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For Cora,

who is definitely something






‘She is a poor Honey – the sort of woman who gives me the idea of being determined never to be well – & who likes her spasms & nervousness & the consequence they give her, better than anything else.’

JANE AUSTEN,

Letters








PART ONE






1 A pleasant human male


Bryony knew it wasn’t going anywhere with Ed the minute she arrived for their fifth date to find him drinking a protein shake.

‘Have you just been to the gym?’ she asked as he moved in to greet her.

‘No?’ he replied. He looked down reflexively, to see if perhaps there were surprise abs showing through his t-shirt.

‘I meant the Whey-to-Gain?’ She nudged it with her knuckle, as though it might be contagious.

‘Oh.’ Ed laughed, without any hint of embarrassment. ‘Nope, just hungry.’

‘So you bought a protein shake? And drank it in a bar?’

He shrugged, smiling, as though wanting to be included in a joke he didn’t quite understand. ‘Nice and filling, isn’t it?’

She chastely kissed the cheek she knew would be pressed against hers and panting in less than two hours. It smelled of not-quite salted caramel.

‘Funny,’ she replied, ‘they say the same about food.’



‘Date’ was a generous term for it. A quaint attempt to rebrand their series of lacklustre rendezvous and sporadic hook-ups as something more promising, less vague than what it really was: a thing. Not even quite a fling.

A thing she hadn’t bothered to tell anyone about, beyond her flatmate Marco, who liked to know her whereabouts for safety purposes and acted wounded if she so much as neglected to fill him in on a smear test. Marco called Ed ‘The Egg Man’, ‘because he looks like John Lennon without the hair’.

Bryony called Ed only when drunk.

She had been ‘seeing’ Ed for three and a half months, technically. But they’d only met four times before tonight. Four drinks dates – early evening, increasingly perfunctory – during which he’d mainly recounted the plots of prestige TV shows on streaming platforms she didn’t have, without offering to lend her his logins. She’d mainly told him long anecdotes about friends he hadn’t met, which were never as funny in the retelling. Bryony would often script-edit these interactions later in her head.

Four late-night meals – bar snacks, burgers, pizza, burritos, each a reward for making it far enough into a drinks date that they could pretend dinner, as a concept, had only just occurred to them. Food! Hunger! Sustenance! Of course!

Four kisses, initiated coyly then consummated hungrily, relishing the adolescent thrill of snogging a near-stranger in public in your thirties, letting them cup your arse against the illuminated KFC poster at the bus stop while a gaggle of teens look on.

Four decent shags. Actually, six (and a half), which had been impressive given the burritos.

Four mildly awkward doorstep goodbyes – two in darkness, two in daylight – and four polite, postcoital deployments of the winky-face emoji.

But in between: dead air. They’d had conflicting holidays, then clashing plans. A slightly-too-long reply lag on both sides. A few too many ambiguous message exchanges, which held flashes of heat and promise but never quite got off the ground.

She suspected the main problem was not lack of commitment to each other, but rather to the noble art of flinging itself. Neither of them was enamoured enough to bother turning this into real romance, nor were they bold, or cynical, or self-assured enough to ditch all pretence of dating and call it what it was: no-strings sex. So, they were going through the motions. Gamely performing the dance of twenty-first century courtship, just slightly out of step with each other. Hoping sooner or later that things would click into place and suddenly – maybe? – boom! Fireworks.

It wasn’t the way it happened in films. But, Bryony reasoned, it was the way it often did in real life. Wasn’t it? Relationships started off lukewarm and heated up slowly, like soup.

You heard about it all the time; it was the realists’ favourite fairytale. Couples who had little in common would roll over one morning and suddenly see the universe in each other’s sleep-crusted eyes. Couples who barely liked each other at first would joke about it in their wedding speeches. There were rewards for perseverance, for sticking with it, for jollying along and putting the work in. For being a grounded modern woman who didn’t expect a Disney prince with a perfect vinyl collection, but could instead learn to love a pleasant human male who said ‘expresso’ and clapped when the aeroplane landed.

And Ed was a pleasant human male, was the thing. ‘Choose someone kind!’ yelled the discourse. The discourse was obsessed with kind – people called their one-year-olds ‘kind’ in Instagram posts – and he’d passed the preliminary tests. He was nice to hospitality staff. He wore a condom without being asked. He spoke warmly of his late grandmother, said ‘bless you’ when Bryony sneezed. Curious in conversation, generous in bed. He was the kind of person who said, ‘sorry, you go on,’ any time your speech even slightly overlapped, which, personally, Bryony hated because it made the chat so stilted and formal – but she supposed it was a good mark against his character in society’s great ledger. Pleasant. Kind.

She might not have slept with him at all, except that on their first date, he had quoted Seinfeld with an easy familiarity not commonly found in men with bare ankles. She’d quoted it back, and they had laughed. He had toyed with a strand of her hair and told her she had ‘an Elaine Benes energy’ – and after that it had seemed impossible not to sleep with him.

Nostalgia had become their most comfortable footing, which was enjoyable but didn’t seem right for a brand-new relationship. One time they had made up a game to fill the fourteen-minute wait for an overground train, naming nineties kids’ TV shows for every letter of the alphabet. Animorphs, Bodger & Badger, Chucklevision and so on. It had been almost adorable, until the awareness that they were doing an adorable thing – like a couple in a film! – hit her and killed it dead before they reached Live & Kicking. One time he got panicky when a wasp flew near them, which she found deeply unattractive but tried to reframe as cute.

Much of the time she’d spent with Ed had been like this; reaching a little too hard for things to be attracted to, straining to see a spark before it fizzled out or revealed itself to be a trick of the light. Grasping for potential between them was like trying to catch a bar of soap in the bath.



They had met on a dating app, naturally. It was called Alloi, and its overkeen graduate marketing team had run so far with the metallurgy theme that Bryony had found herself awarded ‘copper’ status within weeks and felt compelled to keep swiping and messaging until she turned gold. Bryony was a perfectionist overachiever – one of her greatest sources of shame.

Ed, as far as she could tell, was not a perfectionist nor an overachiever. For one thing, he lived in Acton. She struggled to reframe this as anything but poor life choices. For another, his favourite crisps were ready salted.

‘Remarkable,’ said Marco, when she announced this, the two of them breakfasting amid the pigeon shit on the balcony of their Walthamstow ex-council.

‘That’s just it,’ she told him. ‘He is unremarkable. There is so very little to remark upon.’



The protein shake was, at least, noteworthy, but it had finally nudged Bryony’s ick-o-meter into the red zone. On the great ledger there were now one too many points in the ‘cons’ column.

Her mind was made up as she sat down opposite Ed. As she drank two glasses of wine and pushed herself, smiling like a pageant queen, through the motions of flirty conversation. As she kissed him across the sticky table, and again on the street, as she allowed his hand to wander up her skirt in the Uber back to his, and as she – may as well, fuck it, decent wasn’t nothing – gasped her appreciation into his pillow one last time.

As she gathered up her things, made excuses about an early morning meeting and left him looking puppyish and proud in his doorway, she was resolved. No more Ed. No more waiting around for the lukewarm soup to heat up. She would be the grown-up who had the guts to end it – which, as a perfectionist overachiever, was a conversation Bryony knew she would perform well but find agonising.

Things were made significantly easier on this score the next day, when she received a phone call telling her that Ed had died.






2 A toast


Kelly has established a new ritual. Every time her period arrives, she gets drunk.

It isn’t a sophisticated ritual, but she does it with style. She does it with old fashioneds. Has been to the fancy deli near work and bought a bottle of Angostura bitters specially, asking for it over the counter, its crinkled paper wrapping making her feel like a flapper girl buying something illicit from the drugstore.

She begins dreaming about that first sip from the moment the cramps set in, but only when the blood appears does she walk to the mahogany dresser in the dining room (ugly – it had been Leo’s grandmother’s, dumped rather than bestowed on them by his mother, who made no attempt to hide her distaste for Kelly’s thick grey carpet and tonal scatter cushions), slide back the glass doors and take out the crystal tumblers that had been a wedding present from an obnoxious aunt (his, always his). The aunt had groped her at the reception, praising her childbearing hips.

She mixes the cocktail with precision – the first one, anyway. Whisky. Sugar. A few dashes of the bitters, their scarlet ink staining the liquid in a way that feels brutally apt. And orange peel, which she will smell on her fingers all of the following day.

As she takes her first sip she thinks about that aunt and forces herself to laugh about the fact her gift is being used to toast Kelly’s still-empty womb. Then she swigs, purposefully, enjoying the sweet sting in her throat in lieu of tears. Perhaps next month she will go the whole hog and crack out a soft blue cheese, take a bath so hot it turns her skin raw and mottled. Light a secret cigarette in the garden and let it swirl through her body, leaving her nauseous in precisely the wrong kind of way.

Leo doesn’t join in with this ritual. But he will walk past from time to time as she nurses her glass at the table, or on the sofa, or on the bedroom floor, and he will sweep the hair away from her temple, and kiss it and mutter, ‘I’m sorry.’






3 A remarkable man


‘I’m sorry, he’s passed what?’

‘Away,’ repeated the voice on the other end of the phone. ‘He’s passed away.’

The voice sounded uncertain itself. Hesitant, as though reading from a script it had never seen before. Bryony hesitated too. Nobody had given her lines.

‘He’s left us,’ the voice (male) tried again. Then, because she still hadn’t spoken: ‘Passed on. Um, deceased?’

‘Y-yes, thank you—’ she replied, before he launched into the full Monty Python parrot sketch. ‘I—… wow. Oh god. Oh my god. I’m sorry… I can’t quite…’

She was standing in the queue at Sheifale, a new restaurant attracting rave reviews for its tahini-drenched sharing plates, and contempt for its stubborn no-booking policy. Bryony was always the person who volunteered to stake out a table.

She didn’t have a big social group, but rather a galaxy of individual friends who didn’t know, or didn’t particularly like, each other. She was required to have brunch or dinner with each of them separately on a regular basis, which was fine, but exhausting. Any attempts to combine her friends for efficiency’s sake had always failed, leaving Bryony feeling like a six-year-old trying to smoosh her Barbies together to make them kiss.

Tonight she was meeting Noémie, a Parisian in pharmaceutical PR and one of her most exacting friends. Soho thrummed around her, the noise of a thousand work weeks being washed down with pavement beers. And on the other end of her phone, a voice was telling her that Ed was dead.

Bryony’s first thought was, should she leave the queue?

It seemed disrespectful not to. Sociopathic, even. To hold out for sesame-crusted Brussels sprouts while there was death on the table.

But then, what was there to be achieved by leaving it? Really? She’d been here twenty-five minutes already, was only another – she glanced up to check – twenty minutes away from the front, at most. And she would need to eat dinner anyway, wouldn’t she? Her stomach growled in the affirmative.

So what difference did it make if she ate it here or in the Five Guys by the station? If anything, Sheifale, with all its dim lighting and charred vegetables, had the more funereal air. Yes, she reasoned, this made sense. This was fine. Probably? Fine. She could weep discreetly in a corner, while Noémie patted her hand and paid for the wine.

‘I’m so sorry, I know this must be a massive shock,’ the voice said now.

Bryony stammered out another thanks. Ahead of her, she could see a server handing out pillowy flatbread and little paper pots of hummus to the waiting hordes.

‘Take your time,’ said the voice.

But there is only so much time a person can reasonably take on a phone call with a stranger, especially under the imminent threat of free dip. So after a pause of a few seconds – was that enough? How long was she supposed to need? – she asked the question she always needed answered when somebody died, whether it was a long-forgotten celebrity or a man who had been inside her less than twenty-four hours earlier.

‘How did it happen? I mean, if it’s okay to ask.’

Bryony’s mind leapt immediately to the bar snacks they’d both eaten the night before. Buffalo wings, padron peppers and pallid halloumi fries. Salmonella usually took about eight hours to present itself, but Listeriosis could take days, even weeks to kick in. What about Campylobacter? She mentally scrolled the NHS webpage from memory, sweat pricking at her temples. Was that definitely hunger gurgling in her gut just now, or—?

‘Wasp sting,’ came the reply. ‘Anaph-phylax-tic shock.’ He stumbled over the word, then added clarification. ‘He was really fucking allergic.’

Bryony relaxed a little as the voice went on.

‘But you probably knew that, right? Always was… few bad reactions when we were kids, swelled up like the red Teletubby… supposed to take an epi-pen everywhere… still is – was – well, I’m, sure you know – but didn’t have it on him today, the stupid pillock…’

She concluded that the voice was not an undertaker, nor a medical professional.

‘S’pose he’d got relaxed about it in recent years, it’d been so long since it had happened… and nobody expects wasps on the first of October, do they?’ The voice caught a little on this last part. ‘Fucking climate change,’ it said, on a shaky exhale.

‘Terrible,’ she murmured in assent.

The server had reached her in the queue now. She took a piece of flatbread but wordlessly waved on the hummus. The least she could do in the circumstances.

‘Happened this morning on his run – dog walker found him collapsed and wheezing in the park but by the time they got him to the hospital it was… y’know. Too late. Just like that.’ The voice coughed gruffly. ‘Gone.’

‘I’m so sorr—’ she began, but the voice cut across her with a more forceful wave of emotion.

‘Bryony, I am so sorry. I can’t even imagine… I mean, I loved him too, ’course I did. But – well, please just let me say: I know what you guys had was special. He talked about you all the time.’

This was confusing. If the voice hadn’t just used her name she might have trilled, ‘Whoops! Wrong number!’

Instead she said, ‘Did he?’

‘Course. Absolutely smitten. I’m just gutted we never got those drinks in the diary while we had the chance. Never saw him as happy as he has been since meeting you, honest to god.’

Bryony’s stomach lurched as though she’d missed a step on the stairs, or several. Her head felt swimmy. She made a few noises; noises that she hoped sounded like strong, but unspecified, sentiment.

Absolutely smitten?

‘I told his mum I’d be the one to break it to you, Bryony, I hope that’s okay – she would have called herself of course, but she’s in a right state truth be told, I think they’ve had to give her a sedative or something… well, you know Ann!’

She did not know Ann.

‘And his family are all in total shock, of course…’

‘Of course,’ she said.

The queue had moved up considerably in the past five minutes. Bryony panicked a little, wondering what would happen if she got to the front of the line before getting to the end of the phone call. She nibbled, silently, on a corner of flatbread. It was good. Smoky. Her appetite returned.

‘… but they wanted me to apologize that it’s taken all day to let you know. Everyone feels bad about it – you should never have been left in the dark for this long, obviously, it’s just the hospital took a while to trace them and get him identified, they’re so understaffed, sounded like total chaos to be honest – not that it’s their fault obviously, NHS cuts, fucking Tories…’

‘Fucking Tories,’ she echoed.

‘… and then we had to go pick up his phone and find your number, and it’s all been… well, you can imagine. Obviously they’ll be reaching out to you themselves, really soon – Ann said you should go straight to their house if you don’t want to be alone tonight, Leo can pick you up from the station. But then Annie thought that might be too overwhelming for you, and you’ll have Marco for company tonight, won’t you?’

This must be how it felt to wake up from a coma and find out there was a new Prime Minister.

Leo… Annie… was Annie different to Ann or were they the same person? Bryony racked her brain frantically for details on Ed’s family. Siblings? Two, she recalled dimly. Where did they live? Norfolk, was it – or Northumberland? He must have mentioned during one of those perfunctory drinks or polite, post-coital breakfasts. And Marco. The familiar name sounded alien in the context. How did this man know who Marco was?

‘Yes, I’ll have Marco,’ she replied firmly, determined to grasp what little control she could of the conversation. ‘I think it probably would be, ah… a little overwhelming – not tonight – but thank you, thank you so much to… um, Ann, and of course please send her my—’

‘Oh, you’ll have plenty of time to tell her. Obviously they want you to be involved, really involved, take a big role in planning the funeral and everything. Don’t you worry.’

Bryony worried. A rogue crumb of flatbread went down the wrong way and she began spluttering into the phone, eyes streaming.

‘It’s okay Bryony, let it all out,’ the voice said gently, interpreting her gasping and retching as an outpouring of grief. ‘I’m so very sorry for your loss. He’ll be really, really missed. By me and, well, everyone who ever knew him. Ed was,’ the voice was thick with tears again, searching for the perfect word, ‘a remarkable man.’

‘Yes,’ she rasped in agreement. ‘He was.’

Noémie’s halo of soft curls appeared in the distance, then Noémie beneath it, waving and looking cheerful – as well she might, for Bryony was now at the front of the queue. The scent of burnt spices crept out of the restaurant door, enwreathing her head like incense.

‘Bryony, I’m so sorry to do this but I’d better go, I’ve offered to phone a load more people as I’m the only one who seems to be able to hold it together. Just!’ The voice cracked again. ‘But look, do you have someone with you right now?’ he asked. ‘Will you be okay?’

Noémie was at her side now, quizzical, widening her eyes and eating the rest of the flatbread. Bryony grimaced at her and motioned an apology.

‘Yes, I have a friend with me,’ she replied. Her voice was still hoarse from the choking, which sounded appropriate. ‘I’ll be okay. I mean, not okay,’ she added hurriedly. ‘Obviously I’m absolutely… you know…’ she grasped for something poetic, romantic, profound, and landed instead on the truth. ‘I just don’t know what to say.’

‘Of course, mate. Of course, you poor thing, it’s been a big shock. I can’t believe it myself, honestly can’t believe it’s true. Fucking surreal. I’ll let you go for now, but you’ve got my number so just call me any time, any time at all. I mean it. We’re all here for you.’

‘I really appreciate it,’ she replied, and in the moment she really did appreciate it. Just before the voice hung up, she asked: ‘Who are you, by the way?’

‘Oh! Sorry, just assumed you knew. Didn’t I say? It’s Steve.’

‘Steve,’ she repeated. There was an expectant pause.

‘Ed’s best mate? From school?’ said the voice. ‘Steve-Steve.’ As though this cleared it up.

‘Ah, of course. Steve!’ she said, because it seemed rude not to.

‘Just two?’ asked the hostess on the door, far louder than was necessary.

‘What’s that?’ said Steve, as Noémie charged in hungrily ahead of her.

‘Just too, too awful,’ Bryony replied, hiccupping softly.

‘Look after yourself,’ he told her.

‘I will,’ she said. ‘And you.’






4 A moot point


‘You were not into him though, were you?’ shrugged Noémie, chewing on an olive stone. So far there had been minimal hand patting. ‘You do not seem sad.’

Bryony, who had a drama A-level, felt mildly insulted.

‘I mean… I suppose I’m in shock? I must be,’ she told her. ‘It’s terrible, terrible news.’ Noémie frowned. Bryony added a third for good measure. ‘Terrible.’

‘You have never even mentioned this “Ed”. I never saw him on your socials.’

‘Well,’ she paused and scooped up a dollop of garlicky yoghurt. Her earlier wooziness was beginning to subside now she was eating. ‘We were… low-key.’

‘So it was just sex?’

‘No! No.’

‘So you actually liked him?’

‘Sure!’

‘Sure?’

Bryony shoved a confit potato in her mouth, whole. Noémie watched her chew, one eyebrow arched in Gallic incredulity.

‘Well, it’s a moot point now,’ she said once she’d eventually swallowed. ‘He’s dead.’



Back at home, Bryony tried to cry.

She whimpered, screwing her eyes up tight and gurning in approximation of heartbreak. Nothing. She relaxed her facial muscles, let her mouth hang open, willing her tear ducts to fill and spill elegantly down her cheeks. She faced herself in the mirror and affected a shudder, letting out great big noisy gulps of grief. But after a few minutes of this, all that happened was that she’d swallowed so much air, she belched. It tasted of garlic.

Bryony was usually a slutty crier. She cried at adverts and at radio dedications, at nostalgic playlists and elderly men fumbling for change in the supermarket. She cried any time she thought about the 2012 Olympics. She regularly cried reading about the deaths of strangers on the internet, their ages inversely proportional to the volume of her sobs.

But not now. For Ed, perfectly pleasant Ed, who had made her come and made her a cup of tea afterwards, she couldn’t muster so much as one tear.

Perhaps if she put on a song that reminded her of him? But the only songs that reminded her of Ed were ‘I Am The Walrus’ – naturally – and ‘Freed From Desire’, because it had been playing on Kiss FM during one of their taxi rides home and he had sung along, believing the lyrics to be ‘he’s got his trombone knees’. If she played that now, would it be moving? Or deranged?

She opened her phone and read their last message exchange.


Ed: ‘That was fun [image: Emoji: Winking Face]’

Bryony: ‘Yes! Great times.’

Ed: ‘Get home safe x’

Bryony: ‘Will do x’

Ed, an hour later: ‘did you by any chance take my Airpods by mistake?’

Bryony: ‘Um no, soz! Didn’t see them.’

Ed: ‘Ah ok no worries must have left them somewhere.’

Bryony: [image: Emoi: Thumbs up]



This achieved nothing, except to make a small and sinister part of her wish she had, in fact, taken his Airpods.

She scrolled back further, through weeks of stilted contact, telling herself, He is dead. He is dead now. He cannot ‘do it again sometime x’, because he is dead.

After a while she gave up, reached for her laptop instead and googled ‘anaphylaxis’. She scrolled and clicked for twenty minutes, taking in the same information, phrased slightly differently each time, via the NHS and WebMD and Healthline.com and the Cleveland Clinic. Why did the Cleveland Clinic always rank so highly? What was happening in Cleveland that gave them such SEO clout? As a rule, Bryony trusted the NHS most implicitly, but preferred the American pages for colour, drama and lurid detail.

She googled ‘can you become allergic wasps later life’. The answers were inconclusive but erred towards ‘yes’. She read about venom immunotherapy, and googled ‘can you have immunotherapy as precaution’. This mainly returned results about cancer treatment, so she spent a further twenty minutes reading about cancer.

Bryony had been like this for decades. Every flu-like symptom had been suspected Toxic Shock Syndrome, since the first time she read the leaflet in a tampon box.

Visits to the doctor invariably brought normal test results and all the usual questions about whether she ate breakfast, or whether she might be stressed at work. Was she sleeping well? Drinking enough water? Bryony always drank enough water; chugging back gallons of it from a series of increasingly hi-tech vessels. Her urine was always nearly colourless, like the palest vinho verde, and of this she was inordinately proud.

Eventually, she heard Marco come home. She walked into the kitchen to find him wearing his scrubs with a knitted tank top over them, whistling to himself while putting potato waffles in the toaster.

‘The Egg Man is dead,’ she told him.

‘What? Seriously?’

‘Wasp sting. This morning. He was allergic. And now he’s dead.’

‘Oh my god.’

‘I know.’

‘How old was he?’

‘Thirty-three,’ she told him.

‘The same as Jesus.’

And just like that, Marco began to cry.






5 The present time


Kelly’s job sometimes makes her feel like the most powerful woman in the postcode. Or the most useless, depending on the day.

It’s true that being a receptionist in a GP’s surgery isn’t as glamourous as being a Mayfair members’ club hostess or clipboard bitch on the VIP area at The Ideal Home Show – both jobs she has held in her time – but while the clientele are without doubt more depressing, they’re also more grateful. Doling out a last-minute appointment to some limping, wincing hopeful can feel like handing them the keys to the sun.

Then there are the other times. The times when they lean over the counter towards her, spittle flying and sour breath steaming up the perspex screen, demanding that there must be something she can do – must be – and Kelly is forced to repeat her rote scripted apologies and nod towards the sign taped to the counter, reminding them that staff are working extremely hard ‘at the present time’ and that abuse will not be tolerated.

‘The present time’ is a helpfully vague phrase, suggesting a mere temporary blip, while the curling corners and yellowing tape at the edges of the sign reveal that the temporary blip has been going on for at least half a decade. The present time probably won’t be ending any time soon. Kelly sometimes thinks they should etch it in brass.

Mostly, her job is a cross between nightclub bouncer and riddling sphinx. She’s obliged to send people off into a labyrinth of ‘alternative treatment routes’, via centralized call centres, pharmacy visits, patronizing webpages and online questionnaires with the nuance of a Cosmo quiz; the whole process designed in the hope that people will either get bored or get better before reaching the end.

Only the truly strong of nerve and gammy of leg make it to a face-to-face doctor’s appointment. By this point, Kelly has become so familiar with the trajectory of their symptoms that she almost wants to cheer as they shuffle out of plastic-chaired purgatory and through the waiting room doors. Her brave contenders. Her champs.

Then there are the chancers, who believe that if they turn up and sit there for long enough, Kelly will take pity and make an exception. The ones who say ‘I’ll wait,’ with a wink, believing it to be some kind of secret passcode that will slide back a false wall to reveal a bonus doctor. These regulars are generally more pleasant than they were at the Mayfair members’ club (some even try to slip her cash tips), but they are not without their quirks.

Kelly gives them private nicknames. There’s Phlegmma Thompson, a well-spoken retiree who treats her recurring bronchitis like public performance art. Dave the Grave, who responds to every offered appointment date with ‘I’ll be dead by then,’ and has done for the past seven years. Captain Beefheart, who has angina and smells of Bovril. Alfred Itch Cock; self-explanatory. And Monica Munchausen, worst of the local hypochondriacs, who pops in or calls the appointment line once a fortnight on average and peppers her conversation with, ‘I read this thing on healthline dot com’. Monica has cried at the counter more than once, so sure is she that she must be on the brink of imminent demise. Her only diagnosis to date has been a UTI.

Usually Kelly feels defensive, even fond, of this motley crew. They feel as much like her colleagues as the coffee-breathed GPs and conveyor belt of wan, overworked nurses. But not today – today, she is resentful. Today she finds their ailments trivial, their ruddy noses and hacking coughs an obnoxious display of vitality.

When one woman implies that Kelly isn’t being as helpful as she might be (‘Fucking state of this fucking country, serve you right if I die right here on your piss-stained floor’), Kelly glances pointedly down at the sign, hoping it will communicate on her behalf that at the present time her brother-in-law has just died and it feels absurd to be here, helping strangers with their diverticulitis instead of at home with her husband’s weeping head in her lap.

At the present time, she is worried she might be a psychopath because her thoughts keep returning not to how upset she is to lose Ed, who was a sweet guy, a lovely guy, but how she will prop up a grief-stricken husband for the next however long. Time is tight and this wasn’t in her plans.

‘I’m afraid the first appointment we have is two weeks on Wednesday,’ she says, and the woman kicks a chair, which goes skidding halfway across the waiting room and collides with somebody’s wheelie shopping bag, and Kelly says thank you, next please, how can I help.

The most powerful woman in the postcode. Or the most useless, depending on the day.






6 Personal reasons


‘So, the oddest thing,’ Bryony began over breakfast with Marco the next morning, ‘they – his family, his friends – all seem to be under the impression that me and Ed—’

‘Egg Man was called Ed? Ed the Egg Man?’

‘Yes.’

‘Go on.’

‘… that we were madly in love. Or at least, involved. Seriously. In a relationship.’

‘Why would they think that?’ Marco asked, spraying pastry flakes across the table. He had got up early to go out and buy croissants, which never usually happened unless it was her birthday or the day after a general election. Bryony would have been touched if the gesture were born more out of sympathy than out of Marco’s need to turn every trauma into an excuse for festive brunching.

‘I don’t know! Because he told them we were, I assume?’

She thought back to what Steve-Steve had said last night.

‘He said Ed was the happiest he’d ever seen him since he’d been with me.’

‘Well,’ said Marco, ‘that could just be coincidence.’

‘He said they want me to be “heavily involved” in the funeral.’

‘Oh. Oh no.’

They stared at each other, visions manifesting between them – of Bryony in a black veil and lace gloves, demurely thanking mourners for coming. Bryony delivering a clumsy eulogy; Bryony dropping the coffin.

‘What the fuck do I do? I can’t turn up to meet his devastated family and say, “Sorry for your loss but just to clarify, your son was a casual shag and I was about to ghost him.” ’

‘And now he’s beaten you to it. The ghosting.’

‘That isn’t funny.’

‘It wasn’t meant to be funny. It was meant to be respectfully acerbic,’ said Marco, reaching for his tomato juice. Bryony had drawn the line at full Bloody Marys, out of respect.

‘Look, calm down. We don’t know he actually told anyone anything. His friend might just have been laying it on thick out of politeness. You know what it’s like when someone dies; everyone gets a relationship upgrade. People you did shots with once in a club eight years ago become treasured friends, “wiv the angles now” etcetera.’

Bryony considered this.

‘I once told his grieving widow that my Great Uncle Ron was “one of my greatest role models”, when I’d only met the man once and he had mustard on his crotch,’ Marco added.

‘Maybe you’re right.’

‘Of course I’m right,’ he said. ‘I bet none of his family even know who you are.’



‘Bryony! Oh it’s surreal to finally get to speak to you. I feel like I’m talking to a celebrity.’

It wasn’t the kind of phone call she usually received at her desk on a Monday morning, though she preferred it purely for not being about budget projections. After five years in local government, any illusions Bryony had once held about jobs ‘in politics’ being sexy or adrenalized had long been put to bed.

She stammered out some gracious thanks, not unlike a celebrity.

‘It’s Annie. Oh god, Bryony, I don’t even know what to say. Isn’t all just complete shit? I’m a mess.’

The woman on the phone sounded young, or younger than her anyway, with a flutey, sing-song voice better suited to kid’s TV than bereavement admin.

It was complete shit, Bryony agreed, trying to sound as messy as possible herself. She gave a long, filibustering sigh, then felt she should add: ‘I’ve heard so much about you too.’

‘Oh have you? Oh that’s so sweet. All good I hope!’ said Annie. ‘Of course he’s such a family boy, is Ed – was Ed, oh god I keep doing that… oh god!’ her voice swelled with emotion. ‘It’s so awful. But that’s why it’s so weird we never got to meet you, before! We kept begging him to bring you up for one of Ann’s Sunday salons –a stupid name for a bog standard roast, except she does always try to stir up a philosophical debate along with the gravy – but I know you’re often busy Sundays aren’t you, with your classes…’

Annie spoke fast, on the in-breaths as well as the out ones. Conviviality kept bursting through her grief, then she would catch herself and attempt to slow her voice to a solemn whisper.

‘God, I wish I had your discipline, I’m lucky if I put trousers on most weekends. Ed always calls me Stig of the Dump. Called. Oh god. Oh Ed! Sorry, I’m off again.’

Bryony made her best comforting noises, telling Annie to let it all out, that she didn’t need to apologize. Classes? She dimly recalled making up an early spin class as an excuse to get Ed out of the flat one Sunday morning, when she’d wanted to go back to bed with a mixing bowl of Coco Pops and a new season of Below Deck.

‘Anyway, shut up, Annie,’ Annie scolded herself. ‘I didn’t want to bombard you when I know you must be in bits as well, I can’t even imagine… so cruel. Fuck this universe. But anyway, Ann – Mum – wanted me to ask you to come up to the house tomorrow, so we can finally meet you and talk through all the plans for the- the- well, you know.’ She coughed the word out like a fur ball. ‘Funeral. And whatever.’

‘Oh, how nice!’ Bryony said, then hastily corrected herself. ‘I mean, not nice. But thank you, that would be… good. I’ve been, ah, so keen to meet you all. Did you say tomorrow?’

‘I mean, if you’re free? Don’t worry if you have plans or anything, obviously.’

There was a hint of challenge in Annie’s voice. What kind of ice-hearted monster would keep plans three days after their boyfriend’s death? On a Tuesday?

‘No, no, of course I don’t!’ she insisted, making a mental note to cancel a post-work threading appointment. ‘I’d love to come. I mean, not love, obviously, but—’

‘Good.’ Annie sounded relieved to have completed her mission. ‘We’ll see you at noon-ish, ok?’

Bryony had assumed she meant the evening – but of course, only an ice-hearted monster would be going to work under these circumstances.

‘Noon sounds great,’ she said. She should probably send herself home sick this afternoon in that case, lay the ground work. Personal reasons. She could get into bed, watch a film, have some soup. ‘I don’t know if I have the exact address, could you send it to me?’

‘Will do. Wait! You can’t drive, can you?’

Annie said this tenderly, as though it must be due to a medical condition. Bryony confirmed that she couldn’t.

‘In that case just text me your train and someone will pick you up from the station,’ she said.

‘Lovely. Thanks so much. I mean, not lovel—’

‘We’ll see you tomorrow then. I’m sorry in advance if it’s awful. It will probably be awful,’ said Annie, sounding almost cheerful again.

‘I’m so looking forward to meeting you,’ said Bryony, because she wasn’t sure what else to say. Then, realizing with a yelp, just as Annie was about to end the call:

‘Sorry, remind me – which station?’






7 Powering through and soldiering on


Everyone is pregnant. Absolutely everyone. Five expectant mums have waddled through the waiting room this morning alone. Friends are pregnant, colleagues are pregnant, cats are pregnant – even the autumn hedgerows are heavy with fruit, the trees lousy with conkers. All around her, swollen bellies bob up like lurid sea buoys in their stretchy yoga tops. At the supermarket, at the pub. Hovering level with her eye line in the hairdresser’s chair.

Kelly hasn’t noticed before now that they live in a place peopled exclusively by procreators; where coffee shops are no-go zones without an infant as visa, either somersaulting inside you, wailing in arms, or grizzling over a babyccino.

Is it bad, she wonders, for a person who wants a child so badly to feel irritated by every single one that she sees? What does it mean that last week she had a dream that she was running up and down Orford Road with a giant pin, bursting pregnant bellies like balloons – pop! pop! pop! – like something off a nineties late-night gameshow?

She never tells Leo any of this. Although the fact of their trying is well established – ten months, now, which puts them in an awkward holding pen, not being long enough to qualify as ‘issues’ but long enough to start getting worried – she prefers to maintain the illusion that she’s going to be fine about it either way. Que será será. Leo has always been proud of his wife for her straightforward nature, her unflappability, her chill, and she isn’t about to ruin her reputation in the lads’ group by becoming a baby-mad mess.

Besides, Leo is the mess now and a couple can only have one at a time. He has been in sweatpants for two weeks, watching all the most depressing televised sports with the curtains shut. Formula One, snooker, horse racing.

Kelly had ideas about the kind of wife she would be in the face of family tragedy and has only discovered what they are by falling short of them. She thought she’d be unfailingly patient, she realizes as she snaps at Leo for forgetting to put the bins out. She thought her empathy would override all pre-existing arguments. She assumed she would draw on a bottomless well of love and self-sacrifice, strengthening their bond as they work through the pain. But now that the initial shock and tears have subsided, all of their interactions have taken on the tone of tight-jawed actors in a retro sitcom. Would you like tea darling? Yes thank you darling. I say, the sun is out, shall we go for a walk? No thank you darling, perhaps later. Yes of course darling, whatever you like. Shall we shower today? No thank you darling, perhaps later.

Sometimes she sits and watches the TV with him, holding his hand and staring at the screen until the cars or balls or horses all blur into an ambient mush. Is this supportive? Is this what he needs? Sometimes she invents a spurious reason to pop out – they need milk, they need petrol, they need badger traps, he isn’t listening – just to sit somewhere on her own for an hour and let her facial muscles drop into a neutral arrangement.

It is on one of these especially low days, scrolling the Outnet sale while trying not to notice she is the only woman in the room not cradling a bump or disinfecting a Sophie the Giraffe, that Kelly gets a notification. Her sister-in-law has tagged her in an Instagram post.

‘Are you well?’, it reads in flouncy cursive, bright green on a dusky pink background.

They’re innocuous words. Almost invisible words; just the ambient white noise of social convention. Who would ever answer anything but yes? You’re not really meant to answer at all, she has learned this.

Kelly looks at the words again, blinking on her phone. Annie’s post is a video for something called ‘Gel Lyfe’. It seems to be a kind of health supplement, though it could as easily be a religious sect or a Center Parcs advert – lots of clear-skinned women laughing at nothing, running through tall trees, hugging. The post is captioned with green heart emojis and sits on a thick thatch of hashtags. #gelibility #mentalhealth #smallbusinessowner #adaptogenius #womensupportingwomen #aloealoe #success.

Is she well?

Kelly rarely takes a sick day. She grew up with the kind of mother who thought anything less than viral meningitis was a pisstake, who believed nobody in the world had ever actually had flu. She would pack them off to school on a paracetamol even as they were still rolling the glass down their arm. To Kelly’s mother, illness had been an embarrassment; a sign of mental weakness, poor personal hygiene and probably hanging around with the ‘wrong sort of lads’. Even as she was dying of cancer a decade earlier, she had seemed less sad about leaving the world behind, more aggrieved at it ruining her holiday plans.

As a result, Kelly has spent her life powering through and soldiering on. Clubbing with streaming colds, date nights with diarrhoea. Taking every winter virus to work with her, covering up a chapped nose with industrial strength concealer. The fact she now works as a GP’s receptionist isn’t ironic so much as appropriate.

She books in with her own clinic for smears only. ‘They do my fanny, everything else looks after itself,’ she has said on more than one occasion. And generally, her body got the memo. Until now.

Is she well? The hollowed-out shape of that word. It’s an empty vessel you can pour anything into and draw anything out of. ‘You look well!’ is a dreaded phrase because everyone knows it’s code for ‘you’ve filled out around the face!’. Clients at the cosmetology clinic a few doors down pay thousands to have their buccal fat sucked out to avoid the compliment. They’re jostling for space on a waiting list to look less well.

Is she well in herself? She feels well out of herself most of the time at the moment, did even before Ed died. Tracking the monthly machinations of her body like a trainspotter or an astronomy buff, writing it all down in a nerdy little notebook. Waiting for the star that never falls.

Is she well? She must be, she owns five pairs of Sweaty Betty leggings. Her hair shines. She knows how to call a solitary salmon fillet and a logpile of asparagus ‘dinner’. There is a rose quartz face roller in her fridge. Of course she’s well.

Well. She’s fine – and that’s all anyone can really aspire to.

Kelly likes the post, to be polite.






8 Just the best bloke


Bryony had no idea who was coming to pick her up.

Thanks to a lengthy consultation at the ticket office she had some idea of where she was – Little Buckton, Northamptonshire, and crucially not Long Buckton, Northumberland – but Annie had only replied with a thumbs-up emoji when she’d texted her ETA, and it seemed crass to demand a name or reg plate as though waiting for an Uber driver. Leaving the tiny station, pruning a bouquet of M&S flowers that had got crushed on the journey, she prayed it would be Annie herself. Less painful to make small talk with someone she’d already done Big Talk with.

It had still felt like summer back in London, but a thick autumnal fog had descended somewhere just north of Milton Keynes, and for a few moments she couldn’t see anyone or anything beyond the suggestion of distant fields and the glowing logo of a nearby Aldi. Then, out of the mist, a tiny red Fiat Punto appeared and screeched to a halt a few feet away.

Out of it climbed a tall, broad man – a giant bear of a man, in fact, in comical contrast to his car. He was dressed in tracksuit bottoms, trainers and a baggy fisherman’s sweater, with a rumpled hair and beard situation that brought to mind those old iron filing pictures made by dragging a magnet across plastic.

‘Bryony? Steve,’ he said, smiling wanly – and now the voice had a face.

Steve gave her a little salute as she approached, which Bryony took to mean they were not required to hug. Then he jogged round to gallantly open the passenger door for her. She wondered if this were part of some extended rich-widow-and-devoted-chauffeur roleplay, or if Steve was merely nice.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said, as they pulled out of the station car park. She’d been determined to get the words in before him this time, to make sure his (actual) loss took precedence over her own (largely fictional).

‘Thanks Bryony,’ he said, gruffly. ‘Still can’t quite get my head round it, y’know? I know it’s the biggest cliché in the book, but it’s like – one minute he’s there like always, sending memes, hosting his curry nights and smashing it with his fantasy team, and the next he’s… he’s… up in the sky and he doesn’t even know that Salah scored as his captain on Saturday.’

Steve slammed a hand against the dashboard, and let out a small hiccupping noise.

‘Five-two,’ he added, softly.

She reassured him that it wasn’t a cliché at all, and that she understood. She tried not to feel slighted by the fact Ed had never made her a curry.

‘Anyway, Bryony, sorry, the last thing you need is me wanging on about him when you’re struggling just as much as I am, Bryony,’ he said, clearing his throat. Steve seemed to be a heavy namer, one of those people who slips your name into every couple of sentences to make you feel special. Bryony usually enjoyed this. But every time Steve did it, she felt like a fraud.

‘Not at all,’ she told him. ‘I mean, it’s really nice hearing about him.’ Feel free to tell me much, much more about him, she wanted to add. I’ll make notes. ‘I know you guys had been friends for…’ she took a wild punt here ‘… ages.’

‘Ever since Buckton Juniors. Ethel always knocked for me in the mornings. Ann used to pack him an extra Gold bar for me because she knew they were my favourite and my mum only gave me tangerines. But Ethel usually gave me his as well. Just the best bloke.’

Something twisted itself in her stomach at this detail. He had, she recalled, always let her eat the last halloumi fry.

‘I love Gold bars,’ she said. ‘I haven’t thought about them in ages.’

He nodded in solemn approval. ‘An underrated classic.’

Her stomach lurched again, this time as he took a sharp bend in one of the country lanes, and Bryony wished she’d remembered her travel sickness bands for the journey. A hot wave of nausea rose in her throat.

‘You alright?’

Steve glanced over at her, watched her trying to thumb her own pressure point.

‘I’m fine! Totally fine, I just get a bit . . ah, queasy on car journeys.’

‘Shall I put the air con on, would that help?’

She shook her head, gingerly. ‘Thanks but that aggravates my sinuses.’

‘Right.’ Steve slowed the car to a speed just above mockery. Bryony tried to deflect.

‘Why do you call him Ethel?’

She hoped the answer might be more nuanced than nineties playground homophobia. But Steve looked bemused, as though perhaps she was stupid.

‘It’s short for his name, isn’t it?’

‘Edward?’ she asked, trying to make the connection. Maybe she was stupid.

‘Ha!’ Steve blasted out a single, trumpeting laugh, and the car stalled. ‘He never told you? I can’t believe he never told you.’

She bristled a little, embarrassed on behalf of the devoted partner she was supposed to be. ‘Clearly he didn’t.’

‘Ed wasn’t short for Edward, mate. His name was Ethelred.’

‘No!’ she slapped her own hand on the dashboard, forgetting herself for a moment. ‘Ethelred?’

‘You heard. Ethelred Slingsby.’

‘Ethelred, as in… the Unready?’

Steve nodded, eyes back on the road. After a few seconds he said, softly again: ‘Ironic, when you think about it.’

They both fell silent, watching grey mackerel clouds knitting together over the fields beyond. Yes, she agreed, after another pause. Painfully ironic.



Finally they pulled up outside a house – or what seemed to be two and a half houses, held together by optimism and cement.

The central kernel was a chocolate box cottage, with leaded windows and ivy climbing up its ancient stone facade, but the majority of the building looked like it had been added sometime during the eighties, with boxy pebble dashed extensions built at odd, jutting angles. Overall, the impression was that one house had eaten and half-digested the other.

A much newer extension in glass and black steel was also visible beyond one of the gable ends, but this had a series of blue tarpaulins thrown over it in a way that suggested not so much a temporary pause in construction, as abandonment dating back years. A hanging basket swung from the tarpaulin. A jack-o-lantern grinned gruesomely within.

‘Here we are. The Burrow,’ said Steve, unfolding himself from the tiny car and stretching his neck with an audible crack.

Bryony took a deep breath and started towards the front door, which had a sign next to it that read, somewhat improbably for a landlocked county, ‘Harbour House’. Steve was already disappearing through a side gate. She hurried after him and found him at another door with a wooden porch over it and a heap of wellies, Crocs, Dr. Martens and battered trainers in front of it.

‘They never use their front one,’ he told her, in a tone that suggested nobody normal ever would. Then he opened the door without knocking – apparently they didn’t lock it either – and with no further warning, Bryony was launched into the middle of Ed’s family’s kitchen.

It was a large, low-ceilinged room with a vast scrubbed-pine table in the centre of it. The interiors were as muddled as the exterior, with a blanket-strewn sofa and armchair, chequerboard linoleum on the floor, tiles in varying shades of seventies fawn and mustard, and brightly-painted MDF cupboards giving the whole place the municipal feel of a church hall. In one corner was a fridge laden with magnets holding photos, holiday postcards, newspaper clippings, coupons, leaflets and letters from the council. A fat, elderly-looking black spaniel held court on the sofa.

On the table were boxes and boxes of Mr Kipling cakes, a milk bottle, a gin bottle, a colony of mismatched mugs, a toolbox, a stack of newspapers, numerous bunches of flowers displayed mostly in pint glasses, a large box of tissues and a ceramic fruit bowl filled with rubber bands, blister packs of pills and one solitary, withered satsuma. And around the table were people – hundreds of them, it felt like, though it couldn’t be more than a dozen – who had all just stopped talking and turned to stare at the newcomer in their midst.

Bryony opened her mouth to say something. What would she say? God knew.

But before she could get a word out, a voice yelped ‘Bryony!’ and suddenly she was blinded by a hedge of grey curls, her breath being squeezed resolutely out of her by a woman several inches shorter but many times stronger than she was.

Bryony hugged back as best she could. After half a minute or so, she became aware of a dampness seeping through her sweater. Tears, she assumed and hoped. She closed her eyes because it felt rude to start looking around the room during this tender moment, but the effect was disorientating. She half-opened one eye and it landed on Steve, who was helping himself to a cherry Bakewell. He saw her and winked.

Finally, the woman released her and stepped back. She was wearing a quilted gilet and a long purple skirt that seemed to be both knitted and tie-dyed at the same time. Holding Bryony at arm’s length by the shoulders, she gulped and wailed: ‘My daughter-in-law that never will be.’

Then, after an appraising glance, ‘You’re prettier than your pictures. I’m glad you grew the fringe out.’

So this was Ann.






9 In the cloud


It was odd that Ed had never told her about his family. Or perhaps he’d tried and she’d steered the conversation in a different direction, as she tended to do. But if asked to put money on it, she would have guessed that the Ed she’d known had grown up in a neat suburban semi-detached with a neat suburban family; probably an only child or the younger of two interchangeable brothers, with a proud mother who went to Zumba and a monosyllabic father who wouldn’t let people eat in his car. She would never have imagined this casual, sprawling chaos – even in the depths of grief, the room had the air of a Boxing Day knees-up – and certainly not the woman at the centre of it all.

Ann introduced everybody as though Bryony ought already to know who they were. She was still weeping and so the roll call was punctuated by noisy nose-blowing and loud, rattling sniffs.

‘This is Lynn and over there is Susan – wave, Susan! – oh, and of course that’s Susan’s Bob, underneath Twinkle.’

Bryony was at least fairly confident that Twinkle was the spaniel.

‘And there’s Steve, but of course you know Steve, and cousin Chloe is just in the loo, and her Bob is the one vaping out of the window there…’

It was hard to tell whether this was simply Ann’s style or if she really did expect Bryony to have memorized the family tree.

‘… and that’s Annie, my youngest.’

Ann gestured towards a birdlike girl in a miniskirt and a giant, hairy cardigan, sitting with her legs slung over the side of an armchair. ‘Oh Bryony!’ the girl cried, leaping up to hug her too. On closer inspection, she didn’t look much younger than Bryony after all, though she did have what Bryony privately thought of as ‘Gen Z hair’.

‘Here’s Leo – Leo, darling, look, it’s the famous Bryony.’

Leo, presumably the brother, was tall and stubbled and – she felt treacherous thinking it, but the fact was undeniable – a more attractive version of Ed. He pulled her wordlessly into a fierce hug, warm and solid, like being swaddled in a weighted blanket. He held her there for a fraction too long, but the famous Bryony struggled to mind.

‘And this is Emmett, my second husband.’

Ann said it as though perhaps a third and fourth husband might materialize any minute from the pantry. Emmett was extremely tall, a rangy scarecrow in a sweater vest, with small wire-rimmed glasses and a thatch of wild grey hair that complemented his wife’s. He loped over when prompted and shook Bryony firmly by the hand.

‘Dreadful, dreadful,’ he muttered, then loped off again.

Everyone else in the room continued looking at her, the dog included, and for a terrible moment she thought they might expect her to make a speech.

She and Marco had rehearsed scenarios the night before. They had practised facial expressions, workshopped the most sensitive and appropriate lines of dialogue, discussed at precisely which point – if any – she ought to try to cry. He’d relished the chance to inhabit the grief-stricken mother, his performance becoming hammier with each take until Bryony felt compelled to remind him that it wasn’t a regional Chekov. Somebody’s son had actually died.

‘It’s part of my process,’ Marco had sulked. ‘We take it big, so we can strip it back again.’

‘You’re a vet,’ she’d reminded him.

‘We’re all just animals, Brian.’ Marco said this a lot.

But now that she was here, standing in the midst of Ed’s family’s grief, with its mess and noise and dog hair and ambiguous relations, it didn’t look anything like the way she’d scripted it.

Ann ordered her to sit down and accept a cup of tea, which she did. She offered snacks, water, wine, ice; a cushion for the back of her chair; a cardigan in case she was cold. Bryony refused everything instinctively and Ann replied each time with ‘Are you sure, ducks?’. This aggressive hospitality threw her for a loop. Surely everyone should be fetching water and cushions for Ann? Finally Bryony managed to hand over her own flowers, which Ann received with the grace of a minor royal on a walkabout.

‘Dahlias! How unusual! We heard you had fabulous taste.’

Bryony smiled and said nothing. It would be crass, in the circumstances, to disagree.

Then, as if somebody had pressed ‘play’ on a paused film, the room re-animated around her. Multiple conversational threads were picked back up at once, and she caught snatches from different corners of the room. All seemed related to Ed’s death, though most more logistical than emotional. ‘Same ones we used for Nana, but the prices have rocketed.’ ‘These London parks, you get all sorts.’ ‘Remember the time he…?’ ‘If there’s one thing I’ve always said about him…’

The dog tip-tapped back and forth between them all like an invigilator.

‘… organ donations.’ ‘At the hospital?’ ‘No at the church, the pipes have rust.’

For a few blessed minutes it seemed as though no one expected Bryony to say anything at all. But then, just as she’d helped herself to an especially gooey French fancy, Ann suddenly leaned forward and clasped Bryony’s hand in hers. She could feel the icing becoming adhesive between their fingers.

‘Bryony, love. We were hoping you might choose something to read. At the funeral. It’ll be two weeks on Wednesday.’

‘At the…? Oh, wow. Yes. Of course. I mean – I’m really not a very good public speaker…’ She tried to protest, but Ann only gripped tighter.

‘Nobody’s going to be scoring you, love.’

‘No, no. Of course.’ Bryony felt instantly sick. She gulped down a bite of cake, which threatened to reappear. ‘I’d be honoured. I’ll look for something that really does him justice.’ She reached for one of her pre-prepared lines. ‘I just wanted to say, Ann, Ed was a wonderful, wond—’

‘Unless you’d rather write something yourself, of course?’ said Ann. She had large, round, amber-ringed eyes which gave her the look of a bush baby. ‘We know how creative you are, Ethy told us all about your many projects.’

Bryony racked her brain for evidence of her many projects, or indeed any projects. All she could come up with was the time she’d cancelled a drink with Ed because she needed to make a papier-mâché aubergine for a hen weekend. There was a dirty limerick she’d written for Marco’s birthday on their fridge, maybe he’d interpreted that as a poetic bent?

‘It’s entirely up to you! I know it’s a lot of pressure when your mind is in pieces – you might prefer to stick with something safe, one of the classics.’ Ann squeezed her hand in reassurance, then added: ‘But of course it is so hard to really do a person justice with some stuffy old dead poet’s words from hundreds of years ago, isn’t it? And grief can unlock such wonderful reservoirs of creativity – so if you felt able to come up with something that really immortalizes our Ethelred, really captures his spirit…’

She trailed off and reached for a tissue with her free hand, though her eyes looked dry and it seemed more out of habit than anything. Ann held it to her nose and closed her eyes for a few seconds. ‘Whatever you choose, my love, I know it will be what he would have wanted. You’ve seen sides of him that the rest of us can only imagine.’

Bryony cleared her throat, desperately trying to shift the mental image of a side of Ed that his family definitely wouldn’t – she hoped to God – have seen. She grasped desperately for more respectful memories. Sweet memories. Fully-clothed memories.

‘I’d be honoured, Ann,’ she told her. ‘I’ll certainly do my best to find the right words.’

Ann smiled bravely, released Bryony’s sticky hand and wiped her own discreetly on the tissue. ‘Whatever you feel moved to contribute. Now, have another cake, they won’t keep.’

‘Have you asked her about the photos?’ said Annie, as Bryony obliged.

‘Oh yes,’ replied Ann. ‘We’re hoping to put together a slideshow of photos of Ethelred, for the funeral—’

‘Like in Love Actually,’ added Annie.

Susan piped up. ‘Brian Gleeson’s dead wife.’

‘Brendan Gleeson,’ corrected Ann.

‘Liam Neeson,’ corrected Annie.

‘We thought you must have some nice ones, Bryony? Nice recent ones.’ They all looked at her expectantly. Her phone was in front of her on the table, as it usually was. She wished it had a pin, so she could pull it out and hurl it through the window like a grenade.

‘Of course!’ she said, brightly, forcing down a mouthful of fondant. ‘What a lovely idea.’

Bryony had no nice recent photos of Ed. They’d never taken a selfie together, never felt compelled to snap pictures across the table in a bar. The only photo she possessed of him, she knew without even checking, was a photo of his back retreating into the bathroom in a towel, sent to Marco with the caption, ‘so I found out where all his hair went.’

Ann was still looking towards her phone, and Bryony realized they were expecting to see photos now. Here’s Ed at the zoo. Here’s Ed at the beach. Here’s Ed on date night, wearing a shirt and smiling at a steak.

She stammered. ‘I don’t actually have any photos on my phone anymore, they’re all in… the cloud. You know, for security. But I’ll send you a nice selection.’

As she’d hoped, Ann and Susan glazed over at the mention of the cloud and asked no further questions. Even Annie nodded respectfully. For security. It was almost funny, when you thought about it, Ed being stored in the cloud(s). Should she make that joke? Probably not.

Instead, she said, ‘I wanted to tell you, Ann – well, all of you – what a kind, considerate and wonderful man he was. You should be very proud, I know he’ll be greatly missed.’

She held off on speculating about his proximity to the ‘angles’.

‘Thank you, pet. That means a lot,’ said Ann. ‘We’ve had so many lovely messages already, it’s been quite overwhelming. And I’m sure you must be in the same boat, I know how fond he was of your friends and vice versa.’

‘Uhhh yes, completely,’ she busked, remembering Marco’s tears. ‘All of my friends who knew him are just devastated.’

‘And what about your family, dear?’ Ann’s tone was casual but her expression territorial. ‘Had Ethy spent much time with your parents?’

‘No, he never met them,’ she told Ann, and Ann looked pleased. ‘I mean, he hadn’t yet. Of course they wanted to. And he was hoping to, very… ah, soon.’

‘And are you all very close?’

Back to the lies, then.

‘Yes.’

Bryony thought of her family in much the same way she thought of her appendix – which is to say, she was glad she had one, albeit useless, knew roughly where it could be located in case of emergency, and considered every year that passed without it rupturing a success.

Her mother had died when she was ten and a stepmother ushered in to fill the vacancy three years later. Whether Kath and her father had ever been madly, or even reasonably, in love was a question lost in the mists of childhood grief and teen self-absorption, but these days she considered them divorced in all but paperwork and postcode. They had separate bedrooms, separate routines and almost entirely separate channels of contact with Bryony – save for the handful of times a year she was obliged to journey down to the South London/Kent borders to sit stiffly around the too-large dining table, forking a too-small portion of salmon en croute into her mouth and fending off pointed questions about her love life, her living arrangements, her underwhelming career. They never came to visit her.

Her father phoned semi-regularly, usually on Sunday nights, which gave their relationship the flavour of unfinished homework and reluctant goings-over with the nit comb. And her stepmother occasionally texted, in messages formatted like letters, with line breaks…


Hi Bryony,

How are you? Weather down here disappointing but had nice trip to McArthurGlen with Linda.

Roadworks on high street finally finished thank god.

Hope that presentation went okay.

Kath



She could never remember the presentation she was referring to, or who Linda was, but the attention to detail felt just warm enough to pass for parental love.

There was also Tim, Kath’s son, who was two years her senior and had come along at a time – she thirteen, he fifteen – when they were too old to do any real growing up together but too young to forge a friendly adult bond. Tim now lived in Brussels for work, had a disproportionately beautiful fiancé called Clementine and conducted their entire sibling relationship through emoji reactions to Bryony’s Instagram posts. Tim was fine. They were all fine.

But Ann didn’t seem like a woman for whom a fine family would be good enough. And given the circumstances, she didn’t want to look ungrateful. Tim might never remember her birthday, but at least he was still alive.

‘We’re pretty close,’ she told her. ‘At least, ah… geographically. But I know you have such a tight-knit family. Ed told me so much about you all, I feel like I know you already.’ This was a stretch. ‘It must be a real comfort at a time like this.’

Ann nodded as though the family’s tight-knitted-ness was a widely acknowledged fact. To demonstrate, she reached out behind her and grabbed the nearest limb, which belonged to her daughter walking past. Annie stopped, draped her arms around her mother’s neck and sweetly kissed her temple. Ann stroked her hair and gave a watery smile.

‘You’re right, Bryony,’ she said, as Susan’s Bob announced that the dog had just been sick in the downstairs loo (‘Mainly pink icing’). ‘We must never take family for granted.’
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