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			To Nephew Max, a storyteller,
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			Three Stitches

			It’d been a pleasant funeral, if such a thing existed. There were no raucous outbursts of weeping, no children asking inappropriate questions, and no mourners draping their bodies over caskets. It was the right time for Nanny to let go of life. The soil would have a better use for her than the staff at St George’s hospice, where she’d spent the remainder of her days, moaning about the food, refusing to cooperate with medication, and pretending it was a disappointment whenever my mother came to see her.

			“Oh, it’s you,” she’d say, with undisguised scorn. My mother was the only one who ever visited her, and for the life of me I couldn’t understand why she kept doing it.

			In my grandmother’s penultimate resting place, the fuzzy, brown carpet clashed with the smell of antiseptic and the clutter of walking aids. Nanny either genuinely couldn’t remember who I was, or else didn’t want to. My mother thought it was because of my tattoos.

			“You could have at least covered your arms,” she’d muttered through the rolled-down window when I pulled up in the carpark. It was the first time I’d seen my mother in years. I wondered how, before speaking, I could manage to do something wrong.

			We’d waited with Nanny all day. We held her hand, whispered words of encouragement, asked her if she was comfortable enough. She didn’t really make a lot of noise, only whimpered and complained of the cold. Any time we added extra blankets to her deathbed, she immediately threw them off and proclaimed we were trying to suffocate her. Eventually, we just stopped trying. A carer conceded that we weren’t really helping, that it might be best to leave her to rest since her death could come tonight, tomorrow, or three months from now. I hoped she wouldn’t die too soon. That way, I could show my face at the home the next morning, then make a speedy escape in the afternoon. 

			I wasn’t to be so lucky. By the time we’d arrived back at my mother’s house, the phone was already ringing with the news. She’d passed away. It was time to make arrangements.

			I was sleeping on the sofa. My mother had downsized after I left home, exchanging the two-up-two-down for a bungalow in one of those odd little cul-de-sacs intended for OAPs. She’d kept all the old furniture, and it looked madly cluttered in such a small space. The coffee table, whose sharp corner had once gouged the scar by my left eye, was still planted in front of the sofa so that she could rest her tired feet. After that accident, I was given three stitches. The scar was ugly enough to still embarrass me. I was lucky though; it could have been worse. Any farther to the right and I would have gone blind in one eye. I pushed the table farther away from the sofa, insisting on getting it as far away from me as possible. In the morning, my mother went spare because I might’ve scratched the hardwood flooring.

			After the funeral, we sat on the bench opposite my grandparents’ gravestones. My mother lit a cigarette. My grandfather’s grave was thick with weeds, but my grandmother’s plot was freshly turned, which seemed strange next to all the mossy and overgrown tombs, as though even nature knew that she had lingered on earth for too long. The wake was at a small pub on the corner. Soon, we’d have to go and shake hands with the relatives I couldn’t stand while cramming cold egg sandwiches into our mouths to prevent further conversation. 

			“It’s a shame, you know,” my mother said, exhaling smoke. “You never met your granddad. Now, he was a lovely man.”

			“Only the good die young,” I said sarcastically, but my mother nodded sincerely in response.

			“Your gran would always say, you wait ‘til your father gets home. He’ll give you what for. Then my dad would come home, all covered in paint, and he’d be too happy to see me to do anything. He’d sit down and I’d crawl on his lap, and he’d tell me not to do it again, giving me a little kiss on the forehead. Well, you can imagine my mum was fuming! She’d give me what for herself then.” My mother laughed. “Oh, you kids don’t know you’re born. Back in our days, you were hit with belts, smacked with rulers, your ears were twisted… Can’t get away with that now.”

			When I was nine years old, I’d spilled orange juice on a white carpet, and in response, my mother had hit me so hard that I panicked and ran away from her while she slapped at the back of my legs. I tripped and hit the side of the coffee table, causing the deep gash that needed three stitches and became a reminder of my near-miss with blindness. My mother’s response to the streaming of blood had been to carry on shouting.

			“I was just telling you to be more careful!”

			On my return from the hospital, I had to scrub out not only the juice, but the blood stains that had dribbled a trail to the front door. I remembered wondering why she insisted on having white carpet through the living room. It seemed as though she’d deliberately decorated in such a way as to cause maximum potential damage so she could experience the thrill of hitting me. I wondered also if this was why she filled cups all the way up to the brim before asking me to carry them to my aunts and uncles. Coffee in one hand, tea in the other, I’d watch the liquid splash about, walking as though I was on a tightrope and feeling her eyes drill into my head. I always spilled. To this day, I’ll only fill cups three-quarters full. 

			“People still abuse children,” I said dryly.

			“That’s not what I meant, just that it was normal then, you know?” My mum shook her head. “God. No tears. A whole funeral and no tears. Isn’t that the saddest thing you’ve ever heard?” She offered me a cigarette.

			“No thanks. I’ve quit,” I told her.

			“Since when?”

			I shrugged. I could’ve given an exact date since it was when I found out for certain, but I thought it was better to be vague.

			“Maybe a few weeks.”

			“Ha!” my mum said. “Well, be careful to watch what you’re eating. People gain weight when they quit smoking, and you’ve already got to be careful in that area.”

			I stayed quiet.

			“Haven’t you?”

			“Yes, Mum.”

			The birds were twittering in a major key, sardonically. It wasn’t a sunny day. The clouds hid the sky, and the trees stood crooked and naked against the backdrop, but I suppose birds had to stick around to mock the mourners at funerals.

			“I mean, I tried to cry,” my mother said. “When I had to make my speech, I thought, I’ll clench my eyes shut and the tears will flow, but nothing. Then I looked about and thought, what am I worried for? No one else cared about this old bat. It didn’t matter that her death wasn’t making me sad.” She shook her head. “But it is sad, isn’t it? That it’s a relief to your loved ones when you’re finally dead. God, I hope that never happens to me.”

			I snorted. My mother looked at me with eyes like daggers.

			“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”

			“Nothing,” I said.

			“Is this seriously what you’re going to do? On the day of my mother’s funeral, you’re going to torment me? Try to make it clear how much of a terrible mother you think I was? Well, I’m sorry, but you weren’t exactly the easiest daughter. Years it took to potty train you. I was still changing sheets when you were well into your teens. Horrible.” She sniffed. We were quiet for a little while.

			“Mum,” I asked, trying to feign genuine curiosity. “Do you remember how I got this scar just next to my eye here? I was wondering about it the other day.”

			“No idea,” she said. “Probably one of your old sports injuries.”

			That was an old resentment I’d forgotten. My mother hated the fact I played tag football and refused to let me out of the car whenever I was wearing my kit because she said, “A girl in a sports jersey is the mating call of the lesbian.”

			“It was from your coffee table,” I said, trying to keep my voice calm. “Do you remember now?”

			“Oh, yes!” she said. “We had to drive you all the way to hospital. God, you cried the whole time. You were always running about like mad; it was impossible. I knew you’d hurt yourself one of those days.”

			We stayed quiet for a while. It was starting to spit with rain, but we ignored it. As much as I hated being here, the thought of the pub was even worse. Great aunties, great uncles. Halitosis. Waist grabs.

			“Come on then,” my mum said. “You can buy me a drink.”

			“Sure,” I said. I’d get one myself, as well. There was no point in holding off anymore; I’d made my decision. I’d call the clinic on the way home and book an appointment. 

			We stumbled along the pebble path between the rows of gravestones. The pebbles got caught in my mum’s heels, and she had to keep stopping to shake them out. Walking on the grass was, of course, unthinkable. The rain had started to come down heavily now, and it was miserable.

			Across the expanse of graves, we saw a family burying one of their loved ones. Who it was I couldn’t be sure because there seemed to be people from every generation: children, parents, geriatrics. They were all wearing ridiculous costumes: tie-dye t-shirts and big wigs with purple curls. Someone was banging on bongo drums, and they all sang together. They ignored the rain and, while it was clear they had been crying, all were making an effort to smile. It was strange to watch.

			“What on earth are they doing?” my mother asked.

			“I think these days people don’t wear black so much. They want their funerals to be a happy celebration,” I said.

			“Oh God,” my mother scowled. “How tacky.”

		

	
		
			Rat Maze

			It was an old manor house set back against the hilltops, hidden by the expansive gate and bushes. Thanks to an army of horticulturalists, the garden was well-maintained. It was the kind of place that should, perhaps, have been open to the public, where families might have picnicked on the grounds or gazed in awe at the beautiful four posters, but it wasn’t used for those purposes and never had been. The remote-controlled gates were camera-fitted and built solidly at fifteen-feet high. 

			Occasionally, period dramas liked to film there, and Rebecca would watch the crews from her bedroom. She’d sit on her bay window-ledge, the curtains drawn behind her, audaciously hoping she was ruining their shot. It always felt ridiculous. Those actors in period costumes with crinolines and orange wigs would smoke cigarettes and eat cheese and pickle sandwiches during breaks, speaking in ghastly, and no doubt affected, cockney accents. This injection of the real world into an historical setting seemed odd, but then Rebecca didn’t know much about the real world. 

			The house was supposedly her childhood home, but normally she wouldn’t be there. Rebecca lived at school most of the time. In their dorms, there were six girls to a room, the drawers beneath them barely large enough to contain all their weekend clothes, but Rebecca liked it there. It was cosy. 

			The virus had been exciting at first. Rebecca had joked about zombie apocalypses. She saw the younger students licking their palms and rubbing them onto their friends’ faces, heard screaming in response in that overly giddy way that only little girls can achieve. A lot of people were happy to be sent home. An extended holiday, cancelled exams—what was not to like? Rebecca and her five bunkmates had cried together on the last night, but she could tell it was mostly insincere. 

			“I’m just going to miss you so much, like, I don’t know what I’m gonna do without you girls,” Sofia said, dabbing her eyes with the back of her hand, careful not to smudge her eyeliner even though they were all locked in for the night. 

			“It’s only a month,” Rebecca said, stroking her hand with her thumb, “less than, even. They’ll probably call us all back next week. “Sorry, everyone. False alarm. Turns out it’s just the flu.’”

			“Well, no, it’s definitely going to be at least two months before the government says they’ll review the situation,” Chardonnay mumbled in between biting her nails. Not for the first time, Rebecca found herself annoyed at Char’s inability to read the room. Scholarship kids were always the most useless at conflict management. 

			“I’m just trying to stay positive, that’s all. I mean, the world won’t stop forever, will it? Over a few little sniffles? Try not to be so dramatic, Chardonnay.”

			In hindsight, Rebecca wondered if she’d been trying to console herself more than Sofia, although she didn’t remember feeling scared. In fact, she recalled a vague flicker of excitement at the thought of sitting at home all day. She was craving a lie-in in her double bed with multiple pillows (the height of luxury compared to the matchbox she was used to). She wouldn’t have to play tennis in the rain during their designated sports hour. No lights-out. No homework. 

			A year later, Rebecca couldn’t believe she’d ever wanted this. She found out, crushingly and all at once, that she didn’t know who her parents were and that she didn’t recognise her home. Worse still, she learned that absence doesn’t always make the heart grow fonder, and those friends of hers who’d sobbed together holding hands were easily inclined to forget her when they were no longer forced into the same vicinity. 

			Her house was too large for noise. The sound of a spoon clattering on the floor three rooms away was enough to make her jump in agitated shock. At first, her mother had insisted on mealtimes together. They sat at triangular points on a table far too large for their nuclear set-up. Her father would sit at the head, pretending to be in charge of the situation, while her mother donned a stoically unfaltering grin. 

			“Well, this is nice, isn’t it?” she’d said on their first night. “All of us together. No company. No distractions. How long has it been? Gosh…’ Rebecca’s mother had a habit of asking questions without waiting for an answer. “It must have been when Becca was a little girl. What do you think, Charles?” 

			Her father, meanwhile, didn’t hold much interest in the family that had interrupted his golden years. 

			“Perhaps,” he responded, in his slow, whispery voice. 

			There was a shiver of desperation behind her mother’s shit-eating grin, a slight panic that Rebecca hadn’t noticed before. Prior to the pandemic, her mother was always in a state of relaxed busyness, constantly attending high-stake events (but events where one was expected to drink copious amounts of gin). Rebecca wondered if she was missing her lovers. They’d had to send the staff home during the crisis. Even the hedges were left alone now.

			Thankfully, family meals didn’t last long. They went on for perhaps a week before Rebecca’s mother got sick of cooking. Afterwards, all nourishment was done in a grab-what-you-can-when-you-can fashion. Rebecca ate many handfuls of dry cereal and finger-sized portions of cheese. 

			There’s only so much sleep one can get before becoming an over-wired jittering wreck, and Rebecca soon found that the novelty of timeless days wore away. All of her personal effects were still mostly at school. She’d packed too many clothes with her. She should’ve known that she might only need a few pairs of pyjamas, but no. With misguided optimism, she’d packed hundreds of outfits appropriate for various formalities and found there was no place to wear any of them. Sometimes in frustration, Rebecca would slip on a glittering frock just to wander around the house. She would shave off all her body hair and paint her face in full regalia. The corridors and rooms of the place seemed endless, and she explored them in her well-dressed attire, picking at peeling wallpaper and wiping the dust off surface-tops with her palms. Having packed so many useless things, Rebecca was finding that the objects she relied on daily had been left behind. The pack of cards she liked to shuffle as she concentrated, the scented candle that helped her sleep (the one that Sofia always blew out for her when she was already dreaming): these were all still trapped in the girls’ dorms. She ached for them terribly. 

			The news worsened. The moments of fantasy that Rebecca considered sacrosanct and untouchable withered and died before her. Her GCSEs were no longer. Her school email was filled to the brim with cancellations and reschedulings. The kicker came when the Year Eleven prom was cancelled. The prom had been Rebecca’s daydream since starting secondary school. She’d had her dress hanging in a dustcover since the beginning of Year Ten. It was an Alyce Paris in a rich, rose taupe with intricate silver beading. It flowed from her waist with netting that was just subtle enough to be classy while just extravagant enough to be glamorous. It was two sizes too small for her, but she’d promised she’d starve for it. Needs must. When the email came through to say that, unfortunately, the show must not go on, she screamed. It might have curdled blood had any blood been around to hear it. 

			Rebecca wanted to make a scene, but there was no one to perform for. She threw around the dusty tomes of children’s encyclopaedias and fairy tales that had been bought (but never read) for her as a child. They thudded loudly, if somewhat pathetically, on the lilac carpeting. The weeping lasted for a few hours before Rebecca found herself with the faintest of smiles surprisingly tautening her cheeks. She supposed that a cathartic breakdown had been needed. 

			Thanks to a lack of proper nutrition, Rebecca could finally fit into her prom dress. She stood in the full-length mirror, tracing her fingers over the visible collarbones peeking out above the swooping neckline. Her hair desperately needed doing. She hadn’t stepped in a salon in months and her delicate honey-blonde hair had slipped down her head into an incidental ombre. Her eyebrows needed waxing too, but she looked beautiful. Even with her eyes puffy and her cheeks red from the crying, Rebecca could still see that she was beautiful. 

			Rebecca didn’t take off her Alyce dress for some time after that. It started as days and then went into weeks, and before she knew it, the idea of removing it at all seemed unthinkable. She liked the way it swished around her as she turned corners on her various walks to nowhere. She felt far, far too small without it, and after showers, she’d rush back into it, often neglecting underwear. After a while, showers didn’t feel necessary when she’d just put on the same clothes, the same makeup anyway. It was easy to justify these oddities. Who knew when she’d have the opportunity to wear it again? If national lockdown wasn’t a time to be indulgent, when else would be?

			So often Rebecca had planned her sixteenth year with delighted anticipation, forewarned as she was that those were sure to be the best years of her life. There would have been parties, dancing, boys, sexual experimentation that went beyond the lesbian histrionics of her dorm-room. But none of it was happening. It brought Rebecca to a state of near abject despair. She would find empty rooms with high ceilings to sob in so that the acoustics added gravitas to her distress. She rested like a princess with her elbow on the window ledges, but the film crews had all dispersed, and she didn’t interfere with any camera angle. The grass was now full of piss-coloured dandelions. 

			Eventually, Rebecca decided that, although she was painfully alone, there was no reason she couldn’t do her best to make her adolescence as close to the fantasy as possible. 

			“What? Are you serious? He said that about me?” she’d murmur to no one, gasping in pleasure at their supposed response. “Well, he’s only human,” she’d laugh, flicking back the few strands of hair that had become loosened from her elaborate up-do and were now dreadlocked together. 

			Sometimes in her afternoons gliding down the empty hallways, stopping to look in the mirror to ensure she still existed, she’d find herself slammed aggressively against a wall. 

			“What are you doing here? Don’t you know if they catch you, they’ll kill you?” she’d say, sliding her own hand up her thigh to the naked crotch beneath her dress. “Oh stop, Fredric. You know I can’t deny you anything.” 

			In these ways she amused herself, inventing friendships and relationships with those who showered her with attention, devotion, and adoration, far more than those in reality ever had. On the rare occasion she found herself interrupted by someone from this realm of existence, she’d manage to avoid them by declaring, “Dress fitting! I was just trying it!” to her baffled and uninterested parents; a father increasingly confused by the ludicrous state of the world to concern himself with the quirks of female, teenage behaviour and a mother with a creeping concern about the dwindling contents of her wine cellar. 

			Rebecca missed her scented candle and her deck of cards. Rebecca missed company. But there was a certain glee that she managed to cling onto in the realm of her solitude. Interactions with real human beings became something of an exhausting chore when she could be flattered and adored by ghosts, confiding in those who thought her charming and perfect, correct in everything she did. Envisioning the alterable holograph of Fredric (who she saw as an amalgamation of all those she had previously loved) excited her beyond all sense. In her bedroom, they writhed between bedsheets as she pressed her pillow against her, and in drawing rooms, she flung herself into furniture to clumsily accept his pawing, desperate kisses. Her friends, although appropriately jealous, were supportive. The great thing about imaginary friends was that you never had to feign any interest in their lives. You were very much the centre of their universe. 

			But all relationships require a certain drama to keep the spark alive. Soon the long, winding corridors and spiral staircases with various, empty (and sometimes frustratingly locked) rooms started to bother her. Rebecca felt like a rat pacing as she did, often doubling back on herself and retracing her steps. The sense that people were watching her grew. Sometimes she would shout: “I know that you’re listening!’ into the empty air. Once, Fredric caught her and this embarrassed her. She hated the idea of him seeing her imperfect and vulnerable. But if anyone would embrace her madness, it would be Fredric. When her mascara and eyeliner started to crust, he would scrape it from the corner of her eyes with a gentle thumbnail. 

			“My darling,” he’d say. “Don’t upset yourself.” 

			Rebecca knew she had to get them away from this prison. She stared out over the green flatland that contained them. She didn’t know how to get out of the gate, but there was woodland where they could hide while they thought up a plan. She needed to know people weren’t looking for them. They needed to create a distraction. 

			It was Fredric that came up with their quick solution. 

			“What was the scent of that candle you miss so terribly?” he asked her. 

			“Pine,” she said, wistfully, running her fingers between each other in pretence of holding hands. 

			“Pine?” he asked. “Pine like this furniture? These floorboards? Or oak like the rafters in the pantry? Are you sure it isn’t cedar?” 

			“All I know,” Rebecca said, “is that when it burns, it smells like an enchanted forest.” 

			“Well then, my love,” Freddie replied, kissing her just below her ear, “let’s make it burn.” 

			With old-fashioned houses like hers, the structural integrity tended to be relatively weak. Rebecca danced with Fredric, their arms clasped together in a waltz as the crackling surrounded them. The ceiling fell through while the music in her head seemed loud enough to be audible to anyone who might pass by, and she sang, barely noticing the flames that licked the hem of her beloved dress. The smoke made her cough, but she liked it just the same. There was something Edwardian in the tuberculosis soundscape. Rebecca vaguely wondered if her parents had made it out alive.

			“Oh Fredric,” she said, her head resting on his shoulder. “You’ve made me so very, very happy.” 

			It took a long time for the firefighters to reach them. They had a little trouble getting through the gate. 

		

	
		
			Love in the Time of Welly Vodka

			I want to tell the story about the two boys I saw at a Pigeon Detectives concert, stacked together like a totem pole, arms spread wide while the audience milled under them like clumsy, bumbling ants. It was a crazy, hectic, coked-up-wearing-sunglasses-inside kind of crowd. One friend had pointed to another and gestured him to climb aboard. Fast, fast, fast, fast, loud, loud, loud, loud. The tiny, sweaty room had painted-black walls, and the floor was still tainted with the traces of poorly mopped-up vomit. The stink of that illegal vodka never left the premises. I don’t believe it ever will.

			The band were as mad as the crowd were, all curls and leather, emptying water bottles over their faces, spitting it back out at the crowd where it hung in the air like mist for a few nanoseconds before settling on us like dew. The totem pole slipped over a lot, and the top boy would splay on the floor. The supporting lad would stretch his arm down to retrieve him from the crowd, then he’d crouch down like a kid playing leapfrog to let him straddle his shoulders, making sure they made the most of the 130-second song. It was a good song. The band were playing “I Found Out’ and half the crowd were only there that night in the hopes of hearing that one song, so the current of the pit crashed forwards and backwards, up and
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