shopping bag – just ‘popping out’ to buy silly things – kumquats, pickled walnuts – I mean, that’s taking the Mickey, isn’t it? “Essentials”, they said. I’ve never needed a kumquat.’


‘Well quite,’ I say, not knowing how to respond.


‘So you’re doing OK?’


‘Yes, yes, you know I’ve been sorting a few things out.’


‘His clothes? Oh poor you . . .’


‘No, the finances. Pensions and life insurance and so on. It’s quite complicated.’


‘Well listen – if you need any help with anything just shout, OK? Not much I can do from a distance, but I can ask Paul if he can call you or something? He’s good at all that.’


Oh dear God, spare me the bone-aching tedium of one of Paul’s financial planning talks.


‘No no, I should be fine, thanks. We have Oscar, Robert’s friend. Robert wouldn’t want anyone else looking at his finances.’


‘Of course. Yes. The kids OK?’


‘I think so. Erin keeps me busy with her Instagram-inspired cookery experiments. Brendan sleeps all day. They’re OK. I mean, they are very sad, of course, but it’s sort of nice that we have been forced together.’


‘Yes, it must be nice having them home, you know, for the company. That’s one positive to come out of all this, isn’t it? People are spending more time together as families, you know, rediscovering their bonds.’


I resist the urge to point out to Denise that, in effect, what she has just said is that there’s a sunny upside to losing your husband at the age of fifty-nine to a deadly virus, and that upside is being slam-dunked back into the dreadful teenage years with your now grown-up children, with the exception that there’s no one to slag off Kirstie’s Keep Crafting and Carry On with of an evening. How am I ever going to get her off the phone? A Place in the Sun starts in five minutes. I want to zone out watching indecisive Brummies wandering dazed and confused around three Spanish villas saying ‘Ooh this is nice’ then going home empty-handed.


I know.


I need to get real with her. She can’t handle it. She only wants to hear ‘I’m OK’ so that she can move on to her next ‘Poor you’ recipient – I’ve heard someone has lost their cat in our street, and she has probably got some ‘Missing’ posters to laminate.


I start by sighing. That makes her nervous.


‘I don’t know, Denise, I am doing my best, but I’m awake from about four a.m. and I lie there – still on my side of the bed, it seems wrong to spread out just yet – wondering what the hell I’m meant to do now, you know? We were going to go to Australia. I can’t stand to think of going there alone. What about the summer? Who is going to do the lawn? I don’t know how to use the lawnmower, or even get it out of the shed from underneath all the ladders and old hoses. What about when I get ill? What if I get dementia? There’ll be no one there to remind me about the past, and I won’t remember really important things like the kids’ birthdays and what order to put my clothes on, so I’ll probably be found wandering up and down the high street with my pants on over my trousers. And will the kids even come to see me? They always preferred Robert anyway, if I’m honest, because he never pushed them and made better dinners. And if I’m honest it’s hard to get up and start the day once that’s all gone through my head.’


There’s an uncomfortable pause.


‘Oh God, sorry, Angela, I have to go – the Ocado delivery is here. I booked it three weeks ago – lucked out on a slot. I’ll call you later!’ And she’s gone.


Back of the net. As Robert would have said. I don’t know why she irritates me so much. She means well. I just wish she didn’t mean well right in my face. Robert didn’t like her much. He called her ‘that bloody awful curtain-twitcher’. If only she knew.


 


Two hours later there’s a knock on the door and when I open it there’s Denise at the end of the path, wearing what looks like a homemade Hazmat suit and a Cath Kidston face mask. She points to a large dish covered in clingfilm sitting at my feet.


‘Lasagne! For later!’ she shouts, her voice muffled by the carefully pleated and top-stitched flap of fabric covering her mouth.


‘Thank you!’ I say. She blows a kiss and rustles off, happier now.


I go back inside and scrape it straight into the bin.


 


Robert loved lasagne. We wouldn’t be able to swallow it now. One day maybe. But not now.


 


Is it too early for gin? Surely the lockdown sun is over the yardarm by four o’clock?










Chapter 3


1st May 2020


‘Mum – has my Amazon delivery arrived yet?’


Erin has appeared in the kitchen. It’s 6 p.m. and I haven’t seen her all day. Her long blonde hair has been dyed Lockdown Pink, her strong body encased in Lycra sportswear, ready for a run that never quite happens.


‘Good morning!’ I say, mock reproachful.


‘I’ve been up since about one, Mum, calm down.’


‘Have you? What have you been doing up there? Don’t you get hungry?’


‘I’ve got some vegan bars in my room.’


Of course she has. She’ll have a vegan bar, declare that she is ‘juicing’ for the rest of the day then eat ice cream straight from the tub at midnight.


‘No, there’s been no deliveries. I went out for a quick walk with Mona this morning, but these days they just leave stuff at the door anyway. Heaven for your opportunist thieves.’


‘Oh bloody hell!’ she says, staring into the fridge as if it can tell her where her delivery is.


‘What are you expecting?’


‘I ordered some rice paper to make spring rolls with.’


‘Sounds nice.’


‘Yeah, I saw it on Instagram. Have we got, like, any prawns?’


‘Maybe. Have a look in the freezer?’


She rummages for a few seconds.


‘No, we haven’t.’


‘Get out of the way and let me have a look!’ I say. Nobody ever looks for anything properly.


I pull icy packets of peas, oven chips and ready meals from the freezer’s jaws. Towards the back there is a tub – probably an old Chinese takeaway container – holding some left-overs from a meal long gone. I must do a clear-out. Who knows what’s lurking in there. I pull the tub out.


I stop dead. Scrawled on the lid, in Robert’s unmistakeable hand, are the words ‘Fish Stew 20.01.2020’. I remember him making it. It was delicious. I don’t like freezing fish – don’t know why, I just don’t trust reheated prawns – but Robert never threw anything away. I won’t eat it, but I can’t throw it away.


I shove it back into the icy depths. I fumble around for a few unnecessary moments, waiting for the tears to sink back down into the well.


‘I think we may have run out of prawns,’ I manage.


‘Oh bloody hell! When are you going shopping again?’


‘Erm . . . tomorrow?’


‘OK. Maybe the rice paper will be here by then. But can you get king prawns – like Dad used to get – not those small irritating ones that don’t taste of anything?’


‘Yes. OK.’


‘Thanks.’ She eyes me for a moment.


‘You OK, Mum? What have you been up to today?’ I feel vaguely patronised.


‘Oh this and that.’


‘Are you OK, though? Are you having a down day? I’ve been having a down day too. It just hits me sometimes. I was straightening my hair and then I said to myself – out loud in the mirror – “Your dad’s dead.” ’ She comes and puts a hand on my arm, concerned. My lovely girl.


‘Oh I’m OK. Just trying to get on with things. We need to keep on keeping on, love. That linen cupboard won’t fold itself!’


‘Yes. Best to keep busy, Mum. Dad wouldn’t want me sitting around moping, would he, Mum? Or you!’


‘No, I suppose not . . .’ I say.


Wouldn’t he? It feels wrong to be ‘getting on with things’ and ‘keeping busy’ – why do people say that? Like grief is something you have to actively guard against? Like pain is a bullet you have to dodge by tidying up, running half marathons, cooking, doing the garden? Be a moving target if grief comes your way, which it surely will. As sure as eggs is eggs, as Robert would say. Is this what I’m doing – running away from the pain? Getting on with things can look suspiciously like a hardened heart.


 


Erin pours herself a large glass of apple juice and wanders out of the kitchen.


‘Where’s Brendan? Is he still in bed?’ I ask.


‘I don’t know,’ she shouts over her shoulder.


Brendan is nocturnal. He always has been. He’d cry all night and sleep all day as a baby, which was hard with a toddler as well. But 6 p.m.? That’s no time to wake up. Not unless you’ve been on a night shift in a hospital, a supermarket or a care home. I head up to his room. It’s dark and smells of boy. The blind is down, and he is wrapped in his duvet. I asked him to change his bedding yesterday and he has. Obviously he didn’t look in the linen cupboard properly, because his duvet cover is the Spider-Man one he loved when he was a kid. He’s nineteen. He doesn’t care. Oh well, at least it’s clean. I should have thrown it away long ago, but I couldn’t bring myself to do it. I even gave it to the charity shop once – then regretted it, went in the following week and bought it back again. How mad is that? Robert was furious! Now I’ll have to refold everything – Brendan’s pulled the whole cupboardful out onto the landing and it’s still there. We’ve all stepped over it since yesterday morning.


‘Brendan? Brendan?’


I shake his shoulder gently. Nothing.


How can he sleep so soundly? Someone only has to turn over in bed three streets away and I’m wide awake.


I shake him some more.


Nothing.


‘Bah!’ he says, suddenly springing up and almost rugby-tackling me onto the bed with him.


‘Jesus, you frightened the life out of me!’ I shout.


He is laughing. His puts his arm around my shoulder and pulls me close. I can smell his sour breath, his fetid armpits.


‘Sorry, Mummy!’ he says, still laughing.


I smack him playfully on the arm and wriggle free. Despite the stinkiness of him it’s nice to be touched again. Not that Robert was the most tactile person, but still.


‘Don’t you think it’s time you got up, love? It’s six o’clock! IN THE EVENING!’


He rubs his eyes like a bear at the end of hibernation. His hair is starting to grow back now, thank God. Last week he begged me to use Robert’s beard trimmer to shave his head. I was tentative at first, taking off the smallest amount of his thick dark hair, but he kept egging me on, telling me to go shorter. Eventually I grew gung-ho and pushed the clippers right into the nape of his neck. A huge bald patch. Whoops. He insisted on a mirror, but when he saw it he just laughed.


‘Give me a mullet, Mum!’ he’d said, finding the whole thing hilarious.


‘No!’


‘Do it! When else am I going to get to have a mullet?’


So I did. And now my lovely boy is sporting the most horrendous haircut – the sides shaved from the front to the back, leaving a neat stripe of hair down the middle. He’s even started growing a hideous ’80s moustache to go with it. He thinks it’s hilarious. His girlfriend Sindy is less impressed. She’s still in Birmingham, but they spend most of the night talking on Zoom or House Party or whichever virtual thingy is working best that night with my ‘crap wi-fi’. I hear them when I’m lying awake wondering if I should just chuck the towel in and go downstairs for a biscuit.


‘Get up, Brendan. I’m cooking dinner for seven o’clock. So you’ve got an hour to have breakfast and lunch first.’


‘Cool,’ he says, seeing this not as a reprimand but a challenge.


Dinner. What to cook for dinner? Erin is off the carbs to get rid of the ‘Covid 10’ she has gained in lockdown. Except she hasn’t gained ten pounds – more like two or three, but she can ‘feel it’ on her body and is starting each day with a new regime. I’m dizzy with trying to follow if she’s doing intermittent fasting, no carbs, vegan, juice cleanse or paleo. Brendan will eat anything. Everything. And still maintain his whippet-like thinness. Lucky sod. I don’t know where he gets that from. Robert was stout, or ‘well upholstered’ as he liked to say. But he liked me to be slim. And mostly I have been. Slimmish. Because I wanted to be, not because he liked it. How have I dieted? Let me count the ways. All my life I’ve been half a stone heavier than the bastard charts suggest I should be. Even when I claim to be an inch and a half taller than I am. But since Robert died I’ve been eating and drinking more than ever. The Merry Widow. Except it’s not pleasure, it’s more like a compulsion. Fill the void, stuff it down, push the emptiness to the bottom with endless supplies of cake, biscuits, crisps, wine, hunks of fresh bread smothered in butter and the packets of toffee popcorn that I buy ‘for the kids’ and put at the back of the highest cupboard out of sight, only to find myself dragging a kitchen chair out at 1 a.m. to retrieve them and pour them down my throat. I don’t know if I’ve gained weight, because I can’t bring myself to face it. ‘Give yourself the gift of the truth’ one slimming consultant once told me. No, thanks. There’s been too much reality around here lately. I’m down for some cosy comfort, that false sense of security courtesy of the elasticated waistband, the ‘sod it’ kickback of the trackie bottoms. Who needs the truth at a time like this? Most widows lose weight, apparently, and in fact the first few days did see my usually voracious appetite disappear. I couldn’t swallow. The grief stuck in my throat like a boulder in a dam. I was almost mute. Nothing was going either way – in or out. But slowly the boulder started to erode, until its sides, worn away by my attempts at sobbing, corroded enough for it to plummet down my oesophagus and find permanent lodging in the pit of my stomach. And then I started to eat. And eat. I could sit for hours watching TV and discover that an entire packet of Malted Milk biscuits had disappeared. I’d make huge casseroles with lots of creamy mash, serve myself a large portion then still go back for more. Bake endless cakes with interesting ingredients – rosemary, beetroot, sorrel – and take slice after slice as I walked past on some made-up errand or other. I’ve stuffed the bathroom scales behind the sink’s pipe, where they jut out accusingly, daring me to pull them out and face the music. Yesterday I told them to shut up. Out loud. Every morning I open the wardrobe, look at the neat day dresses and tailored trousers Robert liked me in, but instead find myself reaching for the leggings I left on the floor the night before. Who is looking at me anyway? I’m not going anywhere – only to Asda, and in Asda you’re practically haute couture if you’ve remembered to put a bra on.


 


Dinner. I open the fridge and stare into it, looking for salvation. The fridge door is my wardrobe into Narnia. Except since Robert died it’s always winter and also Christmas. He loved food, loved to cook, but always made me feel a bit guilty for eating what he made. ‘Little pickers wear bigger knickers!’ he’d laugh, whenever he saw me at the fridge. Now it’s heaving with cheese, deli meats, luxury yogurts, cream, olives, left-over bowls of curry, chilli con carne, half-eaten cheesecake and, of course, vegetables (which largely go uneaten and lie in a green spongy sludge at the bottom of the crisper section). There’s a chicken. Maybe I could do that one-pot chicken casserole with leeks and mushrooms and cream? Robert made it at least once a week. The kids love it. He always cooked it for their welcome home dinner. Have I got any wine? I shake the box I keep in the fridge, the tap overhanging the shelf for convenient pouring. Yes, I am a wine box person now. It’s come to this. There’s about a glass left. That should be enough. I pull a wilting leek and some withered carrots from the drawer and set about piling everything into the big pot. I put the radio on. More death. I switch it off again. Robert would whistle as he cooked. He would be uncharacteristically jolly, filling his glass often and whistling along to the radio. Fun Robert. He always despaired of my more anxious attitude. It’s a class hangover. I may be educated and go on foreign holidays and occasionally go to the theatre, but there’s a large part of me that is still the girl on the council estate whose every meal came out of a packet or a tin. Food was fuel – not love, not skill, not status. Nowadays – largely thanks to Robert, who came from a family where they had pasta that didn’t come out of a tin – I know what I’m doing and I even enjoy it.


 


I put the TV on in an effort to stall the inevitable first gin and tonic. Again nothing but death, virus, lockdown, closed, closed, closed signs everywhere. I feel closed. My heart is in lockdown. Shame my stomach isn’t. I switch it off again. I turn the heat down on the hob.


‘Come on, Mona – time for a walk!’


Mona, our elderly fat Scottie, gets up from her default position on the arm of the sofa – sentinel for any cats or squirrels that might dare cross her turf – and flops semi-willingly down onto the floor. She gives herself a little shake and stretches – first forwards and then backwards. She waddles to the front door and waits patiently. I get the long lead and attach it to her collar, before putting on one of the face masks Denise dropped in last week. I don’t know where she managed to get the elastic from. There’s been a run on elastic – imagine! If this was the war, Denise would be the one with real eggs, oranges and nylons. It feels ridiculous to wear a mask, but I feel judged if I don’t wear one. ‘Look at her – that woman’s husband died of it and she’s prancing about like there’s no danger! You’d think she’d know better!’


 


The park is busy. I keep my distance and stand waiting patiently for parents with entitled children to go through gates and cross paths in front of me. Mona sniffs everything, pulling me from pillar to post. It’s a beautiful evening. The bluebells have died off early this year, due no doubt to the warm spring, but now the horse chestnut trees are in full bloom, yesterday’s wind having blown their blossom all over the paths, making them look as though a wedding party has just passed through. I duck out of the park and let Mona lead me slowly around the streets. Families sit watching TV in front rooms. The streets around here are so pretty – rows of well cared-for Victorian terraces with loft extensions and nice curtains. Teddy bears stare balefully out of windows, pulled from their cosy beds and put on display to signify, what? Hope? I play a cruel game of judging the standard of the many rainbows displayed alongside the bears, drawn by eager children in the first weeks of lockdown. ‘That’s pretty, number forty-two – I like the use of post-it notes in rainbow colours. Oh dear, number forty-four – that’s a bit rubbish, isn’t it? It’s not even an arc – just some scribble in different colours. Must do better.’ I toy with the idea of knocking and telling them, just to see their horrified faces. But of course, I don’t. It’s just my little game. Something to shake things up a bit – the sweet, slightly cloying optimism of it, like a bear or a rainbow can do anything. If only it could.


 


We head home. The chicken will be soft and succulent now. I’ll take it out and leave it to rest while I add some cream to the vegetables and the sauce. But first I’ll pour a large gin. As I turn into our street I see Brendan on his bike at the end of our path.


‘Hi Mum! I’m just off for a cycle.’ My heart sinks.


‘Dinner’s ready. Go after dinner.’


‘Nah, I’m not really hungry. I just had some cereal. Laters!’


‘But I cooked the one-pot chicken!’ I shout to his retreating Lycra-clad back.


He waves without turning around. ‘I’ll have some later.’


Oh well. Just me and Erin, then. I wish they would be a bit more considerate. I suppose we all deal with grief in different ways, and it’s been hard on them having to stay home all the time. I can feel myself starting to panic. Am I disappearing? At least when Robert was alive he was . . . well, there. I knew where I was in relation to where he was.


 


Erin is already in the kitchen.


‘Hi,’ I say as I walk in, throwing the keys onto the island Robert loved. She can’t hear me because the NutriBullet is on full blast. She switches it off and pours some green slime into a pint glass.


‘Oh hi Mum!’ she says. ‘Want some?’


‘No, thanks. I made chicken. Drink that, then set the table, would you?’


‘Oh I’m cleansing today, Mum. Sorry.’


‘Well, you might have told me!’ I sigh, turning off the hob and reaching for a glass.


‘Sorry. I’ll have some tomorrow. I’ve got a Zoom pub quiz now, Mum. Do you want to join?’ She is very sweet, but I know she doesn’t want me to really.


‘No, I’ll just . . . do some more of the jigsaw. Or something,’ I say, carefully measuring out the gin then adding a generous splash straight from the bottle.


Mona is standing by her bowl waiting for her dinner. I check the pot, and pull the chicken out with two forks. It sags, defeated, pale and flabby on the chopping board. I know how it feels. I pull off a large chunk of breast and toss it into Mona’s bowl. ‘Merry Christmas,’ I say. And I stand picking at the buttery carrots, slugging my gin and wondering how I will make it from now until bedtime without running out into the street naked shouting ‘The End is Nigh! The End is Nigh!’, anything just to feel something apart from loneliness and fear.


I can’t carry on like this for months.


Something has to change.










Chapter 4


10th May 2020


‘Flobber, piffle waffle, splutter, obscure Latin reference, purple prose, wrestle it to the ground, flobber flobber!’ says Erin, doing her best Boris impression.


We are watching the latest governmental briefing. Or ‘Number Piffle’ as Erin likes to call it. She’s not a fan of the government’s handling of the situation.


‘Ssh! I can’t hear what he’s saying!’


‘He’s not saying anything, Mum. It’s all a load of shit. They fucked it in February and now they are gaslighting us all with baby slogans and “What deaths in care homes?” and total nonsensical rubbish.’


‘Stay Alert? What does that even mean?’ adds Brendan, coming in from the kitchen.
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