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For Nils, Jack, Finn and Noah










Two years afterwards


I am floating in the tranquil blue. It is summer and the tide is high. Lying back, I lift my toes until they break the surface of the sea. Bright orange painted toenails appear like tiny suns tracking their course in a small arc across a perfect sky. I drop my head and let the ocean hold me.


Sounds reach out over the water from the beach. There are the crests of conversations, people laughing and shrill yelps from children splashing in the shallows. A gannet sweeps across the mirrored sky above my head.


A buoy is tethered, close to me. I rotate onto my front and swim with confident and sweeping strokes until I have it in my grasp. Holding on, I tread my legs under the water and survey the land. People cluster on the beach, their territories marked out with towels and sun umbrellas and a plethora of coloured bags. A seagull lands on a large blanket. I smile as a tourist flaps her arms around and the bird begins to flap its wings as if mimicking her movements before it rises up and flies away.


A little to the left, I spot them waiting at the water’s edge. They wave and I wave back and grin. The sunlight catches in the gentle ripples that I make until everything surrounding me is shimmering and bright. I take a breath of fresh sea air that smells of shining metal, minerals and clean laundry drying on a line. And then I start to swim. I propel myself towards them all and towards her.


This is real happiness, I think. This is not what I imagined would come afterwards.
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The End


The dahlias are in the vegetable drawer of the fridge. They are bright pink, tightly bound in a cone of brown paper and cellophane. The petals shock, violent, against the plastic-wrapped sprouts and bags of potatoes.


The food shopping is packed away. There is enough food to last the two of us at least a week. Jay has bought all of the ingredients for the festive meals that he’s planned. He has even remembered to buy more peppercorns. He’s filled the grinder up, spilt just a few. They lie like excised crows’ eyes on the granite worktop.


Everything else is neat, just how he likes it. Neat and normal.


‘I’m home,’ I call. But the sing-song clatter of my voice dissolves into the silence of the house. I run my fingers along the cool dark granite and wait.


The dahlias are in the fridge. He must have bought them at the supermarket today. A split-second decision or a planned and sweet intention. I don’t know. And then he must have packed them away with all the food. With the pale turkey and winter vegetables scrubbed clean of earth. The flowers are a stark slash of colour. Chilled and forgotten.


Misplaced. His mind elsewhere.


I find the cold dahlias in the kitchen.


Then I go upstairs to the bedroom and find Jay.










Shock


‘I know how awful it is to find a body,’ the policewoman says. Her voice is low. She has been here before, sitting with loss. I perch on the sofa cradling a cup of tea that I don’t remember asking for or taking.


The mug is a favourite, Le Creuset from a set of two with handles curved like half-wedding rings.


I don’t like tea, I think.


My hands won’t still, as if my body is being disturbed by an unseen force from far away. The rotation of the earth, the deep shift of continental plates, some tsunami somewhere.


‘Drink your tea. It’s got sugar in.’ She moves her body slightly on the sofa, turns a page in her notebook, tucks her hair behind her ear. ‘It will help you with the shock.’


Shock.


The word hangs there in my mind, attaching meaning to itself. I sit still. Drink down the tea for shock.


I’m sure I’m drifting in and out of consciousness but I must be wide awake because the police lady keeps on talking at me. She tells me she is a ‘liaison officer’ but her name has filtered from my mind. She must have mentioned it.


I stay on the sofa, staring at the Christmas tree lights, silent as time slurs and blurs.


‘I’m sorry, love. We’ve got to ask some questions.’


She carries on talking as my mind begins to drift.




We were in Dubai and the hotel pool was piping music underwater. It was night. The city filled the sky with almost-light. Jay and I were diving to the bottom of the pool, breathing out bubbles of air and holding hands. There were lights that changed colour beneath the surface. Jay swam over and held his face close to pinks and purples, blues and greens. Down deep it was the two of us, no interruptions, only us.





I am underwater now.


This is the very bottom.


A few words filter through. Inquest. Coroner.


‘We’ll need to take some of his things away with us. I’m sorry. They’ll be returned as soon as possible and we’ll take good care of them.’


A low moan escapes my mouth. It comes from somewhere deep that I did not know existed. They cannot take his stuff. I grip the mug. I grip it like it’s his warm hand or beating heart.


Please don’t take his things, I think.


They take his laptop, his mobile phone, the belongings on his desk. Some migraine tablets and the paper diary that he keeps.


Kept. The diary that he kept.


‘You need to tell us when you saw him last.’ Her voice is louder now. More solid.


My sister has appeared. I don’t remember Jude arriving. The doorbell didn’t ring. The house is full of people now, shapes that circle the periphery like planets round a burnt-out sun. I can smell the cloying scent of the felled tree that sits in the far corner of the room, weighed down with festive baubles and bright lights. It makes me think of decimated forests and Nordic nights that never end.


I stare into the mug of tea as sounds focus and fade, fade and focus. Jude pulls the blue woollen blanket over my shoulders and squeezes my thigh. She rubs my back in a circular motion, round and round, like I am one of her boys.


‘Tell her what happened,’ says Jude. ‘You need to tell her.’


But I don’t know what happened. I came home and now I’m here.


‘Mum and Dad are at the airport now. They’ll be here tomorrow,’ she says.


Tomorrow cannot come. I only want yesterday.


I grapple with sentences. I know I have the words in me but I’m struggling to locate them. Linking words together is exhausting. I take a breath.


‘We left to go to work together. I got off first. He smiled.’


The words escape my mouth staccato. They do not sound like mine.


I’m stuck. Stranded on the platform, on this sofa, left here without words.




We were standing on the tube carriage, pressed close into each other. I leant my head against Jay’s jumper and breathed in deep, his aftershave and him. At my stop he grinned, kissed me goodbye and I reminded him to buy the peppercorns. I walked up the stairs passing a line of people on the escalator, out into the square of light, towards the waiting day.





My last words spiral round my head on a tight loop, mocking me.


‘Don’t forget the peppercorns.’ ‘Don’t forget the peppercorns.’ ‘Don’t forget the peppercorns.’


He didn’t. He remembered to buy peppercorns.


He forgot to stay alive.










Denial


The dahlias are in the vegetable drawer of the fridge. They are brilliant pink, carefully bound in a Cornetto-cone of parcel paper. The petals sing, bright, against the green of sprouts and the bags of white potatoes.


The food shopping is packed away. There is food to last the two of us a week or so. Jay has bought all of the ingredients for the festive meals that we’ve planned. He has even remembered to buy more peppercorns. He’s filled the grinder up, spilt just a few. They lie like tiny jewels on the kitchen worktop. Everything else is neat. Just how we like it.


‘I’m home,’ I call. And the sing-song chatter of my voice fills the hallway of our home.


‘Hey, love,’ calls Jay from our bedroom up the stairs. ‘How was your day?’










Anger


I want to throw the tea across the room. Break plates. Smash time.


The stupid policewoman knows nothing at all. ‘I know how awful it is to find a body,’ she said. But I didn’t find a body. I found my husband, I found Jay, hanging in the bedroom from a rope.


The stupid fucking woman.


Finding a body would have been bearable.










Terror


‘Take these now, Em.’ Jude presses two small tablets into my hand. ‘They’ll help you sleep.’


I swallow down, obedient.


My body is a strange vessel now, something other. I can hear the teeth inside my head, a jilted sort of tapping, and the noise of my pulse, loud as breaking waves. I wonder if my heart is attempting to leave me, swimming up from my chest cavity and out of my ears.


Jude pulls the duvet up over the two of us and curls her warm body around mine. The bedding smells of my little sister’s life, not mine. She strokes my hair from my forehead, slowly, rhythmically, easing me into the warm arms of a drugged oblivion.




We were at Jude and Rob’s, the adults drinking in the kitchen and laughing far too loudly at old songs. One of the boys woke up. I headed to the toilet, stopped and watched them for a while. Jude was wrapped around my nephew, stroking his forehead and humming a quiet lullaby. I wondered if one day I’d ever want a baby of my own, if I’d feel a desperate need to soothe a little body into sleep like that.





Screaming wakes me. I cannot breathe. The weight of the duvet is suffocating and I can smell Christmas trees. I have dreamt that Jay is dead, that I have found him hanging by his belt and that everything is broken now. I can see his face contorted, smell shit and death, and hear a woman somewhere screaming something.


‘I’ve got you. You’re okay,’ tries Jude.




I was walking from the station. I texted Jay to tell him I was almost home but I didn’t hear from him. I imagined him still on the underground or sat at his computer, deep in concentration, happily lost inside minute adjustments of light levels and contrasts.





In the room next door a wailing starts. Small frightened boys startled from sleep. Together we scream and wail, scream and wail, a cacophony of terror in the darkness.




In the kitchen I found dahlias inside the fridge.


In our bedroom I found Jay.





‘You’re okay,’ says Jude.


But I’m not okay. I am the furthest from okay that I have ever, ever been.










Everything


The smell is acrid. Acid and insides. Jude leans over the bathtub and turns on the taps. She stands there stooped, making figures of eight with outstretched arms. She whirls in bubble bath, mixes hot with cold. She is a wonderful mother, a warm witch. Crouching and swirling, checking the temperature, making things good.


The edges of the bath are strewn with life. A pink plastic duck with a gold crown. A tube of children’s toothpaste, spiralled tight by tiny hands. The lid is missing and the paste has congealed at the opening; a small hard orb, like discarded bubble gum. A wind-up deep-sea diver waits patiently to swim.


I lie down on the bathroom floor and stretch my hands across the tiles, splay fingers wide, press my cheek against cool porcelain. Down low the spinning slows. I breathe in the smell of cleaner used to wash the floor and the slight musk of the damp bathmat. A small stripy sock has missed the washing basket and lies forgotten, turned inside out, beneath the sink. I think about the things we share. We are both down here. Both inside out.


Jude pulls away the layers of my clothes. Sweat- and vomit-drenched pyjamas stuck fast to clammy skin.


‘Arms up,’ she says softly, as if I am her child.


She pulls my top up and off, forcing my head out through the grip of damp, inverted clothes. It is a strange and silent birth.


I can hardly stand it; feeling everything at once, all of it unfiltered. I am skinless, raw and inside out.










Remembering


I am curled like a comma, resting deep among the pillows and the duvet of our bed. The lamps glow butter low and the old fireplace is strung with battery-powered golden stars. A patchwork quilt wraps warm around the bed. The house smells festive; of enchanted pine trees and child-like anticipation.


I am lost in words, cradled inside a book. I make my nest among the pages and the lines of ink. The letters sweep across the page like swallows’ tails.


Jay lies next to me, scrolling through Instagram, his face luminous in the glow of the screen. He nudges me with his toes under the warmth of the duvet and shows me a photo that he’s found.


A new Nick Knight photograph. A pile of pastel-pink roses entitled ‘Roses from my garden’. They are paler than ballet shoes, all petals and stamens, dying slowly into the grey and white foreground. The roses are collapsing, caught on the cusp between beauty and decay.


I glance up from my book. I find the photo sad but he tells me that it’s beautiful and talks of lighting, shadows and the complexity of contrasts. He studies the picture like a puzzle. I can almost hear the static of his thoughts. Tomorrow he’ll be in his studio, playing with light, adjusting filters and levels, trying to recreate the subtlety of the glow.


Jay asks what I’m reading, pulls the book of Japanese myths from out my hand and laughs. He wonders if there’s anything I will not read. I tell him he should read it too and he replies he doesn’t have to, that I read enough stories for the both of us. He reaches over slowly, catches a strand of hair with the tops of his fingers and hooks it behind my ear.


Next to him his bedside table is empty except for a small brass lamp and a glass of water on a coaster. The drawer is neat; a pair of cufflinks that I’ve never seen him wear and some moisturizer. We lie, our faces so close that he is breathing in my breath. I slowly rub my thumb over the silver scar that runs beneath his eyebrow, a pale indentation in the softness of the flesh. He looks at me so deeply that I wonder what he sees.


Photos are still stories, he insists. He tells me of the stories he creates every day for different clients with his camera. Stories about aftershave, designer shoes and lipsticks that can transform a person to be better than before. He says he mostly hates the stories that he has to tell.


And then he grins at me. That grin. That grin that makes the world wait.


And his eyes burn constellation bright with want and love and lust.


But that was all before.










Snow


The police liaison officer is now a presence in my life. She makes a point of telling me her name again and this time I know I won’t forget: Amelia. Jay is gone and now Amelia is here.


‘We’ve found no note,’ she says. ‘It’s not unusual. Less than a third of them leave notes.’


Them, I think.


The air escapes my lungs and I start to feel sick but she doesn’t seem to notice. She actually looks quite pleased that she knows this neat statistic, can offer up the fact to me. As if the telling of it somehow helps, as if there’s solace hidden in the undeniability of numbers.


Amelia sits across from me at Jude’s familiar kitchen table, with papers and a pen held poised. Her hair is not how I remember it. It’s tied up in a ponytail, drawn much tighter back from off her face than yesterday, a little more austere in the harshness of the morning light. I pull my jumper down over my hands, hide my fingers inside folds of wool. Rob is playing with the boys behind the closed door of the living room and I can hear him roaring like a lion and the boys respond in high-pitched squeals as they find a deep delight inside the pretence of their fear.


‘Emma, can you think of any reasons why Jay might have taken his own life? We tend to see more of these deaths in spring, not over Christmas. Is there anything specific you can think of?’


I bite the nail off my left thumb, sift through the mess of swirling thoughts. I do not know. How on earth can I not know? I am his wife. There are crudely cut-out snowflakes that are stuck in random patterns on the kitchen windowpanes behind Amelia’s head. When I squint her face becomes a hazy silhouette against a scraggy paper storm.


‘His work, I guess. It’s stressful in the run up to the holidays. And he’s always hated winter.’


I grasp at random reasons like a child attempting to catch snowflakes, flailing and failing to capture something solid. There is a paper snowflake that I focus on while speaking. It is asymmetrical and messy; an almost-circle filled with jagged little scissor slits. I cannot get my mind to place Jay in the past, to anchor him in time. He keeps on swimming up into the present tense of sentences.


‘Any other reasons? Can you think of absolutely anything at all?’


‘He wanted to move house,’ I say. ‘And have a baby. He always wanted us to have a baby.’ I swallow hard, the words sticking inside my throat.


A young boy barrels fast into the room, too fast for his own feet, as if the weight of his small head is giving him momentum. I worry that he’ll topple. Fall.


‘Mummy. I want juice,’ Max says.


Rob follows swift behind with Oscar lodged neatly underneath one arm and mumbles an apology.


‘It’s fine,’ Amelia says, Jude and Rob’s home not quite their own in her official presence.


‘Are you being a good boy for Father Christmas? What’s the magic word?’ says Jude to Max.


We watch Jude fill a bright and plastic drip-proof cup with apple juice from the fridge and dilute it with water from the tap. Oscar follows with his own demands.


‘Me too. Me too.’


‘Please!’ Max proudly yells, so obviously delighted to know the word the adults want to hear. Amelia smiles, ruffles the soft hair of the small boy as he takes his plastic cup and, grinning, goes to climb onto his mother’s lap. Jude mouths a silent sentence to her husband.


‘The lion’s getting hungry, boys,’ Rob coaxingly responds. ‘I wonder what he’ll find to eat?’


‘Meeeee,’ yells Max and slides himself off Jude’s high lap and down onto the floor, before careering out the room.


‘No, me,’ calls Oscar, chasing fast after his brother with slightly wobbly toddler strides as Rob begins to growl again.


I focus on the snowflake, on the paper cuts that let the light shine through. I cannot tell Amelia that I wonder if the real reason Jay has gone is simply me.










Anger


I email work to request a leave of absence. I finally settle on six words:


‘My husband died. I can’t come in.’


Before anyone officially responds, Sarah from the finance department sends an email. The title is ‘Just one day at a time’. She cc’s someone in HR.


‘I understand,’ she writes. ‘I lost my husband to colon cancer two years ago.’


I snap the laptop shut. Her husband did not mean to die. He would have chosen her, not cancer. No amount of love or care or comfort could have saved him from his tumours. Her husband didn’t want his death. Screw Sarah, with her perfect, simple widowhood.


I wish Jay had died of cancer.


Then I wouldn’t want to kill him.










Pens


Our parents arrive at Jude’s with Caribbean tans and heavy bags in an Uber from the airport. They throw their arms around me, lock me in the angles of a tight embrace. In this moment I am glad they’re here but the moment only lasts until my mother starts to sob.


‘Oh Emma, Em, I can’t believe he’s passed,’ she says.


I roll my eyes in deep annoyance up towards a heaven that I don’t believe is actually there.


‘He didn’t ace a test. He hasn’t passed. He’s dead, Jay’s dead.’


My mother clearly doesn’t like the word and starts to cry a little louder.


‘I know he is,’ she says. ‘It’s just so awful, Emma love. I’ve been crying since we heard the news. We even got a free upgrade from British Airways. And on Christmas Eve! We didn’t even have to use your father’s air miles. They could see that I was that upset!’


Jude is quick to catch my eye. A glint, a spark, we nearly smile.


Despite no note, there is a life insurance policy and an online will. Dad and Jude discover them while trawling through Jay’s emails. The will was made the previous October and logged with an online company that someone thought a good idea to actually call ‘Farewill’. It makes me think of people leaving for a voyage on a boat, a cheerful cruise to somewhere nice, departing from a dock with heavy luggage, happy waves. Dad reads the document aloud. The witnesses are people whose names I do not recognize and the contents of the will are brief, leaving everything to me, with the singular request that Ben receives a number of Jay’s photographs that are currently all hanging on the walls inside our home and when taken down will leave large spaces. More emptiness I didn’t choose.


The will just makes my mother cry again and I sit there at the table holding tight onto her suntanned hand, not exactly sure which one of us is looking after whom. Dad and Jude have both got out their laptops, paper and some pens, and are making lists, both of them attempting to chisel out some order from the chaos that surrounds me now. They write down all the things we need to do, the people that we need to tell. Dad writes FUNERAL in capitals and underlines it twice as if it’s something that we might forget. He draws a little arrow and underneath writes down the names Martin and Anne. I close my eyes. Wish everything and everyone away.




Jay was standing by the open fridge, the light casting a halo round his solid frame. ‘It’s our wedding, Em. I don’t want Anne and Martin there. It’s been forever since we last spoke and you deserve a perfect day.’ I stood up and wrapped my arms around his chest, kissed the back of his soft neck and ran my fingers through his thick, dark hair. ‘But they’re your parents, Jay. Whatever happened, can it really be that bad?’





My mobile phone begins to ring again. It never seems to stop. I do not recognize the number and push the phone across the table towards Jude. She answers it for me.


‘Em, they need to speak to you,’ she finally says.


The coroner sounds formal and sincere. He sends his deep condolences and talks of issuing an ‘Interim’ certificate of death. I do not understand quite why. Death does not exist within the space that is an interim. It is definite and done. He keeps on talking, telling me that a post-mortem will need to be performed, that an inquest will follow in a few more months.


‘But why?’ I ask.


‘Any violent death must be investigated. We need to know for certain how Jay died.’


He hung himself, I think. It’s fucking obvious.


He talks about the estimated timings of ‘these things’ and mentions the ‘releasing’ of Jay’s body back into my care, despite the fact that both of us know that my care can’t make the slightest bit of difference to things now.


Throughout the conversation Dad has carried on writing his list. The words stretch out onto a second page. A litany of death to-dos. He puts a small black biro star beside a line, checks something on the laptop and waits for me to finish on the phone.


‘Are you okay for money, Em? The life insurance policy contained a suicide clause but that lasted for two years and it ran out on the fifth. It’s a few weeks over that so you’ll still receive the full amount but it may take a little while. The mortgage and the funeral… you know that we can help you, love.’


Did he wait the two years out? I think.


I hadn’t thought about the money, the practicalities of bills and the funeral expense. I wonder for the first time in my life just how much it costs to say goodbye.


‘My salary can just about cover the payments on the house. It’s only Jay’s account that I can’t access. But I never could before. I don’t know anything at all about his finances.’


‘Really?’ asks Jude. She sounds surprised. ‘You didn’t have a joint account? Do you know how much he earned? Not even after all these years?’


‘No. That’s normal, though.’ A long look passes round the room between my mother, dad and sister, a look that tells me that it’s not. ‘Well, isn’t it?’ I ask them all, the family I have left.










Solitude


‘It’s for the best,’ somebody said, ‘especially with the boys around and Christmas Day tomorrow.’ I should go stay with my parents for a while. Amelia approved and took my dad’s phone number too. There’s a funeral to organize and Jay’s mother keeps on calling me. I switch the phone off, bury myself beneath the blankets of my childhood bed. I only want the walls for company and the plastic stars of my newly shrunken universe. Andromeda, Draco, Virgo and Orion, flat and dull above my head.


The room is both familiar and strange. The posters and the postcards of my youth have gone, the Blu-Tack grease stains that my mother hated have long been painted out. I imagine her choosing the colours, expressing herself in Farrow & Ball, and my dad, busy with dust sheets, covering my childhood but leaving stars. A guest room full of sky.


I’m a visitor here now. All grown up and out of place. At thirty-four, too old to be looked after, too young to be looked after.


I stare at the small crack that has been missed. It runs above the dressing table with its antique mirror and cut-glass vase just small enough for snowdrops. I stay in bed for ceaseless time just staring at the crack that spans out wide like gently broken veins.


‘Here’s some tea, sweetheart,’ my mother says, excusing herself into the silence, and I close my eyes to block her out. ‘It’s got sugar in. It’s good for shock.’ I can smell the tea, its overpowering scent of bitter earth and candy canes, and I’m reminded of the policewoman sitting on my sofa, saying the same words. ‘You have to drink, sweetheart. And eat something. You need to eat. It’s been five days.’


I scrunch my eyes up tighter like a child.


I don’t, I think. I won’t.


‘Please drink,’ she says and something filters through. My mother saying please. I reach across and drink some water from last night’s glass beside the bed. It’s tepid now and dust has settled lightly on the tension of the surface. A feathering of fibres, chalk, discarded human cells. I don’t want this water. There is nothing she can give me that I want, but my mother stands and waits so I swallow down a mouthful to appease her.










January [image: ]











Adrift


A book arrives in the post with the title Dead People Suck. I almost laugh. It is wrapped up in brown paper and tied with trendy garden twine. Inside the cover my boss has written in her familiar pencil whorls: ‘You’ve lost enough. Don’t lose yourself,’ and underneath: ‘Facebook – Survivors of Suicide.’


Facebook feels like a sharp slap with its stream of fireworks and New Year’s celebrations, the images as bright as lollipops. I scroll past endless parties and wide Bacardi grins and stop at a dead grandmother. Corrugated skin and rumpled limbs hang loose around a lipstick smile. Seventy-four people have added a crying emoji. Twenty-two have opted for a love heart. The comments fill with familiar platitudes: ‘So sad but time’, ‘a life well lived’, ‘a spark until the end’. There’s a language written in our lineage for this ancient kind of loss.


And then I find him. Jay. Offered up to the internet by his assistant Ben. The image jolts my heartbeat out of time and the oxygen escapes my lungs. This was not Ben’s news to share. This loss is mine.


In the photograph Jay stands before an urban, bright, graffitied wall, a place I do not recognize, his camera slung across his chest. A smile rendered meaningless rides easy on his lips. Beneath the picture Ben has written: ‘Sleep deep. My world will never be the same,’ and added a web-link to the Samaritans.


People spew their confusion all over the comments and send Ben their love. Questions of what happened and exclamations of disbelief are interspersed with black emoji hearts and pinprick sorries. ‘Oh no, not another one,’ somebody actually writes.


Fuck them, I think.


But I thought that too. This is an awkward kind of death.


The Facebook group has 11,732 members. Another group has thousands more. So many of us all adrift in the digital clutter, attempting to tether ourselves to solace. ‘The full name of your loved one, your relationship to them and when they passed,’ the algorithm asks and I type slowly, tapping out each letter. My loss is now the password to a club I want no part of.


‘Jay Anthony Bell. My everything. Fifteen days ago.’


My finger presses firmly on delete and I watch the words undo themselves and disappear one letter at a time. I will life to unravel backwards with the words, for time to rewind minute by minute until we reach before. I cannot do it, I will not do it, I refuse to type his death.










Fight


‘Have you spoken to a vicar yet?’ Jay’s mother Anne demands of me.


There’s an anger in her voice which clips the edges of her sentences and sheers the niceties away. I fiddle with the corner of the bedding, rub the fabric with my fingers. There are seventeen missed calls from Anne logged on my phone. I can’t avoid her anymore. I do not want to speak to her but I know that she won’t go away. Jay’s life tied all our lives together loosely, our only unifying feature, him. Now Jay’s removed himself, absconded suddenly to leave us women side by side, pulled far closer than is comfortable.


‘No,’ I utter down the phone.


‘We need a date.’ Her words sound cold. ‘People are asking when and where. I’ve found a photograph from off your Instagram account and someone good to print the order of the service. And there’s a prayer I want his dad to read.’


‘I don’t think Jay would want a service in a church,’ I say.


‘He was christened and he boarded at a Church of England school. He’s a Christian, Emma.’ Her voice is resolute and firm, an almost shout.


‘But he hasn’t been to church since school.’


I sit up in bed and wipe the sweat that’s building on my forehead, crunch my fingers up into a fist.


‘My son, Emma, my only son, he’s dead. He deserves a proper Christian burial.’


She sounds hysterical and angry now.


‘I know he’s dead. But a church is not what he’d have wanted,’ I try again and watch my fingers bleach of colour as my nails dig into my palm.


‘Don’t tell me what he would or wouldn’t want. You clearly didn’t know my son. You couldn’t even keep him here, alive. You claim you don’t know anything but you surely must know why he died? You lived with him, for heaven’s sake. You married him! So tell me why my son is dead. Tell me, Emma. Why has he done this awful thing? The answer has to lie with you.’


There is silence on the line as her words kill off the conversation. I wait until my breathing calms enough to speak.


‘I’m sorry. I don’t know,’ I say, my voice compressed and tight.


There is another pause. A long and awful silence as we wait for this to end.


‘I don’t know how you sleep at night,’ she finally says and cuts me off.










Lost


I do not sleep. I stay in bed, ignore my phone and wait for time to pass me by. Outside I hear the familiar crunch of shale and shattered flint as a car pulls up across the gravel drive. There are voices in the kitchen now. The murmurings of family. I can make out Dad and the sound of Jude, the top notes of a conversation.


My sister creeps into the stillness of my room. There’s a shallow indentation in the bedding; a soft hollow by my right hip that’s been left behind from when my parents sit with me and try. I have named the place ‘The Visiting Space’.


Jude finds the hollow, settles in. Her cheeks are winter pink, all blaze and burn and she smells of hair conditioner and cold. I stare at the different coloured smudges on her fingertips as she cups my hand in hers. Bright purple, pink and orange felt-tip stains.


‘Em, oh Em.’ She gathers up my torso in her arms. ‘How are you doing? God, I’m sorry. No. That’s such a stupid thing to ask. You’re shit. Of course you’re shit. I mean, for starters you’re back home with Mum and Dad.’ She winks at me and gently smiles.


‘It’s okay,’ I say, biting my lip.


She squeezes tight, then makes some space to take me in.


‘You look awful. Are you eating? When did you last eat? Is Mum not feeding you?’


‘I don’t know,’ I say. And I really don’t. I can’t remember when I ate, and then, ‘He’s dead,’ I add. ‘He didn’t leave a note.’


‘I know,’ she says. ‘I’m so incredibly sorry, Em.’


Jude hands me a card that has arrived by post from everyone at work. A flock of pale grey birds and the curling calligraphy of ‘Thinking of You’ embossed in silver over fluffy Pixar clouds. Inside, blue and black names of colleagues spread like bruises over pale skin. Only a few people have braved language. They stick with ‘sorry’ and ‘so sorry for your loss’. So many biro sorries scrawled across a page.


A murder of crows.


A cloud of bats.


An abandonment of sorries?


My life is full of these apologies now. People leave them with me, attached to large bouquets of flowers and delivered to my parents’ door. Sorries arrive daily in the post, in my in-box, on my phone from people I hardly know. They are served up in Tupperware containers of home-made soup and cold, congealed lasagnes. I have more apologies than I could ever need except the only one I want. The ‘sorry but I love you’ note. The ‘sorry but here’s why’.


My little sister shifts her body slightly in The Visiting Space, deepening the indentation.


‘I’ve spoken to his mother, Em. Are you absolutely sure that you don’t want to be involved?’


‘She blames me, Jude. She says I didn’t know him.’ My voice is quiet, sullen.


‘That’s just not true.’


‘I didn’t know he wanted death and I don’t know what he would have wanted from a funeral. She can have her Christian burial. Nothing matters anymore.’


Jude looks down and rubs the crosshatch denim of her jeans, kneading thigh muscles with the firm edge of her palm. Downstairs my mother drops a baking tray or frying pan, something large and metal on the kitchen floor. The crash rips through the house breaking nothing at all.


‘Emma. Are you sure that you’re okay?’ asks Jude.


A teardrop forms in the corner of my eye, growing until it can no longer be contained and it spills up and over the lip of lashes. I feel it rolling slowly down my cheek. And then another, and another until I’m sobbing hard, tears flooding outwards faster than the feelings. I gasp for breath, like a woman drowning in the saltwater of her own sadness.


Am I okay?


It’s the question I need most. But I don’t know what the answer is. I am breathing still. I am waiting here in bed for time to undo itself and for Jay to come back to me.


I am everything that is obvious.










Brave


Raindrops race each other down the glass as I lie across the back seat of the new Audi. I pick two drops and will the left-hand one to win. It is strange being driven like a child. Dad drives and my mother rests her arm across his smartly suited shoulders. She touches him more often now, I’ve noticed. No one speaks as the car swallows up vast sections of the motorway and spits them out behind.


My mother turns on Radio 4 and Woman’s Hour fills the car. Five culturally diverse grandmothers unite in their criticism of modern-day parenting and a shared distrust of iPads. The raindrops start to slow and the sky shifts itself towards the west threatening sun. I close my eyes and breathe in chemicals and something like leather as the belt clasp digs into my ribs. It hurts so I stay there, pressing myself into the pain.


Just outside London we stop at the services and I spend too long in a toilet cubicle, grateful for the privacy of plastic walls. It is easier alone.


‘Em. Emma. Are you in there?’


My mother sounds desperate. She has read somewhere that losing Jay to suicide puts me at risk too, as if the violence of his death is contagious, catching, and any moment on my own may be my last. I look around at the safe square box with its sealed sanitary bin and rounded toilet roll dispenser. ‘No, I’m dead, Mother,’ I want to say. ‘I have drowned myself in the toilet bowl. I have managed to suffocate myself with a stranger’s sodden tampon.’


‘Yes,’ I say instead, ‘of course I’m here.’


Outside Burger King I sit with Dad. He leans forward, far across the table, and takes a bite of Flame-Grilled Whopper, being careful of his shirt. People stare just a little too long; Dad in a fitted suit and me in my Karen Millen death dress, the one I wore last year to Grannie’s funeral. It is large on me, falling in unnecessary folds around my frame. I am less now, the soft edges of myself have disappeared, leaving angles. A far sharper cut of flesh.


Dad wipes his fingers on a deep wad of paper napkins and hands me a clean white handkerchief from his suit pocket. I look up at him.


‘Just in case you need it later,’ he says.


I take the soft square of fabric, rubbing the raised letter of the embroidered S over and over between my finger and thumb.




Dad, who was hardly ever home, was home. It was summer, warm and dry. The light was the golden light of childhood and Jude and I were swinging high up in the clouds. I jumped mid-air and tripped, toes over sandal tips. The concrete scraped my knees and blood trailed slowly down my shins like racing raindrops. Dad took his handkerchief and gently dabbed my skin. ‘Let’s get you home to Mum,’ he said. ‘She can magic this all better.’





‘You need to eat,’ my mother says, passing me an M&S cheese sandwich made with soft white bread and bland butter. The food of childhood and illness. I take a bite and try to chew, but there is not enough liquid in me to swallow down the clot of bread that sticks there in my throat. I push away the sandwich as my stomach twists and bile rises and I see my mother glance at Dad. The language of a marriage. The speech that I have lost.










Wrong


‘The Lord will keep you from all harm.


‘He will watch over your life;


‘The Lord will watch over your coming and going


‘Both now and forever more.’


Who the fuck chose that? His mother? ‘The Lord will keep you from all harm.’ Is she serious? We have failed quite spectacularly at that.


Both ‘The Lord’ and I.


Dad is sweating more than usual and my mother looks panicked, slightly manic, as if she is burning calories with her brain alone. I suppose they’re both worried that I’ll crack or cry but I’m barely even here. People are watching, all eyes on me and the wooden box, like a backwards kind of wedding. All of the attention and none of the joy.


The vicar, or possibly a priest, continues speaking. We stand packed close to sing a hymn that no one actually knows. Someone to my left is singing louder than the others, her voice rising up as the notes drop down. A cousin of Jay’s who I only recognize from Facebook reads a poem that she wrote full of not-quite rhymes and lines I swear I know from somewhere else. This funeral is not for Jay. While I hid in bed his parents picked out random hymns and wrong readings. They even chose a God.


I stare at them across the aisle. His mother held up by the right angles of the wooden pew. She is smaller in the flesh than I remember her, slightly drawn in and puckered up as if collapsing inwards on herself. His father sits further along, the space between the two of them the width of Jay. He stares ahead. Ironically this is the most time they have spent with Jay in years.


The burial is all wrong too. There are roses for Jay’s coffin. There should be daffodils instead.




We were walking through the park on our first date. It was spring and all around the daffodils had sprung; an orchestra of yellow playing out across the grass. Jay knelt down and gathered up a clutch of bright into his hand. He beamed at me as he offered up the stolen flowers and a kiss, a tract of damp across each knee. I took the flowers and the kiss and I let myself imagine what a life would look like with this man.





Around me people cry. The air smells of winter; desolation reeking from the skeleton trees, crisp cold and damp soil. I look across the cemetery with its chequerboard of death. The rows and rows of love and loss.


I want to leave. Jay isn’t here.


The man from God delivers words as we stand around and watch him work at this strange midwifery of mourning. Someone hands out roses to the crowd like glow sticks at a festival. Jude reaches over, squeezes me.


I am at Jay’s funeral. My husband’s dead.


And the trees press down and the sky falls down and everything that broke before is broken still and breaks again.


His shredded neck.


His fractured kneecaps.


Shattered joy.


The sounds fade out. Time slurs and blurs.


The air is pressing on my lungs, too dense to breathe. I cannot speak or walk or be. This cannot be. I’m supposed to drop the rose onto the coffin but I can’t let go. I grip it tighter waiting for the thorns to hurt but the stem has been curated smooth, each leaf, each thorn, removed.


And the sky falls down and the trees press down and time fades out and all around sounds slur and blur.


Inside the pocket of my coat is a large beach pebble, round and cold from a summer trip to Brighton beach. It is ringed with quartz, a perfect looping band which according to my mother means that it will bring good luck. I have a sudden overwhelming urge to pop the pebble in my mouth and swallow it.


I imagine it sinking in my oil-slick stomach, making me heavy, holding me here. Or catching in my throat and blocking out the air. I read a novel where someone killed themselves by swallowing a pack of butter wrapped in foil. The kind you find in B&Bs alongside dainty pots of strawberry jam and apricot preserve. I think of him, the fictional man desperately choking on a rectangle of dairy; such a British way to die.


Jay died.


I don’t believe in God.


God, help me please.










Rising


My fingers grip tight and pale around the unfamiliar toilet rim as I heave into the bowl. The bile floats there, fluorescent, like coagulated Lucozade on the surface of the water. I breathe in the sickening spice of strangers’ urine and the scratch of cheaply scented bleach and begin to retch some more. I am stuck here on my knees, bent down without a prayer. I am flailing, ailing, out at sea.


As the swell of nausea retreats sounds start to slowly reassemble in my ears. I can hear the gentle roll of conversation from the bar, like the deep drag of pebbles pulling backwards with the tide. There is the clink of glass and a high-pitched seagull cry of laughter. I am crouched, my back against the brickwork now, still waiting for the looming walls to shrink to normal size. Hung above the cistern is a photograph of 1920s swimmers screwed tight into the bricks. The women stand together, strong and ready for the waves. Solid smiles. Woollen hats. Loosely knitted bathing suits.


‘Em, Emma, is that you?’ says Jude.


‘In here.’ I swallow down an acrid trace of sick, lean up and flick the lock to let her in.


She looks at me in silence. I watch her eyes crunch tight and her forehead knit into a frown of sisterly concern.


‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Let’s get this done and get you home.’


‘I need to speak to Ben,’ I say.


Jude takes my arm, threads it through the tight loop of her own and leads me from the toilets and back into the pub. The ‘Karen Millen Death Dress’ is stuck to me in sweat-drenched swathes. I pick at it, pulling sections of material from sodden limbs, but it contracts back and sticks again like bandages on skin.


Relatives and friends have spread like spilt molasses into different rooms and out around the bar. There are people, people everywhere. Some I only recognize from Facebook and from Instagram. They quickly pool together into tighter groups: his family and his football team, some friends from his old boarding school, the clients that he worked with and the people that are here for me. All drinking, laughing, raising toasts and dabbing at themselves with clasps of Kleenex.


The sounds collate into a solid mass of noise, people louder than their usual selves as if compensating for the silence of the funeral. Everyone seems larger, drunker, hornier, just a little more alive. Death working on the living.


Strands of conversations catch inside my ears as Jude steers me through the undulating mass of mourners.


‘… just can’t believe he’s gone…’


‘… someone said he didn’t leave a note. It’s just so…’


‘… well, at least there are no kids…’


‘… I heard she had to cut him down…’


‘… yeah, next Thursday. They’re playing the O2. It sold out months ago…’


She moves me to the left, takes a turn towards our parents, when Ben stumbles into us almost yelling out my name and pulling at my arm.
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