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Teddy Dowmunt, Dziadek, such an inspiration to me growing up. A man full of joy and fun, even in the face of pain. We all still think of you and love you.




Come now, don’t make such a funeral face.
It isn’t dying that’s sad;
it’s living when you’re not happy


OCTAVE MIRBEAU






Darling Cora,


I’m sitting in the kitchen downstairs and you are upstairs propped up in our bed surrounded by pillows, our ancient bedspread pulled up tight: a wedding present from a friend we haven’t seen in more than forty years.


For a second I stare at the mug I am about to carry up.


You’ll give me a shadow of that former smile as you watch me place it on the bedside table next to you. I’ll wait, offer to lift it to your lips, you’ll tell me you’re fine, grand: the words a whisper. It will grow cold, a thin film forming on the surface. I’ll read you the daily news, trying to skip the depressing stories until all I am left with is the sport that bores you and the horoscopes you don’t believe in.


The mug will sit there, your eyes will open and close, you want to stay with me, to listen: not quite able. Your lids will finally flutter shut and your chest underneath your thin cotton nightie will lift and fall as I quietly remove the mug to repeat the whole process again.


As I walk back down the stairs I’ll feel the familiar lump build in my throat.


Don’t leave me, I’ll think as I swill the contents down the plughole. As I turn on the tap, hold the kettle underneath, click it down once more.


Don’t leave me.


I’ll reach for the teabags in the tin, labelled in your steady hand a lifetime ago now.


Don’t leave me: please.


What would I do without you?


Teddy







Chapter 1




Love is knowing someone’s faults but loving them anyway


GERALD, 87





My hand slipped on the pole as the Tube juddered. Shirt sticking to my back I shifted, awkwardly pulling out my mobile, arms squashed at strange angles, to check I was definitely late. The carriage jolted and my phone flew from my grasp.


‘Oh, for . . . ’


Going to crouch I slithered down the pole, past a yellow print dress and a man’s navy T-shirt, focusing on not planting my face in his denim crotch as I felt around for my mobile. I touched flesh as I grabbed the foot of the girl in the print dress. Sweat pooled under my arms, beaded at my hairline.


‘Sorry.’


Locating my phone I re-emerged, hair plastered to my forehead. Pressing at the screen again I groaned. A new crack had sliced across one corner.


‘Bollocks.’


A man opposite looked up from his newspaper, eyes sliding over to me, a frown already on his face.


I didn’t have the energy to apologise or smile. I looked back down to examine the new crack, just next to the last crack, currently covered with a strip of Sellotape. Jabbing at the screen I could see the phone still worked and I was still late. Carefully I put it back in my jacket pocket.


Why was I even wearing a jacket? Did I have a death wish? I didn’t have the room to shrug out of it, bodies pressed up against me at every angle. The girl in the print dress looked away as my hand closed over hers on the pole.


‘Oh, sorry. Sorry. Again.’


Her eyes rounded in fright; it was the second assault on her body in as many minutes, so her reaction was fair. In the early years of being in London I might have made a joke, struck up a conversation with her. Now though I didn’t even blink, just wanting to get out of this oppressive heat, away from these sweaty strangers and on to the platform and away.


It had been the longest day: three trains, a walk through Reading town centre to the courthouse, a sobbing client, a judge who seemed to think a female barrister was still an exotic creature, and a delayed return journey. I shifted my weight, briefcase heavy in one hand, my wig stuffed somewhere inside, a thick wad of paper, a brief for a case the next day. I was going to have to work into the night to prepare for it. Closing my eyes I breathed out slowly: one stop left.


People pushed past to get on and off. A young guy appeared next to me clutching a crisp packet, the smell of Cheesy Wotsits immediately filling the confined space. Staring at him with narrowed eyes I cursed him in my usual silent custom: hoping next time he went to his wardrobe he found a small but deadly infestation of clothes moths: all his T-shirts just a tiny bit chewed.


Why had I agreed to go tonight? It seemed like such a good idea when Luke mentioned it the previous week, on a day when I had some energy left. The graphic design company he worked for always threw great parties. I’d been to loads of them, and liked his colleagues. He’d been with them since leaving university over ten years ago, worked from home when it suited him and had a fancy title I always forgot when people (my mum) asked. This was their Midsummer Party, an excuse to get everyone out on to their roof terrace in Pimlico with some canapés and cold beers.


I pictured a perspiring bottle of beer. What I wouldn’t do to be dressed in white cotton, fresh-deodorant spritzed, an ice-cold drink raised to my lips. The girl in the print dress looked across at me in alarm as I licked my lips. The Tube juddered again and my hand slipped once more.


Oh God, why was I here? I didn’t want to be on this packed Tube at 8.30 p.m. on a weekday night. I thought of the journey home I’d need to take in a couple of hours, the work I was going to have to do back in our flat. Someone nudged me and I felt a flutter of fresh anxiety.


When I finally shoved my way out on to the platform, a wave of warm air lifted my hair as the train trundled away through the tunnel. Placing my things down I was finally able to remove my jacket, and breathe out. Pulling my shirt out of the waistband of my skirt, trying to feel less sticky and uncomfortable, I wished I’d packed a clean top. I would have a beer, cool down, see Luke and then head home.


Examining my reflection briefly in the rounded mirror designed to let people know who was about to appear around a corner, I grimaced at my flustered, red face. Clipping my brown hair back, swiping my fringe aside, I grabbed at my things and strode on out, just wanting to get into the evening air. I knew Luke wouldn’t care, or notice, what I looked like. He’d seen a lot worse over the years – after Phil and Jenny’s engagement drinks (I still swear it was food poisoning), fresh back from my spinning class, and the time he’d walked in on me removing the moustache I’d convinced myself was real with hair removal cream – but I wanted to look nice. As a group, graphic designers were quite cuttingedge and I didn’t want to stick out. I used to enjoy shopping for clothes – finding vintage pieces on Portobello Road, designer steals in charity shops – but now my wardrobe was pretty functional: a lot of blacks and greys, clothes suitable for a barrister that could double up at events like this too.


It was heaving, the roof terrace filled with people milling about as I pushed my way through, secreting my briefcase under a table of drinks. Peering round the crowd for a glimpse of Luke, his dark brown hair, his Romanesque profile (my grandmother always told me Luke had a good, strong jaw; I’d never really been sure how to respond so had often opted for ‘all the better for chewing things with’), I reached for a beer bottle nestled in a bowl of melting ice cubes.


Just as my fingertips brushed the ice-cold glass I heard a noise, then someone stumbled into me, a stiletto heel sinking into my foot, cold liquid tipped down my shirt.


‘Argh.’ Tears stung my eyes from the sudden pain as sticky alcohol trickled down my chest.


‘Oh God, oops, these shoes are the actual worst.’


Someone was clutching my arm and I looked down to see a tipsy Little Mermaid, all big caramel eyes and long red hair, swaying slightly in front of me. ‘I told Mike not to pour me that third one.’ She giggled, a high noise that made a few men nearby look round at us both. ‘Fourth one,’ she corrected herself. ‘Fourth one. Naughty.’


I think she was talking to herself. She’d stopped clutching my arm at least.


‘Let’s get you a drink,’ she said, eyes lighting on the table and selecting two champagne glasses from it. ‘Here,’ she said, handing one to me. ‘I’m Storm, by the way. I don’t think we’ve met. Are you one of the freelancers?’


I dabbed pointlessly at my shirt with one hand before accepting the fluted glass. ‘I’m Lo—’


The mermaid didn’t seem to register I was speaking. ‘. . . but then I’m new and everyone has been soooo welcoming. My last company was full of a load of bitches so it’s been schamazing to be in a place where everyone is so nice, you know . . . ’


I was suddenly desperate to get out of there. I shouldn’t have come and now I was sticky with sweat and Prosecco and I just wanted a cool shower and to be back in my own flat, alone, dry, cool, in a place where schamazing was not a word.


The drunk mermaid was still yabbering at me though, her coral lipstick smudged. Suddenly her eyes swivelled over my shoulder. ‘Oooh, squeeeee, Hot Guy alert. Three o’clock,’ she said in a pantomime-whisper behind one hand, then she clapped her hand over her mouth. ‘Oh my God that is sooooo inapprope at a work thing, but he’s a dreeeeamboat, don’t you think?’


Dreamboat? Is that a thing? I hadn’t dated for almost a decade. Was this the kind of lingo kids were using nowadays?


‘Who?’ I followed her gaze, seeing Mike, Luke’s boss, his stubbled head slightly sunburnt, who raised a glass at me. I nodded and then, as I did, I saw Luke just behind him, searching the crowd. His face lit up as his eyes came to rest on me.


‘Oh my God he is totally looking over now,’ Storm half whispered, sloshing Prosecco on the wooden boards between us. ‘Have I got anything in my teeth?’ A hand gripped my shoulder as she flashed me two rows of gummy teeth, right up close.


Cringing, I stepped backwards. ‘You’re all good.’


Luke was stuck in the melee, crushed between a girl obliviously tapping on her phone and a guy telling a story that involved a lot of big hand gestures. He raised both eyebrows at me, pursing his lips.


‘God, isn’t he dreamy?’ Storm sighed, her hand still on my shoulder, fingers digging into me, her nails painted scarlet. ‘And such a genius. He was showing us his animatic for the Fruitshootz campaign and he’s included some incredible images . . . ’ I felt a flicker of annoyance for this shapely Storm. What kind of name was Storm anyway? Bad weather, that was what. I shook off her hand.


‘And he has been so nice to me since I’ve joined, so attentive. Oh, oh God, he’s coming this way, play it cool . . . ’ She nudged me and I got the crazy urge to laugh out loud. Then I looked at her again, this uniquely named Mermaid: noticed the bronzed eyelids, the smooth skin, the toned figure, and repeated her words. So attentive. Oh, really? I couldn’t help looking down at my own damp, frumpy work clothes. My mouth settled into a thin line as Luke appeared in front of us.


‘Ladies,’ Luke said, his left eye slightly out of focus, a sure sign he was pissed.


Storm giggled again and batted his arm. Luke leant in to kiss me, missed my lips, left a wet mark on my cheek.


‘Luke,’ I said, pointedly wiping my face, ‘I’ve just met Storm.’


Was it nerves that made his eyes flick to her and back to me again?


‘That’s great, yeah, Storm arrived a few weeks ago as one of our junior designers. Glad you’ve hit it off.’ He grinned and waved his bottle of beer around. He was not picking up on my icy tone.


Storm, however, was frozen to her spot, Prosecco tilted dangerously at a 45-degree angle, mouth half open. Her eyes flicking back to Luke, to me, to Luke, to me, as if she was trying to solve an extremely complicated crossword clue.


‘You’re . . . ’


I stuck out my hand theatrically. ‘I’m Lottie, Luke’s girlfriend.’


Storm sucked in her breath. ‘Girlf . . . soooo lush to meet you.’ She didn’t take my hand but instead nudged Luke with her hip, who spilt some of his beer. ‘Luke, you dark horse, I didn’t know you had a girlfriend.’


Luke, you fucking dead horse. I stared at him as he pretended to act oblivious. Why hadn’t he told her he had a girlfriend?


‘Yup. Lottie is.’ He attempted to pull me towards him with one arm over my shoulders but my body remained stiff as a board and I just tilted like a skittle about to fall before returning to my original position.


Luke, of course, didn’t notice.


‘And what do you do?’ Storm asked, focusing her caramel eyes on me.


‘I’m a barrister.’


She whistled. ‘What, like in House of Cards?’


I frowned. ‘Um . . . no.’


‘So you catch criminals.’ She giggled as she lifted one hand to make the shape of a gun.


‘That’s more the police.’


Did this girl not know what a barrister was? Was she about to ask whether I made coffee?


‘You know what I mean,’ she tinkled, and Luke laughed.


I didn’t have the energy, just wanted to turn around and go home. Everyone had obviously started hours before and I was feeling grouchy and like I didn’t belong.


I also really didn’t like Storm. I always tried not to send out negative vibes into the universe, knowing that is bad karma, but I couldn’t help sometimes wishing for bad things to happen to people who piss me off. Not major things, like a fire or anything involving a missing limb, but, for instance, now I was staring at Storm and wishing that every time she went to roll out her Sellotape she would never find the end.


‘Well,’ Storm said, nudging Luke for about the fourth time and me out of my evil Sellotape fantasy, ‘you guys are sooooo super cute together.’


‘We’re sho cute,’ Luke slurred, nodding and drinking his beer. ‘On our anniversary I sung her Ed Sheeran on my guitar.’


‘Luke.’ I felt my face grow hot. ‘Shut up.’


He was laughing. Normally I would see the funny side but something about him was making me bristle. The evening sun had sunk but the day was still impossibly hot. I felt smelly and shapeless, wanting my bed. Storm was still gazing up at Luke, all winged eyeliner, tightly fitted dress, sunglasses popped on the top of her head, bobbing at his every word.


I hoped next time she got into her car on a hot day the windscreen got smeared, and when she went to use the wipers she found the water had run out, forcing her to pull over, stop the car, get out and clean the windscreen by hand.


‘ . . . hellooooo . . . Lottie . . . ’


Luke was waving in my face.


‘Sorry.’ I tried to pull myself together. ‘I was just thinking about . . . stuff.’


I rarely wished bad things to happen to him. Rarely. So, so rarely.


‘Hey, Storm likes Childish Gambino too, isn’t that amazing? I’ve finally found someone who appreciates great music.’


I looked at Luke, hoping that next time he went on an aeroplane he had to sit in the middle of a row of three between a large man eating Monster Munch and a toddler with a penchant for making friends.




Chapter 2




Love is . . . what got me into this mess in the first place


BOBBY, 75





‘Why are you giving me the cold shoulder?’


We had been back in the flat for all of three minutes. I ignored his question.


‘You’re being ridiculous,’ he said, stumbling slightly over the long word.


‘Don’t patronise me.’


‘I’m not patronising you.’


I had spent the rest of the party avoiding him, drank way too much Prosecco in a very short period of time and when I had gone to leave (no one else was looking close to departing) Luke had insisted on accompanying me. Storm gave him an enthusiastic wave goodbye which Luke had, of course, returned.


‘You were being weird all the way back with your shifty eyes and your muttering I couldn’t quite make out but was loud enough for me to know it was happening,’ he said, following me into our bedroom. ‘I knew something was up.’


I spun round. ‘I don’t have shitty eyes!’


‘I didn’t say shitty – shifty, shiiiffftttyyy,’ he said, still slurring the words. ‘Is this about Storm?’ He looked up at me and put one hand over his heart. ‘I haven’t done anything.’


‘Apparently you have been really attentive.’ I made sure to do the quotation marks with my fingers.


‘What? So I’m not allowed to talk to women any more?’


‘I wouldn’t mind if it was just talking but it sounds like you are swanning round the office flirting with the new, young graphic designers the moment they arrive.’


‘What? I don’t do that . . . You’re being irrational.’


‘Oh, typical. Deflect attention back on to me being delusional. Crrrraaaaazy Lottie,’ I said in a pretty crazy voice. ‘She must be imagining things, it must be all in her head.’ I jabbed at the side of my head with my forefinger.


Luke stared at me, dumbfounded.


‘Gaslighter,’ I muttered, knowing I was being rather extreme. I was past the point of taking anything back, though. I was at that stage of the argument where you just have to crack on. I had committed to this argument.


‘I’m not a—’


‘You didn’t tell her you had a girlfriend,’ I interrupted, triumphantly.


‘What am I meant to do? Start every conversation with this information? We’ve only spoken about twice. And we were talking work: it would have been weird.’


‘You still could have told her,’ I repeated, determined to try and stay on track. ‘How do you think it made me feel?’


‘Oh, well, I’m sorry I wasn’t wearing my Luke luvs Lottie sandwich board that day.’ He threw up both arms to the ceiling.


‘No need to be sarcastic.’


‘There’s no need for you to be so mad but it isn’t stopping you.’


He started getting undressed and I held up a hand. ‘Woah, woah, woah.’


He paused, one leg out of his jeans.


‘What are you doing? I’m not sharing a bed with you tonight, we’re not OK,’ I said, indicating the space between us with rapid hand movements.


‘Are you’ – he stumbled, one hand out on the bed to right himself as he stepped out of his jeans and underwear – ‘what the . . . you can’t be serious. I haven’t done anything, Lottie.’ His voice was louder now and for the first time he seemed to have sobered up.


He sat stubbornly on the side of the bed, arms folded. ‘I’m not sleeping on the sofa when I haven’t done anything wrong.’ He would have looked more serious if he wasn’t wearing one sock and no pants.


‘Well, I’m not sleeping on the sofa.’ I moved across to the bed too.


He started mimicking my voice and that was all it took to make my blood boil again.


‘Stop it, Luke.’


‘Schtop it, Luke.’


‘Seriously.’


‘Seriously.’


‘Oh my God, put some pants on. I can’t fight with you if I can see your penis.’


He stood up abruptly, waggling said penis at me, and I squealed and threw a scatter cushion towards it. ‘I’m being serious, Luke.’


He stopped then, voice low. ‘Lottie, I’m being serious now. Please can we just go to bed? I don’t want to argue with you about who I’ve been hitting on in or out of the office.’ He was trying not to slur his words and had now, at least, put one hand over his offending appendage.


I tried to unscramble what he’d just said, the evening’s bad mood still making a whooshing sound in my head. ‘So you are admitting to hitting on Storm?’


Luke’s mouth opened as he swiped his other hand through his hair. ‘No, God, woman, no.’


‘So someone out of the office.’ I couldn’t seem to stop myself.


‘What? You’re not even listening.’ The other hand flew up so both hands were clutching his head, his voice growing increasingly exasperated. ‘I am not hitting on anyone. I hit on you. When I get to see you. Now will you please just get in our bed and stop being a mad person.’


‘I’m not being mad,’ I said, wondering why I was continuing this, why my blood was still boiling, why I didn’t just get in the cold shower I had envisaged earlier and then get under my crisp sheets? ‘I’ve got the brief to do, I have to work. Some of us have jobs that—’


He cut me off with a hand. ‘No, we’re not doing this tonight.’


‘Are you trying to say my job isn’t stressful?’


Luke breathed deeply once in and out, his voice, when it came, slow and precise. ‘I am going to bed now. In our bed. You do what you need to do and I will see you in the morning.’


‘Me and my shitty eyes.’


He didn’t respond.


‘Fine.’ I seized my pyjamas and marched out down the corridor and into the living room. Realising I had left my briefcase, I retraced my steps, sullenly walking back into our bedroom, catching his look of relieved surprise before scowling and picking up the forgotten item.


His shoulders drooped. ‘Night, Lottie.’


‘Yeah,’ I muttered, closing the door on him.


Tear-stained, feeling stupid and stubborn and unsure how I even got into this row, I sat on the sofa, opened my briefcase and started pulling out folders, feeling even more miserable as I took in all the work. I couldn’t concentrate, still running through how it had all escalated. It wasn’t the first argument I’d had like that with him this month. Sometimes I felt like I came home with all this energy and just needed to lash out and Luke was there and I couldn’t seem to stop myself.


I shook my head. Although this time obviously I was right. I was right to be cross. Storm had said it. He had been ‘attentive’ and how could any man fail to be attracted to her? She was so young and sexy and her crush on him was so obvious. How could he resist those doe eyes? Those adoring compliments? Oh fuck, was I being mad? I paused, swiping yellow highlighter over some typed notes. Concentrate, Lottie, I needed to remember some of this stuff for court tomorrow. Now wasn’t the time to think about my relationship, or lack of.


My eyes fluttered closed, the lever arch folder resting on top of me. Hours later, the folder slithered off me and on to the floor with a thunk. I woke, mouth dry, cushion damp from dribble, not knowing life was about to get a whole lot more complicated.




Chapter 3




Love is like finding a part of you that you didn’t know was missing


ELVA, 91





I hadn’t closed the curtains of the living room so I was awake at dawn, sunlight making rectangular patterns on the carpet. I groaned. My neck ached, my body stiff from the position I had adopted on our sofa.


Struggling into a sitting position, I wearily noticed the scattered papers from the folder that had slipped off my lap in the night, automatically stretching to scoop up the nearest one. I might as well keep working until I needed to get up.


I went to check the time, reaching for my phone, frowning as I noticed I had five missed calls. The time was 6.01 a.m. but I was distracted by the name that flashed up: Grandad.


Five missed calls. All from Grandad. All from this morning: 05.43, 05.47, 05.51, 05.56, 05.59.


I felt my palms dampen in an instant, a swirling in my stomach. I clicked on the ‘1 Voicemail’ message and listened. I must have made some kind of noise because moments later Luke appeared in the doorway, hair sticking up at every angle, dark stubble, one eyebrow raised in a question.


There must have been something on my face because I saw my own fear reflected back in his as he rushed across the room and crouched down next to the sofa. Tears had already started spilling out of my eyes as I listened to my Grandad’s choked sign-off.


Luke didn’t say anything as I lowered the phone, as I whispered, ‘Grandma.’ He knelt on the carpet and folded me into a hug, his whole body reeking of beer, cigarette smoke and Luke. He was reassuringly warm from our bed, his arms clamped around me tightly, his thumb rubbing my lower back. My body was shaking in his arms, his T-shirt already damp from my tears.


‘Hey,’ he whispered. ‘Hey, it’s going to be all right. I love you. It’s going to be all right.’


My eyes were squeezed shut, his words mixed up between all the thoughts and memories in my head, the shifting world, the things I had to do that day, my grandad. For a crazy second I wondered if I was dreaming. I heard the crunch of paper as I realised Luke was kneeling on the notes I had been working on.


I pulled back suddenly. ‘I better get up; I need to finish this.’


Luke’s face was slow to comprehend as he noticed the papers I was rescuing. He shifted his position on the carpet.


‘You’re crushing them.’ My voice sounded different: higher.


He pulled one of the pieces of paper out from under his knee and smoothed it down, then started stacking the stray papers.


‘Don’t, you’ll get them mixed up. I’ll do it,’ I said, dropping to join him on the carpet.


‘Here.’ He handed me his pile and stood up. ‘Do you want me to get you a cup of coffee? Do you want to talk about it?’


‘I . . . ’ I was still kneeling on the carpet, my head awash with emotion. I could barely make out what he was saying. I had to get going, get up. I bit my lip, absentmindedly shuffling papers.


‘I need to ring Grandad . . . ’


‘OK, I’ll make you coffee.’


I caught sight of a note I had highlighted on the top sheet of paper. ‘I should get ready for work . . . ’


Luke paused on the way to the kitchen.


‘I’ll ring Grandad, then I need to work.’ I was talking to myself, my brain going nineteen to the dozen. ‘I can’t believe . . . ’ I tailed away, the thought of Grandma’s face making my eyes swim.


Luke turned back around. ‘You shouldn’t have to work, Lottie.’


I didn’t register his words, still lost somewhere else. ‘I’ll ring Grandad, no, I’ll have a shower. Oh God, I was meant to be seeing Amy tonight, bridesmaid stuff, she wanted me to—’


Luke came back over to me, gently removing the papers from my hand. I looked up at him then, my eyes still watery so that his face was blurred.


‘Hey,’ he said. ‘You take a shower. I’ll make the coffee and I’ll message Amy to postpone. She’ll understand and then you can call your grandad back.’


I nodded at him slowly, relieved he was taking control. I could feel my heartbeat slow a fraction as I stared at his stubbled chin, his lips moving with the words.


Standing under the shower, letting the water pound at my skull, I closed my eyes, not sure if it was tears or water running down my face. My lovely grandma. What would Grandad do now? We had known this day wasn’t far away but it was a shock that it had happened, that she was no longer here. I swallowed, reaching for the shampoo and squeezing it into my hand. What had I said to her last? I had been round there last week. I had sat and read to her from her book. Only Chapter Six.


I didn’t want to think about that now. I couldn’t. I had to get through the day. I started to run through all the things I had to do, rubbing furiously at my hair.


I needed to finish reading the court documents, remind myself of the details of the trial, get to the courthouse in time to meet with my client before we went into court.


After showering I moved through to our bedroom, needing work clothes, frowning as I tried to recall why it was I had spent the night on the sofa. It really didn’t seem to matter any more. Luke had left my coffee on the chest of drawers, a banana next to it. I pulled out my clothes for the day.


I knew I needed to call Grandad back.


Luke came in and sat on the edge of the bed, two hands wrapped around his own mug. Coffee, no milk. He was watching me as I clipped my bra, bent down to pull on my tights.


‘Don’t go to work, Lottie. Can’t you call someone in chambers, they co—’


‘I need to go, it’s too last-minute to call off and my client needs me.’ I cut him off, tugging my tights up high and reaching for my shirt.


‘But surely if you told them w—’


The words came out hard and quickly. ‘You know I can’t, Luke.’


I could see Luke straining not to raise his voice, keep a level expression on his face. ‘Your grandad will be—’


‘I know I need to call him,’ I said, my voice getting louder, snapping at him as if spoiling for another fight. I was so quick to lose my temper these days, the shock of the news and the lack of sleep only making me feel more out-of-body.


I felt anxious, panicked, nothing made any sense. I just needed to get dressed, get out of the flat, look over my work, get to court, represent my client. I just needed to get through the day. Then I could think. I couldn’t cope with anything else at the moment.


‘OK. Look, make sure you call me, OK? Let me know how you’re doi—’


I had already left the flat before he had time to finish the sentence.


Four hours later I was standing in court attempting to focus on what the man in the dock was telling me. He was a massive man, barely contained in the witness box, and he was swearing passionately that he had not hit my client with a chair leg. I was about to bring on a witness who was adamant he had, but that witness was also the sister-in-law of the man in the dock’s ex-girlfriend, and he had already claimed she was lying. My head was spinning to keep up.


The phone call to my grandad had been short and desperately sad, made moments before I met with my client outside the courthouse, the facts of the case blurring in my mind. I had arranged to see Grandad that evening, blocking out the disappointment in his voice as he asked where I was.


‘The funeral director’s already here, they’re taking her body away . . . ’


I could barely focus on the case, the other barrister’s latest objection, the judge’s lined face glaring down at me as I stumbled to respond in any sort of decent time. ‘Do you need a moment, Miss Campbell?’


The relief as we were released for the day was enormous. I barely remembered walking out of the courthouse with my client, shaking his hand, agreeing the details of the next day.


My parents had called from Singapore and I attempted the world’s most disconnected Skype chat while nursing a coffee in Starbucks. They had lived out there since I was seventeen, when Dad got a big promotion for the trading company he worked for. I had refused to move with them, wanting to finish my A-levels. I went to live with my grandparents instead and somehow I had never moved out there.


I mainly spoke to Mum, who seemed to be peering over the lip of her laptop, the angle distorting her face. ‘Your dad is dreadfully sad, obviously.’


Grandma and he had been close when growing up and Grandad had always hinted that Dad’s emigrating had broken her heart a little. Dad moved into the screen over Mum’s shoulder, tired eyes and mouth turned down. The distance between us seemed greater than ever. Coupled with the bad reception and delay, the conversation was stilted and sad.


Staring desolately out of the window at people passing, the day muggy and still, I felt an urge to hear Luke’s voice, to apologise for flying off the handle the night before, to tell him I loved him. Today had been tiring and lonely and I kept thinking back to the way I’d felt when he’d wrapped his arms around me on the sofa that morning. Luke, who barely had any family of his own – both his parents had died when he was in his late teens and early twenties – knew loss: he had loved Grandma too.


Head pounding, the edges of a migraine beginning, I squeezed my eyes closed and listened to the ringing. Someone picked up Luke’s work phone, the tail end of a throaty laughter choked down as a female voice said, ‘Blaze Designs, how can I help you?’


‘Oh, I . . . ’ My eyes flew open. The only female voice I’d been expecting was Sandra, the receptionist who came on the line if it went unanswered. In her early fifties with a mouse-like voice, she would always promise to tell Luke I’d called, and then she’d update me on the latest developments in the lives of any member of One Direction. She had a massive crush on Harry Styles, which she knew was unusual. This had come out unexpectedly at one of their Christmas parties and had really tickled me. We had got on ever since.


‘Is Luke there?’ I asked the stranger, wishing he had answered. His work landline was normally a reliable way to catch him.


‘Luke?’


‘Yes – Luke Winters.’


‘Oh, that Luke,’ the vaguely familiar voice tinkled with a small laugh. ‘And who shall I say is calling?’


‘It’s Lottie,’ I snapped, already losing patience. I just wanted him on the phone.


There was a long pause on the end of the line and I scraped the toe of my shoe along the bottom of the window, wiping a mark in the steam.


‘He left the office earlier, I’m afraid.’ I still couldn’t place the voice but then a picture floated into my head: long red hair, caramel eyes, smooth skin. In all the drama of the day I hadn’t thought about Storm. My hand clenched tighter on the phone, knuckles whitening. Why was she answering Luke’s work phone? Warming his desk while he was away from it?


‘Shall I get him to call you back when he’s around?’


‘Don’t trouble yourself,’ I said, hanging up with a stab of one finger. I flung the phone back in my handbag, not caring if I made the cracks any worse. I stayed brooding in the window of Starbucks, glaring at anyone who looked vaguely happy. One woman was holding a bag containing a new shoebox, a big smile splitting her pretty face. I hoped she got home, lost the left one, and when she found it had already bought a new pair and worn them.




Chapter 4




Love is something we don’t even know we are searching for


CLIVE, 82





‘I’ve got up to make her tea three times today, got down her mug, you know the one she likes, with the strange sheep that wears a tutu. I only remember after I’ve put the milk in. It just sits there. Such a waste,’ he said, wiping at one eye. He wasn’t really talking about tea.


We were at the kitchen table, Grandad in his usual wooden chair with the armrests, me opposite in the chair I always sat in when I came over. My eyes had darted to Grandma’s chair with the worn red cushion, indents on its surface.


‘I know I’ve had some time to get used to the idea but it’s still a shock, although you know your grandmother, organised to the end. She’s left me a list.’


I laughed in spite of myself, glad to see his mouth twitch into an almost-smile too.


Grandma had loved a list. She told me she used to write them out on the chalkboard for when Grandad would get home on a weekend, after he’d been working all week. ‘Paint front door, fix chest of drawers, take out bins.’ One time the list had been so long Grandad had simply added, ‘Build the Pyramids’, turned and left for the pub.


I realised I’d never been alone in the house with Grandad before. They had been such a duo, a pair. I stared round the kitchen, the tick of the clock on the wall louder, the buzz of the oven’s overhead fan, the gurgle of the boiler as the hot water kicked in. It seemed so much emptier. How could one missing person make this enormous difference?


I’d come over as soon as they’d let me out of court, still dressed in my sweaty work clothes, my briefcase jam-packed with the brief for the next day and my head crammed with everything I needed to do next. My best friend Amy had sent me a lovely message after Luke had called her postponing the wedding plans we’d had that night. I was shaping up to be the world’s worst bridesmaid. The moment I saw Grandad, though, I forgot about everything else, knew the whole day had been putting off this moment. His face was rumpled, eyes deadened, eyebrows drawn together in a permanent frown.


I reached a hand out and leant towards him. He smelt of ginger and coffee.


‘I’m sorry I couldn’t be here earlier. I hate that you had to do all this on your own.’


He picked up my hand and patted it. ‘I wasn’t on my own,’ Grandad said. ‘Luke was extremely helpful, and very kind.’


So that’s where Luke had been. He’d probably never gone into the office. He would have known I didn’t want Grandad to be alone. I felt a surge of love for my warmhearted boyfriend.


‘And my golfing gang, Arjun, Geoffrey and Howard, were here, and Auntie Sue would have stayed longer if I’d asked her but the poor woman is as crushed as I am and it wouldn’t have been good for either of us.’


Typical of Grandad to be thinking of others.


He got up and flicked on the kettle. ‘Was it an interesting case?’


‘Grandad, I’m not going to tell you about some guy who smashed someone so hard in the thigh with a chair leg he fractured his femur – allegedly. No court talk at all. I’m going to order us a Chinese takeaway. We’re going to eat it and we’re going to talk about Grandma.’


He nodded then and I was grateful to see the hint of relief cross his face. He seemed to have aged ten years in as many hours: his shoulders sagging, his feet shuffling as if he didn’t have the energy to lift them off the floor any more.


The Chinese arrived and I pretended not to notice Grandad picking around the food. Every now and again a sound from the house next door would make us both look up, as if we were expecting Grandma to emerge in the doorway, to cross the room and sit in her chair. She’d offer us cocoa that we’d both politely refuse (Grandma could burn most things) and things would just be . . . normal.


She didn’t appear, of course, and it still seemed a shock. She’d been seriously ill for a long while now, Grandad insisting on nursing her in the last few months. But even though she’d grown frailer, with longer pauses as she sought to catch her breath, grimacing at the rattle in her chest, she still had the same spirit and the same mind. She could still smash us both in a cryptic crossword or a game of backgammon. It seemed impossible that she wasn’t here. I felt a shiver run through me as I realised Grandad was now living on his own. For the first time in forty-four years, it was just him.


We talked about her then, Grandad telling me stories I’d heard before made all the more poignant because she wasn’t here now. The time she’d been pulled over by the police after singing opera in her car at a set of traffic lights (they believed she was screaming from some kind of abdominal pain); the time she’d insisted on making jam and had ended up in the hospital with third-degree burns on her hand; the time she toppled over the fence into next door’s garden after spying up a ladder because she thought her friend’s husband was having an affair (it was a female plumber fixing the sink in their en suite).


Our laughter filled the room. At one point I was clutching my side, both of us on the edge of hysteria, before tears leaked down my cheeks, my sobs stoppered by a handkerchief proffered by grandad. Grandad and Grandma’s house had been my home since I was seventeen. We still had Sunday lunches there, Luke and Grandad sneaking off to watch football as Grandma and I cleared up in the kitchen, listening to musical theatre soundtracks. Grandma loved to sing and whatever she lacked in pitch she more than made up for in enthusiasm.


I felt an ache in my stomach then for the woman I loved so much. She had held my hand when I didn’t get the pupillage I’d so desperately wanted; when I’d heard Luke had injured himself skiing in Verbier and wasn’t sure what was happening, how bad it was; when I missed my mum after failing my A-level English mock and needed a hug and realised she was 12,000 miles away. She had taught me how to laugh at myself, how to embrace show tunes, how to grow a herb box and how to be the woman I aspired to be.


And now what?


Looking at Grandad, his plate of uneaten food, which he’d barely noticed, I worried about the future. It wasn’t that Grandad couldn’t look after himself – he’d been doing that and more these last few months – it was the fact that overnight he had lost his best friend in the world.


How would he manage? And what could I do to help?


I thought then of the last few months in my job, which seemed to have become increasingly pressured the more work I was sent: the scurrying on to trains, off trains, into courthouses; the late nights staring at briefs, watching CCTV footage, wanting to impress the other barristers in my chambers. Trying to squeeze in friends, spend time with Luke, keep up with current affairs, Skype my parents, help round the flat, keep myself looking professional and groomed. Even thinking about the long list of things I tried to juggle took my breath away a little, and it was then that I would have turned to Grandma, who always made me feel a lot calmer and more capable.


My eyes flicked towards the clock next to the dresser and I moved to throw away the plastic containers and wipe down the table. I knew I would have to stay up late to ensure I was prepared for court tomorrow. There was so much more to say, though, and practical things to discuss too: we hadn’t even talked about the arrangements. I wavered, palms flat on the surface of the table as Grandad told me to leave it.


‘You’ll need to get off now,’ he said, false cheer in his voice.


I closed my eyes, feeling my body almost physically split in two. I wanted to send one half of me home, to stay up late, read the documents I needed to read and collapse into bed next to a sleeping Luke. The other half would stay here, help Grandad, ensure he was all right.


I removed his plate, landing a kiss on his forehead. ‘Not quite yet.’


I did leave, Grandad practically shooing me out of the door. I took an almost empty overland train back to Clapham, trying to concentrate on the court document in my hand but unable to focus, just picturing Grandad brushing his teeth alone in the bathroom. Why hadn’t I thought of removing Grandma’s toothbrush? I bit my lip and rested my head back, the train shuddering beneath me, the smell of brake fluid in the air.


Luke was waiting up for me, enfolding me in the most enormous bear hug as I pushed through the door of our flat. It was almost a shock to feel his solid body pressed against me, his arms firm around me, the taste of peppermint as he kissed me. I felt some of the tension I’d been carrying back from the station drain away as I looked up into his face, his eyebrows drawn together in a worried line.


‘How was your grandad? How are you?’


Perhaps sensing my overwhelming tiredness he ushered me through to our bedroom, steering me to the side of the bed. ‘Sorry, sorry, stupid questions. You’re shit, your grandad is shit and the whole thing is just shit.’ He raked a hand through his hair and looked down at me perched on the edge of our mattress. ‘Shall I make you a decaf coffee? Do you want a glass of water?’


His eager attentiveness lifted my mouth and I realised all I really wanted was to lie down in the bed I was sitting on and get him to lie with me, hold me close and tell me it would all be OK. I also knew I should thank him for going over to Grandad’s.


I didn’t do any of that, though. I felt the weight of the briefcase I was still clutching and looked up at Luke. ‘I need to read some things for tomorrow. I’ve got to set the alarm a little earlier, too – the trains to Aylesbury aren’t great.’


Luke didn’t conceal his surprise. ‘Do you really have to work tomorrow? Can a colleague not take over?’


I was shaking my head before his questions had even finished, bristling already at the look on his face. ‘You know I can’t, Luke. I’ve told you before it doesn’t work like that, and the client needs me.’


‘Your grandad needs you too. I’m sure if you rang chambers and explained—’


I didn’t let him finish. All the emotion of the day, the train journey back, images of my grandad flashing into my mind as the wheels turned, made my next words come out cold and sharp. ‘Do you think I don’t know that? Do you think I want to leave him on his own now? God, Luke, you can be so insensitive. You just don’t understand. You don’t have a job like mine.’


On any other day this would be enough to provoke a fully fledged row. It was a line I often levelled at him when I wanted him to rise. It was stupid: I did respect his job, I did understand what I had signed up for and I did understand that he worked hard too. In this moment, however, I didn’t care. I just wanted to lash out, could feel my veins bubbling with it, every muscle tense.


His face closed down. He looked at his feet and breathed out slowly. ‘I’m sorry, Lottie. That’s not what I meant, or rather, look’– he met my eyes again – ‘it’s not a good day to start this. I hated seeing your Grandad so sad earlier and I know how hideous today must have been for you.’ He lifted me to my feet and held me again. I could feel the tears threatening, a sob catching in my throat.


I pushed him away, two hands on his chest. ‘I better work.’


He opened his mouth to reply, then closed it again. He nodded at me. ‘You sleep in here tonight, you can work on the bed. I know you like to spread out.’ He nudged me once, his eyes teasing.


‘I . . . ’ He was giving me exactly what I had asked for. Space, time to work. Why was I now wanting him to realise I needed him to stay? ‘Thanks.’


He picked up the cashmere throw from the bottom of our bed and gave me a last kiss. ‘Don’t stay up too late,’ he said, injecting a little brightness in his voice.


‘I won’t,’ I whispered, watching him move across the room, gently closing the door behind him.


I sat down on the edge of the bed again and felt tears dripping from my face into my lap. I felt utterly sad and alone, with only myself to blame.




Darling Cora,


How can I be making plans for your funeral?


You’ve left a list, of course you’ve left a list, and your list cracked my heart open a little wider.


The day after you died was a blur of activity, then stretches of silence, punctuated with tea-making, whispers, the door opening and closing.


The list had been in an envelope wallet, along with the funeral director’s details, your will and other relevant documents. It had been on your bedside table, your fountain pen resting nearby. When had you finished it? The thought made my eyes blink rapidly, stemming the tears that had yet to fall.


Lottie came with me to the funeral parlour. It was good of her. We weren’t used to spending time on our own, I realised as she drove me there, apologising for the sudden boom of Radio 1, fumbling with coins for the parking meter when we stopped at a red light. I wasn’t any use. All the words I should have been saying to reassure her stuck as ever somewhere inside. You had always been the one to settle things, to make things right. I felt awkward and bumbling as I tried to give her the 50p she was looking for.


‘How long do you think we’ll be in there? I’ll put in two hours’ worth. I can always pop back out,’ she said, glancing in the rear view, biting her lip.


‘Yes, good idea.’


‘God, I hate driving in London . . . ’


‘Yes.’


‘Is it that one?’ She pointed to a building across the street, a dove grey facade, signage all in italic scroll.


‘Yes.’


We walked into the funeral parlour in silence, discreet lights encased in brackets on the wall, soft pink curtains pulled back to reveal a door behind the counter. On one side of the room a choice of urns in different shapes and colours on pedestals, framed quotes on the walls, a picture of footprints in the sand, low classical music piped from somewhere. A man with a too-flamboyant moustache emerged from the back room.


‘Mr Campbell.’ He walked towards us, his hand outstretched.


I took it.


‘Good to see you again,’ I said, remembering that first morning, the men who had arrived to remove your body. I hadn’t wanted to see any of them again, didn’t want to think about that moment, then realised your body was here somewhere being prepared, that you were in this building. The thought made my head spin and I tried to focus on the present. ‘This is Lottie, my granddaughter.’


Lottie was staring at the urns and it took a moment before the sound of her name sank in. She started a fraction before moving to shake the man’s hand. In this soft light she looked less wan, less thin.


I pulled the pieces of paper from the envelope wallet I’d been clutching as we were directed to two soft leather chairs at a side table.


‘Shall we? Can I get either of you a tea or a coffee?’


We both refused in low voices, a sombre mood settling over us. Simon should be here with me, not Lottie; it was such a lot to ask of her, she was only young.


Your list was thorough, decisions taken out of our hands. Short readings selected, brief, eloquent: you.


We were both grateful for your direction. The list meant you were in control, removing the need for us to second-guess, to worry it was something you wouldn’t want. I realised Lottie was as lost as I was and I wanted to reach out and hold her hand, reassure her, thank her for being there with me. My hands stayed frozen on my thighs.


A coffee ring had almost obscured your last song choice but the funeral director had been able to decipher it.


‘What do you think?’ I’d asked Lottie, pushing the sheet across to her.


‘It’s what she wanted, at least.’


The funeral director had bowed his head.


She dropped me back at the house, didn’t come inside, said she had work to do but that she’d call. I knew she was on the verge of tears and I wavered, wondering if I needed to force her out of the car, frog-march her into the house. My own energy levels were depleted, though, and I wouldn’t know what to say or do. I thanked her for the lift, tapped on her window as she left. She wound it down and I told her a brake light was out. Nodding thanks, she drove away.


The night before the funeral I couldn’t sleep. The house has been strange without you in it. I slept on my side of the bed, scrunched up far too close to the edge as if you were still starfished by my side. I miss the feel of your foot nudging me inch by inch, causing me to grumble, reminding me you were there. I haven’t slept well since you’ve died, and yet I’m dreading a night when I do.


Did I regret saying I’d meet people there? The house was empty and silent that morning as I stared at myself in your full-length mirror, at the ill-fitting suit that had been dusted down for too many weddings and funerals. Why hadn’t I bought something new for today?


I’d wanted to stay in the car park of the crematorium. You would have been in the passenger seat, pressing your lips together as you fussed in the small rectangular mirror overhead, chiding me, reminding me who so-and-so was married to, and remember X had divorced Y a while ago so I mustn’t put my foot in it. I glanced across at the empty seat, still unused to the silence, the space, the fact you were simply no longer there. And now I was about to get up and walk inside without you.


The funeral hearse was parked outside and I couldn’t help but drag my eyes across to it, the oak polished and bright, the wreath we had selected woven with the flowers you so loved. You were in that box, in this car park. I froze in the seat, hand on the lock, watching people drift inside. I saw Geoffrey fussing over Arjun’s tie before they disappeared inside, a woman I couldn’t place following in their wake.


Moving quickly across the tarmac, skirting puddles, my shoes tight, I managed to make it inside and up the aisle, eyes down, not yet ready to talk. I shuffled into the front pew, Lottie and Luke already there at the other end, Luke’s hand on Lottie’s lower back making small circular motions. Your sister Sue stepped across the aisle to say hello, her eyes, the same shade of blue as yours, red-rimmed.


Clasping my arm, she asked, ‘All ready?’


I nodded, not trusting myself to speak.


‘She would have liked the arrangements,’ Sue added, her head motioning to the enormous standing spray Lottie and I had picked out, the smell hitting me suddenly, the sweet fragrance winding round me in the front row.


One of the pieces you had chosen was playing, Haydn, and there was a gentle hum of talk, low voices, people reaching across to squeeze hands or kiss cheeks. I had been to services like this before, rifled through the Order of Service or stared round at the congregation. Now it was your funeral, your plans and it all seemed incredibly important. I wanted everyone to be still, to be quiet, to listen, to wonder at why you’d chosen this piece.


The coffin was wheeled up the aisle and there was a general hush as it was manoeuvred close to the curtains ready for the committal.


The service began. The female officiant had tight ginger curls and a thickening waist. She welcomed us and introduced the service. Sue delivered the first reading, her voice faltering at the start and then growing in strength as she looked round at us all. I tried to raise an encouraging smile, couldn’t hear the words, too aware of the coffin only metres away, the eulogy I was about to deliver. My palms dampened at the thought. I knew there wasn’t long, stared at the small stand set up on the left as the officiant moved the service along.
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