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Public Health (Control of Disease) Act 1984, section 46
(1) It shall be the duty of a local authority to cause to be buried or cremated the body of any person who has died or been found dead in their area, in any case where it appears to the authority that no suitable arrangements for the disposal of the body have been or are being made otherwise than by the authority.




Chapter One

Andrew looked at the coffin and tried to remember who was inside it. It was a man, he was sure of that. But, horrifyingly, the name escaped him. He thought he’d narrowed it down to either John or James, but Jake had just made a late bid for consideration. It was inevitable, he supposed, that this had happened. He’d been to so many of these funerals it was bound to at some point, but that didn’t stop him feeling an angry stab of self-loathing.

If he could just remember the name before the vicar said it that would be something. There was no order of service, but maybe he could check his work phone. Would that be cheating? Probably. Besides, it would have been a tricky enough manoeuvre to get away with in a church full of mourners, but nearly impossible when the only other person there apart from him was the vicar. Ordinarily, the funeral director would have been there too, but he had called off sick.

Unnervingly, the vicar, who was only a few feet away from Andrew, had barely broken eye contact since he’d started the service. Andrew hadn’t dealt with him before. He was boyish and spoke with a tremor that was amplified unforgivingly by the echoey church. Andrew couldn’t tell if this was down to nerves. He tried a reassuring smile, but it didn’t seem to help. Would a thumbs up be inappropriate? He decided against it.

He looked over at the coffin again. Maybe he was a Jake, though the man had been seventy-eight when he died, and you didn’t really get many septuagenarian Jakes. At least, not yet. It was going to be strange in fifty years’ time when all the nursing homes would be full of Jakes and Waynes, Tinkerbells and Appletisers, with faded tribal tattoos that roughly translated as ‘Roadworks for next fifty yards’ faded on their lower backs.

Jesus, concentrate, he admonished himself. The whole point of him being there was to bear respectful witness to the poor soul departing on their final journey, to provide some company in lieu of any family or friends. Dignity – that was his watchword.

Unfortunately, dignity was something that had been in short supply for John or James or Jake. According to the coroner’s report, he had died on the toilet while reading a book about buzzards. To add insult to injury, Andrew later discovered first-hand that it wasn’t even a very good book about buzzards. Admittedly, he was no expert, but he wasn’t sure the author – who even from the few passages Andrew had read came across as remarkably grumpy – should have dedicated a whole page to bad-mouthing kestrels. The deceased had folded the corner of this particular page down as a crude place holder, so perhaps he’d been in agreement. As Andrew had peeled off his latex gloves he’d made a mental note to insult a kestrel – or indeed any member of the falcon family – the next time he saw one, as a tribute of sorts.

Other than a few more bird books, the house was devoid of anything that gave clues to the man’s personality. There were no records or films to be found, nor pictures on the walls or photographs on the windowsills. The only idiosyncrasy was the bafflingly large number of Fruit ’n Fibre boxes in the kitchen cupboards. So, aside from being a keen ornithologist with a top-notch digestive system, it was impossible to guess what sort of person John or James or Jake had been.

Andrew had been as diligent as ever with the property inspection. He’d searched the house, a curious mock-Tudor bungalow that sat defiantly as an incongruous interlude in the terraced street, until he was sure he’d not missed something that suggested the man had any family he was still in touch with. He’d knocked on the neighbours’ doors but they’d either been indifferent to, or unaware of, the man’s existence, or the fact it was over.

The vicar segued unsurely into a bit of Jesus-y material, and Andrew knew from experience that the service was coming to a close. He had to remember this person’s name, as a point of principle. He really tried his best, even when there was no one else there, to be a model mourner – to be as respectful as if there were hundreds of devastated family members in attendance. He’d even started removing his watch before entering the church because it felt like the deceased’s final journey should be exempt from the indifference of a ticking second hand.

The vicar was definitely on the home straight now. Andrew was going to have to make a decision.

John, he decided. He was definitely John.

‘And whilst we believe that John—’

Yes!

‘—struggled to some extent in his final years, and sadly departed the world without family or friends by his side, we can take comfort that, with God waiting with open arms, full of love and kindness, this journey shall be the last he makes alone.’

Andrew tended not to stick around after the funerals. On the few occasions he had, he’d ended up having to make awkward conversation with funeral directors or last-minute rubberneckers. It was remarkable how many of the latter you would get, hanging around outside, farting out inane platitudes. Andrew was well-practised at slipping away so as to avoid such encounters, but today he’d briefly been distracted by a sign on the church noticeboard advertising the troublingly jaunty ‘Midsummer Madness Fete!’ when he felt someone tapping him on the shoulder with the insistence of an impatient woodpecker. It was the vicar. He looked even younger close up, with his baby-blue eyes and blond curtains parted neatly in the middle, as if his mum might have done it for him.

‘Hey, it’s Andrew, isn’t it? You’re from the council, right?’

‘That’s right,’ Andrew said.

‘No luck finding any family, then?’

Andrew shook his head.

‘Shame, that. Real shame.’

The vicar seemed agitated, as if he were holding on to a secret that he desperately wanted to impart.

‘Can I ask you something?’

‘Yes,’ Andrew said, quickly deciding on an excuse for why he couldn’t attend ‘Midsummer Madness’.

‘How did you find that?’ the vicar said.

‘Do you mean … the funeral?’ Andrew said, pulling at a bit of loose thread on his coat.

‘Yeah. Well, more specifically, my part in it all. Because, full disclosure, it was my first. I was quite relieved to be starting with this one, to be honest, because there wasn’t anybody here so it sort of felt like a bit of a practice run. Hopefully, now I’m fully prepared for when there’s a proper one with a church full of friends and family, not just a guy from the council. No offence,’ he added, putting a hand on Andrew’s arm. Andrew did his best not to recoil. He hated it when people did that. He wished he had some sort of squid-like defence that meant he could shoot ink into their eyes.

‘So yeah,’ the vicar continued. ‘How’d you think I did?’

What do you want me to say? Andrew thought. Well, you didn’t knock the coffin over or accidentally call the deceased Mr Hitler, so ten out of ten, I’d say.

‘You did very well,’ he said.

‘Ah, great, thanks mate,’ the vicar said, looking at him with renewed intensity. ‘I really appreciate that.’

He held out his hand. Andrew shook it and went to let go, but the vicar carried on, his grip unwavering.

‘Anyway, I better be off,’ Andrew said.

‘Yes, yes of course,’ said the vicar, finally letting go.

Andrew started off down the path, breathing a sigh of relief at escaping without further interrogation.

‘See you soon, I hope,’ the vicar called after him.


Chapter Two

The funerals had been given various prefixes over the years – ‘Public Health’, ‘Contract’, ‘Welfare’, ‘Section 46’ – but none of the attempted rebrands would ever replace the original. When Andrew had come across the expression ‘Pauper’s Funeral’ he’d found it quite evocative; romantic, even, in a Dickensian sort of way. It made him think of someone a hundred and fifty years ago in a remote village – all mud and clucking chickens – succumbing to a spectacular case of syphilis, dying at the fine old age of twenty-seven and being bundled merrily into a pit to regenerate the land. In practice, what he experienced was depressingly clinical. The funerals were now a legal obligation for councils across the UK, designed for those who’d slipped through the cracks, their death perhaps only noticed because of the smell of their body decomposing, or an unpaid bill. On several occasions now, Andrew had found that the deceased had enough money in a bank account for direct debits to cover utility bills for months after their death, meaning the house was kept warm enough to speed up their body’s decomposition. After the fifth harrowing instance of this, he’d considered mentioning it in the ‘Any other comments’ section on his annual job satisfaction survey. In the end he went with asking if they could have another kettle in the shared kitchen.

Another phrase he had become well acquainted with was ‘The Nine O’clock Trot’. His boss, Cameron, had explained its origin to him while violently piercing the film on a microwavable biriyani. ‘If you die alone’ – stab, stab, stab – ‘you’re most likely buried alone too’ – stab, stab, stab – ‘so the church can get the funeral out the way at nine o’clock, safe in the knowledge that every train could be cancelled’ – stab – ‘every motorway gridlocked’ – stab – ‘and it wouldn’t make a difference.’ A final stab. ‘Because nobody’s on their way.’

In the previous year Andrew had arranged twenty-five of these funerals (his highest annual total yet). He’d attended all of them, too, though he wasn’t technically required to do so. It was, he told himself, a small but meaningful gesture for someone to be there who wasn’t legally obligated. But increasingly he found himself watching the simple, unvarnished coffins being lowered into the ground in a specially designated unmarked plot, knowing they would be uncovered three or four more times as other coffins were fitted in like a macabre game of Tetris, and thinking that his presence counted for nothing.

As Andrew sat on the bus to the office, he inspected his tie and shoes, both of which had seen better days. There was a persistent stain on his tie, origin unknown, that wouldn’t budge. His shoes were well-polished but starting to look worn. Too many nicks from churchyard gravel, too many times the leather had strained where he’d curled his toes at a vicar’s verbal stumble. He really should replace both come payday.

Now that the funeral was over, he took a moment to mentally file away John (surname Sturrock, he discovered, having turned on his phone). As ever, he tried to resist the temptation to obsess over how John had ended up in such a desperate position. Was there really no niece or godson he was on Christmas-card terms with? Or an old schoolfriend who called, even just on his birthday? But it was a slippery slope. He had to stay as objective as possible, for his own sake, if only to be mentally strong enough to deal with the next poor person who ended up like this. The bus stopped at a red light. By the time it went green Andrew had made himself say a final goodbye.

He arrived at the office and returned Cameron’s enthusiastic wave with a more muted acknowledgement of his own. As he slumped into his well-weathered seat that had moulded itself to his form over the years, he let out a now sadly familiar grunt. He’d thought, having only just turned forty-two, that he’d have a few more years before he began accompanying minor physical tasks by making odd noises, but it seemed to be the universe’s gentle way of telling him that he was now officially heading towards middle-age. He imagined that before too long he’d wake up and immediately begin his day bemoaning how easy school exams were these days and bulk buying cream chinos.

He waited for his computer to boot up and watched out of the corner of his eye as his colleague, Keith, demolished a hunk of chocolate cake and methodically sucked smears of icing from his stubby little fingers.

‘Good one, was it?’ Keith said, not taking his eyes off his screen, which Andrew knew was most likely showing a gallery of actresses who’d had the temerity to age, or something small and furry on a skateboard.

‘It was OK,’ Andrew said.

‘Any rubberneckers?’ came a voice from behind him.

Andrew flinched. He hadn’t seen Meredith take her seat.

‘No,’ he said, not bothering to turn around. ‘Just me and the vicar. It was his very first funeral, apparently.’

‘Bloody hell, what a way to pop your cherry,’ Meredith said.

‘Better that than a room full of weepers, to be fair,’ Keith said, with one final suck of his little finger. ‘You’d be shitting piss, wouldn’t you?’

The office phone rang and the three of them sat there not answering it. Andrew was about to bite but Keith’s frustration got the better of him first.

‘Hello, Death Administration. Yep. Sure. Yep. Right.’

Andrew reached for his earphones and pulled up his Ella Fitzgerald playlist. He had only very recently discovered ­Spotify, much to Keith’s delight, who’d spent a month afterwards calling Andrew ‘Grandad’. He felt like starting with a classic, something reassuring. He decided on ‘Summertime’. But he was only three bars in before he looked up to see Keith standing in front of him, belly flab poking through a gap between shirt buttons.

‘Helloooo. Anybody there?’

Andrew removed his earphones.

‘That was the coroner. We’ve got a fresh one. Well, not a fresh body, obviously, they reckon he’d been dead a good few weeks. No obvious next of kin and the neighbours never spoke to him. Body’s been moved so they want a property inspection A-SAP.’

‘Right.’

Keith picked at a scab on his elbow. ‘Tomorrow all right for you?’

Andrew checked his diary.

‘I can do first thing.’

‘Blimey, you’re keen,’ Keith said, waddling back to his desk. And you’re a slice of ham that’s been left out in the sun, Andrew thought. He went to put his earphones back in, but at that moment Cameron emerged from his office and clapped his hands together to get their attention.

‘Team meeting, chaps,’ he announced. ‘And yes, yes, don’t you worry – the current Mrs Cameron has provided cake, as per. Shall we hit the breakout space?’

The three of them responded with the enthusiasm a chicken might if it were asked to wear a prosciutto bikini and run into a fox’s den. The ‘breakout space’ consisted of a knee-high table flanked by two sofas that smelt unaccountably of sulphur. Cameron had floated the idea of adding beanbags, but this had been ignored, as were his suggestions of desk-swap Tuesdays, a negativity jar – ‘it’s a swear jar but for negativity!’ – and a team park run. ‘I’m busy,’ Keith had yawned.

‘But I haven’t told you which day it’s on,’ Cameron said, his smile faltering like a flame in a draught. Undeterred by their complete lack of enthusiasm, Cameron’s most recent suggestion had been a suggestion box. This too, had been ignored.

They gathered on the sofas and Cameron doled out cake and tea and tried to engage them with some banal small talk. Keith and Meredith had wedged themselves into the smaller of the two sofas. Meredith was laughing at something Keith had just whispered to her. Just as parents are able to recognise variants in the cries of their newborns, so Andrew had begun to understand what Meredith’s differing laughs denoted. In this particular instance, the high-pitched giggle indicated that someone was being cruelly mocked. Given that they kept very obviously sneaking glances in his direction, it seemed it was probably him.

‘Rightio, lady and gents,’ Cameron said. ‘First things first: don’t forget we’ve got a new starter tomorrow. Peggy Green. I know we’ve struggled since Dan and Bethany left, so it’s super-cool to have a new pair of hands.’

‘As long as she doesn’t get “stressed” like Bethany,’ Meredith said.

‘Or turn out to be a knob like Dan,’ Keith muttered.

‘Anyway,’ Cameron said, ‘what I actually wanted to talk to you about today is my weekly … honk! honk!’ – he honked an imaginary horn – ‘… fun idea! Remember, guys, this is something you can all get involved with. Doesn’t matter how crazy your idea is. The only rule is that it has to be fun.’

Andrew shuddered.

‘So,’ Cameron continued, ‘my fun idea this week is – drum roll please – that every month we have a get-together at one of our houses and we do dinner. A sort of Come Dine With Me vibe but without any judgment. We’ll have a bit of food, I dare say a bit of vino, and it’ll give us a chance to do some real bonding away from the office, get to know each other a bit better, meet the family and all that. I’m mega happy to kick things off. Whaddya say?’

Andrew hadn’t heard anything past ‘meet the family’.

‘Is there not something else we can do?’ he said, trying to keep his voice steady.

‘Oh,’ Cameron said, instantly deflated. ‘I thought that was actually one of my better ideas.’

‘No, no, it is!’ Andrew said, overcompensating now. ‘It’s just … couldn’t we just go to a restaurant instead?’

‘Toooo expensive,’ Keith said, spraying cake crumbs everywhere.

‘Well, what about something else? I don’t know – Laser Quest or something. Is that still a thing?’

‘I’m vetoing Laser Quest on the grounds I’m not a twelve-year-old boy,’ Meredith said. ‘I like the dinner party idea. I’m actually a bit of a secret Nigella in the kitchen.’ She turned to Keith. ‘I bet you’d go crazy for my lamb shank.’ Andrew felt bile stir in his stomach.

‘Go on, Andrew,’ Cameron said, confidence renewed by Meredith giving his idea her blessing. He attempted a matey arm punch that caused Andrew to spill tea down his leg. ‘It’ll be a laugh! There’s no pressure to cook up anything fancy. And I’d love to meet Diane and the kids, of course. So, whaddya say? You up for this, buddy?’

Andrew’s mind was racing. Surely there was something else he could suggest as an alternative? Life drawing. Badger baiting. Anything. The others were just looking at him now. He had to say something.

‘Bloody hell, Andrew. You look like you’ve seen a ghost,’ Meredith said. ‘Your cooking can’t be that bad. Besides, I’m sure Diane’s a fabulous chef, amongst all her other talents, so she can help you out.’

‘Mm-hmm,’ Andrew murmured, tapping his fingertips together.

‘She’s a lawyer, right?’ Keith said. Andrew nodded. Maybe there’d be some catastrophic world event in the next few days, a lovely old nuclear war to make them all forget about this stupid idea.

‘You’ve got that beautiful old town house Dulwich-way, haven’t you?’ Meredith said, practically leering. ‘A five-bed, isn’t it?’

‘Four,’ Andrew said. He hated it when she and Keith got like this. A tag team of mockery.

‘Still,’ Meredith said, ‘a lovely big four-bed, smart kids by all accounts, and Diane your talented, breadwinning wife. What a dark old horse you are.’

Later, as Andrew prepared to leave the office, having been too distracted to do any meaningful work, Cameron appeared by his desk and dropped down on to his haunches. It felt like the sort of move he’d been taught on a course.

‘Listen,’ he said quietly, ‘I know you didn’t seem to fancy the dinner party idea, but just say you’ll have a think about it, OK, mate?’

Andrew needlessly shuffled some papers on his desk. ‘Oh, I mean … I don’t want to spoil things, it’s just … OK, I’ll think about it. But if we don’t do that I’m sure we can think of another, you know, fun idea.’

‘That’s the spirit,’ Cameron said, straightening up and addressing them all. ‘That goes for all of us, I hope. Come on team — let’s get our bond-on sooner rather than. Yeah?’

Andrew had recently splashed out on some noise-cancelling earphones for his commute, so while he could see the man sitting opposite’s ugly sneeze and the toddler in the vestibule screaming at the utter injustice of being made to wear not one but two shoes, it simply appeared as a silent film incongruously soundtracked by Ella Fitzgerald’s soothing voice. It wasn’t long, however, before the conversation in the office started to repeat itself in his head, vying with Ella for his attention.

‘Diane, your bread-winning wife … smart kids … Beautiful old town house.’ Keith’s smirk. Meredith’s leer. The conversation dogged him all the way to the station and continued as he went to buy food for that night’s dinner. That’s when he found himself standing in the corner shop by multi-bags of novelty crisps named after celebrities and trying not to scream. After ten minutes of picking up and putting down the same four ready meals, feeling incapable of choosing one, he left empty-handed, walking out into the rain and heading home, his stomach rumbling.

He stood outside his front door, shivering. Eventually, when the cold became too much to bear, he brought out his keys. There was usually one day a week like this, when he’d pause outside, key in the lock, holding his breath.

Maybe this time.

Maybe this time it would be the lovely old town house behind that door: Diane starting to prepare dinner. The smell of garlic and red wine. The sound of Steph and David squabbling or asking questions about their homework, then the excitable cheers when he opened the door because Dad’s home, Dad’s home!

When he entered the hallway the smell of damp hit him even harder than usual. And there were the familiar scuff marks on the corridor walls and the intermittent, milky yellow of the faulty strip light. He trudged up the stairs, his wet shoes squeaking with each step, and slid the second key around on his keyring. He reached up to right the wonky number two on the door and went inside, met as he had been for the last twenty years, by nothing but silence.


Chapter Three

Five Years Previously

Andrew was late. This might not have been so much of a disaster if on the CV he’d submitted ahead of that morning’s job interview he hadn’t claimed to be ‘extremely punctual’. Not just punctual: extremely punctual. Was that even a thing? Were there extremities of punctuality? How might one even go about measuring such a thing?

It was his own stupid fault, too. He’d been crossing the road when a strange honking noise distracted him and he looked up. A goose was arrowing overhead, its white underside lit up orange by the morning sun, its strange cries and erratic movement making it seem like a damaged fighter plane struggling back to base. It was just as the bird steadied itself and continued on its course that Andrew slipped on some ice. There was a brief moment where his arms windmilled and his feet gripped at nothing, like a cartoon character who’s just run off a cliff, before he hit the ground with an ugly thud.

‘You OK?’

Andrew wheezed wordlessly in reply at the woman who had just helped him to his feet. He felt like someone had just taken a sledgehammer to his lower back. But it wasn’t this that stopped him finding the words to thank the woman. There was something about the way she was looking at him – a half-smile on her face, how she brushed her hair behind her ears – that was so startlingly familiar it left him breathless. The woman’s eyes seemed to be searching his face, as if she too had been hit with an intense feeling of recognition and pain. It was only after she’d said ‘Well, bye then’ and walked off that Andrew realised she’d actually been waiting for him to thank her. He wondered if he should hurry after her to try and make amends. But just then a familiar tune began to play in his head. ‘Blue moon, you saw me standing alone’. It took all his concentration to shake it away, squeezing his eyes shut and massaging his temples. By the time he’d looked again the woman was gone.

He dusted himself down, suddenly aware that people had seen him fall and were enjoying their dose of Schadenfreude. He avoided eye contact and carried on, head down, hands thrust into his pockets. Gradually his embarrassment gave way to something else. It was in the aftermath of mishaps like this where he would feel it stir at his core and start to spread out, thick and cold, making it feel like he was walking through quicksand. There was nobody for him to share the story with. No one to help him laugh his way through it. Loneliness, however, was ever vigilant, always there to slow-clap his every stumble.

Though somewhat shaken after his slip, he was fine apart from a small graze on his hand. Now that he was nearing forty he was all too aware there was a small but visible spot on the horizon where such a standard slip would become ‘having a little fall’. (He secretly welcomed the idea of a sympathetic stranger laying their coat over him as they waited for an ambulance, supporting his head and squeezing his hand.) While he hadn’t suffered any damage to himself, unfortunately the same couldn’t be said for his once-clean white shirt, which was now splattered with dirty brown water. He briefly considered trying to make something out of this and the graze on his hand to impress his interviewer. ‘What, this? Oh, on my way here I was briefly diverted by diving in front of a bus/bullet/tiger to save a toddler/puppy/dignitary. Anyway, did I mention I’m a self-starter and I work well on my own and as part of a team?’ He decided on the more sensible option and dashed into the nearest Debenhams for a new shirt. The detour left him sweaty and out of breath, which was how he announced himself to the receptionist at the cathedral of concrete that was the council offices.

He took a seat as instructed and sucked in some deep, steadying breaths. He needed this job. Badly. He’d been working in various admin roles for the council of a nearby borough since his early twenties, finally finding a position that had stuck and which he had been in for eight years before unceremoniously being made redundant. Andrew’s boss, Jill, a kind, rosy-cheeked Lancastrian with a ‘hug first, ask questions later’ approach to life, had felt so terrible at having to let him go that she’d apparently called every council office in London, asking about vacancies. The interview today was the only one that had come out of Jill’s calls, and her email to him describing the job was frustratingly vague. From what Andrew could tell, it was similar to what he’d been doing before, largely admin, though it involved something to do with inspecting properties. More importantly, it paid exactly the same as his last job and he could start the following month. Ten years ago there was a chance he might have considered a fresh start. Travelling, maybe, or a bold new career move. But these days, just having to leave the house left him with an unspecific feeling of anxiety, so hiking to Machu Picchu or retraining as a lion tamer weren’t exactly on the cards.

He tore at a loose flap of skin on his finger with his teeth, jiggling his knee, struggling to relax. When Cameron Yates finally appeared, Andrew felt certain he’d met him before. He was about to ask if that was actually the case – perhaps he’d be able to use it to curry favour – but then he realised that he only recognised Cameron because he was a dead ringer for a young Wallace from Wallace and Gromit. He had bulbous eyes that were too close together and large front teeth that jutted down unevenly like stalactites. The only real differences were his tufty black hair and Home Counties accent.

They exchanged some awkward small talk in the coffin-sized lift, and all the while Andrew couldn’t tear his eyes away from the stalactites. Stop looking at the fucking teeth, he told himself, while staring directly at the fucking teeth.

They waited for someone to bring them two blue plastic thimbles of lukewarm water before finally the interview began in earnest. Cameron started by rattling through the job description, barely pausing for breath as he outlined how, if Andrew were to get the role, he’d be dealing with all deaths covered under the Public Health Act. ‘So that’s liaising with funeral directors to organise the services, writing death notices in the local paper, registering deaths, tracing family members, recovering funeral costs through the deceased’s estates. There’s an awful lot of the old paperwork malarkey, as you can imagine!’

Andrew made sure to nod along, trying to take it all in, inwardly cursing Jill for neglecting to mention the whole ‘death’ thing. Then, before he knew it, the spotlight was on him. Disconcertingly, Cameron seemed as nervous as he was, switching from simple, friendly questions to meandering, confusing ones, a harsher edge to his voice – as if he were playing good cop/bad cop by himself. When Andrew was afforded a second to respond to Cameron’s nonsense, he found himself stumbling over his words. When he did manage to string a sentence together, his enthusiasm sounded like desperation, and his attempts at humour just seeming to confuse Cameron, who on more than one occasion looked past Andrew’s shoulder, distracted by someone walking past in the corridor. Eventually it got to a point where Andrew felt so despondent he considered giving up on the spot and just walking out. In amongst his depression at how things were going he was still distracted by Cameron’s teeth. For one thing, he’d started to question whether it was stalactites or stalagmites. Wasn’t there a thing about pulling down tights that helped you remember? It was at that moment that he realised Cameron had just asked him something – he had no idea what – and was now waiting for an answer. Panicked, he sat forward. ‘Ermm,’ he said, in a tone he hoped conveyed that he was appreciative of such a thoughtful question and thus needed to give it due consideration. But this was clearly a mistake, judging from Cameron’s growing frown. Andrew realised the question must have been a simple one.

‘Yes,’ he blurted out, deciding to keep the answer short. Relief flooded him as Cameron’s trampled Wallace smile reappeared.

‘Wonderful. And how many?’ he said.

This was trickier, though Andrew sensed a light-heartedness in Cameron’s tone so this time plumped for a general, breezy response.

‘Well, I suppose I sort of lose track sometimes,’ he said, trying a rueful smile. Cameron reacted with a false-sounding laugh, as though he couldn’t quite tell if Andrew was joking. Andrew decided to fire back, hoping for more information.

‘Do you mind me asking you the same question?’ he said.

‘Of course. I’ve just got the one myself,’ Cameron said. He reached into his pocket and started rummaging. The thought briefly crossed Andrew’s mind that the man interviewing him for a job was about to pull out a lone testicle, as if he asked this question of every man he met, hoping desperately for a fellow solo-ball owner. Instead, Cameron produced his wallet. It was only when he brought out a picture from within of a child trussed up in winter gear with skis on that Andrew understood what the question had been. He quickly replayed the conversation from Cameron’s perspective.

‘Do you have kids?’

‘Ermm … Yes.’

‘Wonderful, how many?’

‘Well, I suppose I sort of lose track sometimes.’

Christ, had he just given the impression to a potential new boss that he was some sort of prolific Lothario who’d spent his life shagging around town and leaving a succession of women pregnant and homes broken?

He was still just looking at the photo of Cameron’s child. Say something!

‘Lovely,’ he said. ‘Lovely … boy.’

Oh good, now you sound like the childcatcher. That’ll go down well. You start on Monday, Mr Paedophile!

He grasped his plastic water beaker, long since empty, and felt it crack in his hand. This was a fucking disaster. How could he have blown things already? He could tell from Cameron’s expression that he was past the point of no return. Quite what he’d say if Andrew just admitted to accidentally lying about having children he wasn’t sure, but it seemed unlikely that it would suddenly turn things around. He decided his best option now was just to get through the rest of the interview whilst saving as much face as possible – like continuing to do mirror, signal, manoeuvre on a driving test having just run over a lollipop lady.

As he let go of the plastic beaker he noticed the graze on his palm and thought about the women who’d helped him that morning. The wavy brown hair, that inscrutable smile. He could feel the blood starting to throb in his ears. What would it be like, to have a moment where he could just pretend? To play out a little fantasy all for himself. Where was the harm? Where, really, was the harm in spending the briefest moment imagining that everything had actually worked out fine?

He cleared his throat.

Was he going to do this?

‘How old is he?’ he asked, handing the photo back to Cameron.

‘He’s just turned seven,’ Cameron said. ‘And yours?’

Was he actually going to do this?

‘Well … Steph’s eight and David’s six,’ he said.

Apparently, he was.

‘Ah, wonderful. It was when my boy Chris turned four that I really started to get the sense of what sort of person he was going to be,’ Cameron said. ‘Though Clara, my wife, always reckoned she could tell all that before he’d even left the womb.’

Andrew smiled. ‘My wife Diane said exactly the same,’ he said.

And, just like that, he had a family.

They talked about their wives and children for a while longer, but all too soon Cameron brought the interview back around to the job and Andrew felt the fantasy slipping away like water through his fingers. Before too long their time was up. Disconcertingly, instead of trucking out the usual line of whether Andrew had any questions for him, Cameron instead asked whether he had ‘any last words’, as if he were about to be taken away and hanged. He managed to dredge up some vague waffle about what an interesting role it seemed and how much he’d relish the chance to work in Cameron’s dynamic-sounding team.

‘We’ll be in touch,’ Cameron said, spoken with the sincerity of a politician pretending to like an indie band during a radio interview. Andrew forced a smile and remembered to make eye contact as he shook Cameron’s hand, which was cold and wet, as if he’d been fondling a trout. ‘Thanks for the opportunity,’ Andrew said.

He found a café and used the free Wi-Fi to search for jobs, but he was too distracted to look properly. When he’d thanked Cameron ‘for the opportunity’ it had nothing to do with the job: it was because he’d been given the chance to indulge, however briefly, in the fantasy of having a family. How strangely thrilling and scary it had been to feel so normal. He tried to forget about it, forcing himself to concentrate. If he wasn’t going to get another council job he’d need to expand his search, but it felt like an impossibly daunting task. There was nothing he could find that he seemed qualified for. Half the job descriptions themselves were baffling enough. He stared hopelessly at the large muffin he’d bought but not eaten, picking at it instead until it looked like a molehill. Maybe he’d make other animal burrows out of food and enter the Turner Prize.

He sat in the café for the rest of the afternoon, watching important business people having their important business meetings and tourists thumbing excitedly through guidebooks. He stayed there long after all had left, pressing himself up against the radiator and trying to remain invisible to the young Italian waiter stacking chairs and sweeping up. Eventually the waiter asked Andrew if he wouldn’t mind leaving, the apologetic smile leaving his face as he spotted the muffin molehill crumbs that had spilled on to the table.

Andrew’s phone rang just as he stepped outside. An unknown number.

‘Andrew?’ the person on the end of the line said. ‘Can you hear me?’

‘Yes,’ Andrew said, though he barely could with the combination of a blustery wind and an ambulance driving past, siren screaming.

‘Andrew, it’s Cameron Yates. I just wanted to give you a call to say that it was really good to meet you earlier today. You really seemed to get the can-do culture I’m trying to build here. So, to cut a long story short, I’m very pleased to say I’d love you to come on board.’

‘I’m sorry?’ Andrew said, jamming a finger in his free ear.

‘We’re offering you the job!’ Cameron said. ‘There’ll be the usual formalities of course, but can’t see any problems there, mate.’

Andrew stood there, buffeted by the wind.

‘Andrew? Did you catch that?’

‘Gosh. Yes, I did. Wow. That’s great. I’m … I’m delighted.’

And he was. So delighted, in fact, that he beamed at the waiter through the window. The waiter rewarded him with a slightly bemused smile.

‘Andrew, listen, I’m just heading off to a seminar, so I’ll ask someone to ping you an email with all the deets. I’m sure there’ll be a few bits and pieces to chat through, but don’t sweat any of that now. You get home and give Diane and the kids the good news.’


Chapter Four

It was hard for Andrew to believe that it was only five years since he’d stood in that windswept street, trying to take in what Cameron had just said. It felt like a lifetime ago.

He stirred listlessly at the baked beans currently spluttering in the travel saucepan on the hob, before depositing them on a crust of wholemeal he’d cut with his one still-sharp knife, its plastic handle warped and burnt. He looked intently at the square of cracked tiles behind the cooker, pretending it was a camera. ‘So what I’ve done there is to combine the beans and the bread, and now I’ll just add a blob of ketchup – I use Captain Tomato but any brand is fine – to make it a tasty trio. You can’t freeze any of the leftovers, but luckily you’ll have wolfed it all down in about nine seconds and you’ll be too busy hating yourself to worry about that.’

He could hear his neighbour humming downstairs. She was relatively new, the previous tenants having moved out a few months ago. They’d been a young couple, early twenties, both startlingly attractive, all cheekbones and toned arms. The sort of aesthetically pleasing appearance that meant they’d never had to apologise for anything in their lives. Andrew would force himself to make eye contact with them and summon up a breezy greeting when they crossed paths in the hallway, but they never really bothered to reply. He was only aware that someone new had moved in when he heard the distinctive humming. He hadn’t seen his new neighbour, but, oddly, he had smelled her. Or at least, he’d smelled her perfume, which was so strong that it lingered permanently in the hallway. He tried to picture her, but when he conjured the image of her face it was just a smooth, featureless oval.

Just then his phone lit up on the countertop. He saw his sister’s name and his heart sank. He checked the date in the corner of his screen: 31 March. He should have known. He pictured Sally checking her calendar, seeing a red ring around the thirty-first and swearing under her breath, knowing it was time for their quarterly call.

He took a fortifying gulp of water and picked up.

‘Hello,’ he said.

‘Hey,’ Sally said.

A pause.

‘Well. How are you, little bro?’ Sally said. ‘Everything cool?’

Christ, why did she have to speak as though they were teenagers?

‘Oh, you know, the usual. You?’

‘Can’t complain, dude, I guess. Me and Carl are doing a yoga retreat this weekend, help him learn the teaching side of it and all that jazz.’

Carl. Sally’s husband. Usually to be found guzzling protein shakes and voluntarily lifting heavy objects up and down.

‘That sounds … nice,’ Andrew said. Then, after the sort of short silence that clearly denotes it’s time to move on to the most pressing matter: ‘And how’s it going with your tests and everything?’

Sally sighed.

‘Had a bunch more last month. Results all came back inconclusive, which means they still know sweet FA, basically. Still, I feel much better. And they think that it’s probably not a heart thing, so I’m not likely to do a Dad and kick the bucket without warning. They just keep telling me the usual BS, you know how it is. Exercise more, drink less, blah blah blah.’

‘Well, good that they’re not unduly concerned,’ Andrew said, thinking that if Sally shouldn’t talk like a teenager he probably shouldn’t talk like a repressed Oxford Don. He’d have thought that after all these years it wouldn’t feel like they were strangers. It was still that simple checklist of topics: Work. Health. Family (well, Carl, the only person who came close to a shared family member). Except, this time, Sally decided to throw in a curveball.

‘So, I was thinking … maybe we should meet up some time soon. It’s been, like, five years now, after all.’

Seven, Andrew thought. And the last time was at Uncle Dave’s funeral in a crematorium opposite a SnappySnaps in Banbury. And you were high. Then again, he conceded, he hadn’t exactly been inundating Sally with invitations to meet up since.

‘That … that would be good,’ he said. ‘As long as you can spare the time, of course. Maybe we could meet halfway or something.’

‘Yeah, it’s cool, bro. Though we’ve moved, remember? We’re in Newquay, now – Carl’s business, and everything? So halfway is somewhere else these days. But I’m going to be in London seeing a friend in May. We could hang then, maybe?’

‘Yes. OK. Just let me know when you’re coming up.’

Andrew scanned the room and chewed his lip. In the twenty years since he’d moved into the flat barely a thing had changed. Consequently, his living space was looking not so much tired as absolutely knackered. There was the dark stain where the wall met the ceiling in the area that masqueraded as a kitchen; then there was the battered grey sofa, the threadbare carpet and the yellowy-brown wallpaper that was meant to suggest autumn but in fact suggested digestive biscuits. As the colour of the wallpaper had faded, so had the chances of Andrew actually doing anything about it. And his shame at the state of the place was only matched by the terror he felt at the thought of changing it or, worse, living anywhere else. There was at least one benefit to being on his own and never having anyone round – nobody could judge him for how he lived.

He decided to change the subject, recalling something Sally had told him the last time they’d spoken.

‘How are things going with your … person?’

He heard a lighter sparking and then the faint sound of Sally exhaling smoke.

‘My person?’

‘The person you were going to see. To talk about things.’

‘You mean my therapist?’

‘Yes.’

‘Ditched her when we moved. To be honest, dude, I was glad of the excuse. She kept trying to hypnotise me and it didn’t work. I told her I was immune but she wouldn’t listen. I’ve found someone new in Newquay. She’s more of a spiritual healer, I guess? I bumped into her while she was putting up an advert next to Carl’s yoga class one. What are the chances?’

Well … Andrew thought.

‘So, listen man,’ Sally said, ‘there was something else I wanted to talk to you about.’

‘Right,’ Andrew said, instantly suspicious. First arranging to meet, now this. Oh God, what if she was going to try and make him spend time with Carl?

‘So – and I normally wouldn’t do this as I know that … well, it’s not something we’d normally talk about. But, anyway, you know my old pal Sparky?’

‘No.’

‘You do, bud. He’s the one with the bong shop in Brighton Lanes?’

Obviously.

‘OK …’

‘He’s got this friend. Julia. She lives in London. Crystal Palace way, actually, so not too far from you. She’s thirty-five. And about two years ago she went through a pretty shitty-sounding divorce.’

Andrew held the phone away from his ear. If this is going where I think it’s going …

‘But she’s come out of the other side of it now, and from what Sparky tells me she’s looking to, you know, get back in the saddle. So, I was just thinking, that, like, maybe you might—’

‘No,’ Andrew said. ‘Absolutely not. Forget it.’

‘But, Andrew, she’s super-nice from what I can tell – pretty too, from the pics I’ve seen. I bet you’d like her.’

‘That’s irrelevant,’ Andrew said. ‘Because I don’t want … that. It’s not for me, now.’

‘“It’s not for me”. Jesus, man, it’s love we’re talking about, here, not pineapple on pizzas. You can’t just dismiss it.’

‘Why not? Why can’t I? It’s not hurting anyone, is it, if I do? If anything, it’s guaranteeing that nobody gets hurt.’

‘But that’s no way to live your life, dude. You’re forty-two, still totally in your prime. You gotta think about putting yourself out there, otherwise you’re, like, actively denying yourself potential happiness. I know it’s hard, but you have to look to the future.’

Andrew could feel his heart start to beat that little bit faster. He had a horrible feeling that his sister was building up the courage to ask him about something they’d never ever discussed, not for want of trying on Sally’s part. It was not so much the elephant in the room as the brontosaurus in the airing cupboard. He decided to nip things in the bud.

‘I’m very grateful for your concern, but there’s no need for it. Honestly. I’m fine as I am.’

‘I get that, but, seriously, one day we’re gonna have to talk about … you know … stuff.’

‘No, we don’t,’ Andrew said, annoyed that his voice had come out as a whisper. Showing any sort of emotion was going to come across like an invitation to Sally to keep up this line of questioning, as if he secretly did want to talk about ‘stuff’ – which he definitely, absolutely, didn’t.

‘But, bro, we have to at some point, it’s not healthy!’

‘Yes, well neither is smoking weed your whole life, so I’m not sure you’re in any position to judge, are you?’

Andrew winced. He heard Sally exhale smoke.

‘I’m sorry. That wasn’t called for.’

‘All I’m saying,’ Sally said, and there was a deliberateness to her tone now, ‘is that I think it would be good for you to talk things through.’

‘And all I’m saying,’ Andrew said, ‘is that I really don’t feel like that’s something I want to do. My love life, or lack thereof, isn’t something I feel comfortable getting into. And when it comes to “stuff”, there’s really nothing to say.’

A pause.

‘Well, OK, man. It’s up to you, I guess. I mean, Carl keeps telling me to stop bothering you about it, but it’s hard not to, you know? You’re my brother, bro!’

Andrew felt a familiar pang of self-loathing. Not for the first time, his sister had reached out and he’d basically told her to take a running jump. He wanted to apologise properly, to tell her that of course it meant a lot to him that she cared, but the words stuck in his throat.

‘Listen,’ Sally said. ‘I think we’re nearly ready to sit down to eat. So, I guess … speak to you later?’

‘Yeah,’ Andrew said, screwing his eyes shut in frustration. ‘Definitely. And thanks, you know, for the call and everything.’

‘Sure. No problem, bro. Look after yourself.’

‘Yes. I will. Absolutely. And you too.’

As Andrew made his way the short distance from the kitchenette to his computer he nearly walked straight into the Flying Scotsman, which chugged on unconcerned. Of all his locomotives, the Scotsman seemed to carry itself with the most cheerful insouciance (compared to the Railroad BR InterCity, for example, which always seemed petulant at being made to travel at all). It was also the very first engine, and the very first part of his model train collection as a whole, that he’d owned. He’d received it as a gift when he was a teenager, and he was instantly infatuated. Perhaps it was the unexpected source of the present rather than the thing itself, but over time he began to appreciate just how perfect it was. It took him years before he could afford to buy another engine. And then another. And then a fourth. And
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