

Jessica George was born and raised in London to Ghanaian parents and studied English Literature at the University of Sheffield. After working at a literary agency and a theatre, she landed a job in the editorial department of a publishing house. She now lives in North London with an incontrovertible sweet tooth and the knowledge that she can consume half a cake by herself if left to her own devices.





Chapter Five

‘Maddie, can we speak for a moment?’

I’ve only stepped through the office doors and almost walk straight into Ellie. It’s obvious she’s been standing there waiting for me.

‘Sure.’

I walk to my desk, but Ellie tightens her messy bun, adjusts her glasses and says, ‘No. Erm, in a meeting room.’

I frown. ‘Is something wrong?’

‘We can talk more when we’re in there.’

There’s a sudden pit in my stomach I can’t attach to anything tangible. Naturally, I think of everything I’ve done wrong in my life up until this point.

‘Can I put my things down?’ I ask.

Ellie looks at Claire, who’s just joined us, ponytail forever-swinging. ‘It’s all right if you want to bring them with you,’ Claire says.

I follow them to the meeting room two doors down in silence and take a seat. My heart beats erratically and I’m beginning to sweat.

Claire closes the door and attempts to smile. The two of them take seats opposite me. Claire speaks first. ‘An incident arose yesterday when you were off.’

‘Yes,’ I start. ‘I . . .’ My voice wavers and I cough. I booked the day off to spend with Dad, but I don’t want to tell them that. ‘I’d booked the day off in advance.’

‘We know. That’s not the problem,’ Claire says. ‘Yesterday morning, Katherine had an external appointment in her diary. She made it to the supposed location – two hours away.’

I look at both Claire and Ellie in turn; I can’t even guess where this is going.

‘It turns out the date of the meeting had changed,’ Claire continues, ‘but you didn’t amend her diary. Katherine returned to the office, in the afternoon, very . . . out of sorts and we all know how temperamental and delicate she is at the moment.’

I sigh, relieved. There has been a mistake, after all. ‘I didn’t put anything into her diary for yesterday morning,’ I explain. ‘And I made sure her day made sense before the weekend. I wasn’t told before then that any timings had changed. Did she accept an amended invitation that went directly to her or something?’

Claire looks away. ‘Maddie, needless to say, Katherine no longer feels you’re suited for the role as her PA.’

I blink and shake my head. ‘You’re firing me?’

Claire leans in and I can smell the citrus in her perfume. ‘No, we’re not, but Katherine does feel the two of you are no longer compatible and has decided she needs someone . . . more equipped. Someone who would spot something like this coming.’

What, a psychic?

‘Someone who can anticipate her thoughts, rather than wait to be told. To know when she might need a coffee instead of a tea. Someone who can ensure her workspace is clutter-free at all times. Unlocking her office door before she arrives. We all know Katherine is fragile and struggling a bit, so it’s really about taking care of the little things she doesn’t want to think about, just to alleviate the pressure. She needs—’

‘A carer?’

Claire and Ellie simultaneously blush.

‘We just think you’re more suited to an independent role and that’s admirable!’ Claire says.

My supposed line manager Ellie just sits there, hunched forward with her hands in her lap, looking everywhere but at me.

I catch my reflection in the window, release the tension in my forehead. ‘I’m being fired?’

‘As it’s a sudden termination in contract, we’ll pay you for the weeks in the month you have worked, including today,’ Claire says, ‘and I can promise you, Maddie, should you need a letter of recommendation, I will write you a stellar one.’

‘We all know Katherine’s been struggling for a while now,’ Ellie finally says. She clears her throat. ‘You shouldn’t take it personally.’

I press my lips together and briefly consider spitting in her eye but decide that would be disgusting and maybe assault. Plus, lucky for her, my mouth is completely dry.

‘You don’t have to leave right this minute,’ Claire says. ‘You can stay in here for a while, if you’d like,’ but she leans back into her chair, presentation over. Any questions?

I again look at them each in turn and the word fake springs to mind. It wasn’t long ago Katherine was screaming at me because of calendar




















	•	Ask for a written and signed statement explaining your termination


	•	Seek unemployment benefits


	•	Have faith in yourself and your future

















Chapter Eight

Unbelievable. I was hoping to open my emails and find a job interview offer but instead I’m greeted with a single-line response from HR at CGT.

 

From: HR@thetheatre.com

To: mad.wright@gmail.com

Subject: RE: Injustice I tell you!

 

Thank you for your email, Maddie. We will consider this matter further in due course.

Sincerely,

The HR team

 

My bedroom door handle rattles and Mum lets herself in. I close my laptop and frown at her. ‘Do come in,’ I say.

Mum shrugs. ‘It’s my house,’ she says.

‘Technically, it’s Dad’s. His name is on the mortgage.’

She swipes at me. ‘Did I not bear his heavy children, hmm? You were the heaviest, you know. James wasn’t allowed to carry you in case he hurt himself. Come help me in the garden.’

 

‘. . . And you shouldn’t be cooking him lunch and dinner every day,’ Mum says. ‘That’s why the carer is here; I don’t know how many times I must tell you that.’

Mum squints in the sun as I hand her a peg and she throws a clean sheet over the garden dryer line. This is nice, hanging up the washing; a nice, normal mother-and-daughter activity. All that’s missing are sun hats, lemonade and enjoyable conversation.

‘You’ll wear yourself out,’ she continues. ‘No wonder you were sounding so miserable on the phone as of late. You’ve been doing too much. Your father isn’t well and he needs professionals looking after him, not a twenty-three-year-old.’

‘I’m twenty-five, Mum.’

‘Yes, of course.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘It’s because you’re not married, so my brain thinks you must be younger.’

Wow.

‘How has your father been doing anyway? I try to talk to him, but he doesn’t understand me, I think.’

‘He’s better,’ I answer truthfully. ‘You were right about that.’

She stops to look at me as if I’ve stated the obvious. ‘I am never wrong,’ she says. ‘All is well. Maybe now you can feel comfortable living your life in your new flat. Do you have a boyfriend yet?’

I remember Ben’s text and how I’ve yet to reply. The longer I leave it, the more I feel it’s too late. ‘No, Mum, I don’t.’

She drops her arms from the line. ‘That’s weird, isn’t it?’ she says, looking at me. ‘You know, you’re so pretty. I know all mothers say that about their daughters, but many mothers are lying. You actually are beautiful, so I don’t understand it. Twenty-five and no boyfriend, ever.’ She narrows her eyes. ‘You’re not into girls, are you?’

‘No, Mum, I’m not.’

‘Huh, very weird then.’ She pushes her mouth down, hitching up the sleeves of her tunic. ‘When do you plan to get married?’ Before I can answer, she says, ‘You don’t have long. I know you think you do because you’re twenty-five, but it is only men who can make babies whenever. For us women, there is a clock.’ She makes a grabbing motion with her hand, so I give her another clothes peg. ‘Time is running low because you’ll have to meet the man,’ she continues, ‘date, then wait for him to propose, be engaged, then marriage before you even think of children, especially if you’re going to have more than one. You want more than one?’

‘Maybe.’

She sighs. ‘How can you not know, Maame? How can you not think of these things?’

‘I do, but children are worth really thinking about,’ I say. ‘Looking after children properly . . . it’s hard.’

‘I know that, I am a mother.’ There’s more to being a mother than giving birth . . . ‘You need not think too hard, because for women, babies are natural. It is men who need the help. You’ll be fine once you start to have them.’ I want to say: I’d like to be more than a ‘fine’ mother, but it doesn’t come out in time. ‘Also, you have me to guide you, if you are scared.’

I don’t say anything about this.

‘Are you looking in the right places?’ Mum asks. ‘Like I have said, church is a good place. You want to make sure you get the right partner; you have to pray about it, pray that God sends you the right man. Look at what happened to me and your father. I don’t want that for you, my only daughter.’ Seconds later, she adds, ‘Who will you marry? Will he be Black?’

‘Mum, I don’t know. I don’t have a crystal ball.’

She whips her head round at this. ‘I should hope not. Crystal balls are witchcraft. Anyway, I don’t mind if he is white – with the time it is taking you, we can’t afford to eliminate too many prospects. No, so long as he is God-fearing, that is number one, and financially stable, number two. Although, someone from our own culture will be easier for you.’

‘You just said you don’t mind.’

‘I still have a preference,’ she says. ‘Dating a Black, if not Ghanaian, man will be easier because there is less to explain. Do you understand this?’

I’m about to say I do but—

‘That way it’s not always “why do you do this” and “why do you think that”. They will already know because they have lived it. When someone doesn’t understand you, how you are, why you are, you will find yourself fighting losing battles every day. They will seem small at first, but you will spend your life watching them grow, in size and importance. Listen to me, Maame. Your mother is very wise in these things.’

I can’t help but agree with parts of her statement because I know she’s speaking from experience. Dad, although also Ghanaian, wasn’t the best husband and James and I grasped that early on. This still dramatically calls into question Mum’s it would be easier if he were . . . manifesto, but I do see where she’s coming from. Dad’s foibles are a him thing, not a Ghanaian thing. When well, he was very private, unlearned in effective communication, and was unwilling to spend money, opting instead to save for emergencies – not unlike myself, I realise.

Marriage and fatherhood to him were more an act of duty than anything else, so he had succeeded so long as there was a roof over our heads and enough food in our fridge. The problem for my parents was that Mum needed more. We’d watch her try, especially with home-cooked food and spontaneous hugs, but it was almost as if Dad didn’t enjoy being touched. I thought maybe just in front of his children, but one day I asked myself, what if it extends beyond that?

If they were two people I was casually observing, I’d have come to the quick conclusion that they just weren’t a match. But because they’re my parents, I laboured under the delusion that I’d be happier if my parents were together rather than apart, and I’d alternate between who was letting the other down. It used to be Dad, then Mum started to leave and he got ill, so it was Mum letting him down, but by then it was too late for him to ask for all that she’d previously tried to give. Her heart was no longer in it.

James would tell me this moment directly coincided with Dad’s diagnosis, but I’d (silently) argue that it happened long before then, before Dad was ill, before Grandad died and left Mum the commitment.

All I know is, their marriage has taught me many things but sadly it’s mainly taught me what to avoid.

‘Okay, Mum.’

She sniffs, unimpressed. ‘I bet you talk to your friends about boys but not your own mother.’

I hand her another peg. ‘You once said friends and mothers aren’t the same.’

‘Of course they’re not.’

I roll my eyes when she can’t see. ‘Some mothers and daughters are best friends,’ I point out.

‘Those mothers don’t know what they’re doing.’

‘Mum!’

‘It’s true!’ She kisses her teeth to reinforce this. ‘We are not age-mates, Maddie. We are not peers. There is a reason mother is one word and friend is another. You should tell your friends some things and your mother everything.’

‘Everything proves difficult to fit into every other year.’

She doesn’t flinch. ‘Then maybe you should spend more time in Ghana.’

‘Never mind.’

‘Why not?’ She hangs up the last of Dad’s bed sheets. ‘Why don’t you ever want to come home?’

‘I am home, Mum.’

‘You were born here, it’s true, but your blood and DNA is in Ghanaian soil. It’s been a decade since your last visit. Tell me why you don’t love your mother country.’

‘It’s not that I dislike it. I just don’t feel like I belong there.’

‘How can you feel like you don’t belong in a country where everyone is like you?’ she asks.

I already know I can’t explain it in a way Mum will find acceptable. To her, if my reasoning isn’t logical, then it is false. I can’t explain how I didn’t like the red grounds of our compound whilst others skipped across it. I didn’t like that the last time I was there my cousins made fun of my accent and called me a princess behind my back. I didn’t like that the girls had been carrying heavy bowls and buckets, evidently from birth, and when I offered to help, my arms were compared to the legs of a chicken. I wasn’t fast enough for trotros; I didn’t eat enough, my Western diet was failing me and that’s why my bum and hips had grown but not my boobs, not like theirs had.

I was used to British rain and struggled under the orange Ghanaian sun; I couldn’t balance anything on my head; I couldn’t sweep the floors because I failed to fit the African broom end into my palm and use the force necessary to have bound-together sticks work effectively.

I look at Mum, how she tilts her head to the sun, and consider whether my reluctance to return to Ghana is comparative to her reluctance in being here.

‘I don’t speak Twi or any other dialects,’ I finally say.

‘Whose fault is that?’

I sigh. ‘It’s fine. I couldn’t go anyway. If both you and I aren’t here, what about Dad?’

She mimics my sigh. ‘Maddie, you can leave him for a week or two. He has the carer and your older brother.’ She turns to look at me. ‘You are burdened with guilt, but if your father understood what was happening around him, he would beg you to go, to live your life. He and I came to this country so our children would advance; we did not come to hold you back.’ She rubs my cheek with her thumb. ‘When you see what life is like outside of this house, you will understand and you will wish you had lived sooner.’

 

Later that night, I lie in bed, chewing my lip and staring at Ben’s unanswered text.

 

 

Maddie

Hi Ben. Sorry it’s taken me ages to get back to you. Family stuff

Hi Ben! OMG how have I only just seen your message? How weird!

Hi Ben. I thought I’d replied but didn’t press send!

Hi Ben

 

Ben

I wondered if you’d text back





Chapter Eleven

I was offered the job at OTP the next day, and started the following Monday.

My first few days are nothing but admin. Now I know why they needed someone so soon. My predecessor left months ago and the work’s been piling up since. Meetings need organising rather than the grab-and-go system they’ve been temporarily operating under. Minutes need taking, Penny’s emails need sorting, titles set up and royalties need inputting (if you thought you could escape maths by pursuing a career in books, think a-fucking-gain). I did wonder when I’d be able to attend meetings, discuss submissions and work on photographic interiors, but I can’t expect too much so soon. Maybe it’s something I’ve got to earn.

I’m only Penny’s PA, but my line manager and mentor is Kristina Dorval (shoulder-length hair, flipped at the ends nineties style, reminiscent of Avi; mid-thirties with dark, green eyes). It’s her Food and Drinks list I’m assisting on and her method of mentoring is very admin-focused, but I like her. She insists I call her Kris and our first catch-up lasts much longer than the allotted thirty minutes because it doesn’t take much for her to turn away from her computer and talk to me about life.

She has a partner called Bruce and a cat called Alfred. No children, and I get the impression that it’s a choice. She attends salsa classes every Thursday evening and goes to the theatre at least twice a month. She loves to eat but hates to cook.

‘On Thursdays we have Creative,’ Kris says, ‘and you’ll need to prioritise that in Penny’s diary because that’s where we discuss submissions we want to share with the wider team and our upcoming titles.’

‘Do I go to that?’ I ask hopefully.

‘No, that’s just for assistant and commissioning editors,’ she says, ‘but every Tuesday, the entire department meet for NFPM – Non-Fiction Publishing Meeting – where we discuss proposals/new projects, prospective authors and illustrators/photographers, our back and front list, the like. You’ll take the minutes.’

A catch-up with Penny follows straight after. I was naive enough to assume the PA aspect of this job would be minimal, given that at the theatre it was a full-time job in and of itself, and it paid me a grand more than this one.

‘I need to add three new meetings to my calendar this week,’ Penny says. ‘One with Thom, Gabby and Sabrina and then a follow-up meeting later on in the week – though not Friday afternoon – with just Thom and Gabby, and then I need a separate meeting with Marie, Levi and Chrissy from the US office – watch out for the time difference.’ Penny doesn’t pause for breath or look up from her computer screen as I scrawl notes at her office table. ‘The follow-up meeting can be half an hour, but the other two a full hour. If no conference rooms are available, we can have the UK meetings in my office, coffee, tea, biscuits, et cetera.’

I look down at the printout of her calendar. It’s alarmingly full. I wonder if she genuinely has time to pee or whether she runs on chronic dehydration.

‘I know,’ she says, catching me. ‘I’m very full at the moment, but I do need these meetings scheduled in.’

‘Right.’ I nod emphatically. ‘Sure.’

 

Something I learned my third day in? To suggest a lunchtime meeting is the equivalent of spitting in the eye of the king’s firstborn son.

For the next ninety minutes, I go through Penny’s diary to see if any one of her catch-ups are out of office this week. Great, Laura’s on holiday, so I can cancel her thirty minutes. I ask Gabby’s assistant if she can be free for that time and she agrees to move things around to accommodate. I thank her as profusely as one can over email without exhausting the exclamation mark tab, however I know there’ll come a time where I must reciprocate similar generosity or risk losing any future favour.

I notice Thom and Penny have two meetings scheduled in this week and request the hour be reduced to thirty, leaving thirty minutes free at 11 a.m., but Sabrina is busy. 11.30? Yes, Sabrina can make that, but Penny’s meant to be in a cafe in Leicester Square at 12:30, so I’ll need to reschedule Bridgette’s catch-up. I reach out to her PA, who responds with ‘Maybe . . . can you check if that’s all right with Susanna?’ Thankfully it is, and by the end, all three meetings are in.

I push out from under my desk to use the bathroom when—

‘Maddie?’ Penny steps out of her office. ‘Can you run me the total sales figures for Morgan Taylor’s titles with us and then a separate report with his figures for other publishers? I also need our pub schedule for the next two years printed out on A3 and please categorise by month to include author, illustrator, ISBN, price, product type and editor. I’ve also just sent you an email with a letter, can you put that letter on headed paper – it should be somewhere on the server, have a look – and print me nine copies ahead of tomorrow’s ten a.m. meeting. I’ll also need its standing agenda and previous minutes.’ She smiles knowingly. ‘Do I need to repeat anything?’

I look down at my notepad and it’s like I’ve drawn spider’s legs across the page. ‘No, I’ve got it.’

‘Thank you.’ She walks out.

I look around and the girl in front of me smiles, lopsidedly, and widens her eyes. I know her name is Eliza. She chuckles and it could be disingenuous, but her face suggests otherwise. It’s round with permanently pink cheeks and she has brown Raphaelite hair that reaches the tail of her back. I smile and she mirrors it before dropping behind her computer again.

 

MT’s sales figures at OTP

Letter on OTP headed paper x9

Pub schedules on A3

 

I have jollof rice and salad for lunch. I’m glad to eat at two because the dining room’s emptying after the one o’clock rush. Back at CGT, I once made the mistake of sitting with my colleagues for lunch.

‘Oh, what do you have there, Maddie?’ Claire asked. ‘Is that African rice?’

I explained jollof rice as best I could whilst looking at their lunches. Jacket potato. Soup. Jacket potato. Sandwich. Sandwich.

‘I bet it’s good.’ She smiled. ‘Smells spicy.’

I tried to laugh (because what other response was available?), but it came out as just an exhale of air through my nose.

*  *  *

After my lunchtime walk, I spot a missed call from Dawoud. He doesn’t usually call me and my heart skips a beat. No, if something were wrong with Dad, I would have heard from Mum as well. When I call Dawoud back, it’s only to ask me to order more catheters.

He could ask Mum to do that, but instead I say, ‘Sure, of course. I’ll do it now.’ Just because I’ve moved out doesn’t mean I shouldn’t do anything for Dad. It only takes me two minutes to log onto the website and place an order.

I’m about to let Mum know I’ve done this, but a message from her is already sitting in our chat. Oh, she’s sent me a voice note. She never does that. I didn’t think she knew how. I press play.

‘MADELEINE!’

Of course she’s shouting. I lower the volume on my earphones.

‘MADELEINE! I HAVE JUST DISCOVERED VOICE ACTIVATION MESSAGES ON THE WHATSAPP. LOOK AT HOW YOUR MOTHER IS—’

The message ends there.

 

I return to my desk and prioritise Penny’s list. I only suffer a few hiccups, mainly with the printer because they’re all bastards and will likely lead the technological charge in the eventual war against humans, but I’ve finished everything before Penny returns from her last meeting of the day. She walks into her office, picks up the stack of papers I left on her desk and leafs through them.

‘This is everything,’ she says.

I wait in case it’s a question.

She looks surprised. ‘Thank you, Maddie.’

‘You’re welcome.’

She closes her door and Eliza pops up again.

‘Well done,’ she mouths with a thumbs up.

I mock wipe my brow and mouth, ‘Thanks!’

 

The following weeks pretty much follow a similar pattern. I try to see if I can help with any actual books, but Penny and office admin takes up so much of my day. Just trying to get to grips with the database can take me hours at a time. I’m electronically filing some records when the assistant and commissioning editors head into Penny’s office for an impromptu Creative meeting. I wonder what they’re discussing in there . . . maybe the reissue of Free Eating.

Free Eating is a plant-based cookbook first released when being a vegetarian was too much of an ask for people. Now we’re hoping a new jacket, bonus material and the writer’s expanding social media presence will give it a new lease of life. The author’s brand is that he was a vegan before it became a trend (his words, not mine), and the man (judging by his correspondence) sounds a bit of a dick to be honest. He signs off every email with:

Blessings,

Jim Carper

OG Vegan

Penny’s door opens. ‘Maddie?’

I pop out of my seat. Is she going to ask me to join?

‘Can you make me and Thea a tea, please, and bring it in?’

‘Oh, sure.’

I used to hate making other people tea until Avi once said, ‘If someone asks you to make them a cup of tea with no further information, they deserve whatever they get – especially since they’re not even paying for it’ and it’s been a whole new world for me since then.

I enter Penny’s office and notice her table is splashed with food photography. I crane my neck to look before placing the two cups of tea on her table. I turn to leave when Penny says, ‘Thea, do you need more milk?’

Thea, a petite brunette, says, ‘No, thanks. It’s fine.’

I nod and reach for the door again.

‘Maddie,’ Penny says. ‘I could use more milk.’ I look at her mug and wonder if she’s saying this for future reference. ‘Is there any left?’

‘Yes, I’ll grab some.’

I think I should have taken her mug with me, but since I don’t know the correct amount of milk, I take the carton to her. I plan to put it on the table and leave, but Penny holds her mug out to me.

‘I’ll say stop,’ she says.

Thea momentarily stares at her, whilst the others busy themselves with the photographs. My throat tightens at her reaction.

I unscrew the milk top, feeling strange, and pour milk into Penny’s mug for her.

‘Stop,’ she says. ‘Thank you so much, Maddie.’

I can’t look at her so nod and leave the room. I feel my eyes burning, but I can’t figure out why. One part of my brain is saying it’s no big deal, just milk in a mug, but another part, Thea’s reaction, tells me Penny shouldn’t have asked me to do that.





Chapter Fifteen

OTP are going with my idea, only, no one knows it was my idea.

Kris is getting the credit because, according to the minutes of the last Creative meeting, instead of Cooking Combos, she proposed Flavour Pairings. Which is more refined, I suppose, but swapping words for synonyms doesn’t make it her idea! Does it?

At our catch-up, I say, ‘Good news about Flavour Pairings.’

‘Yes,’ Kris says, looking directly at me. ‘Penny loved the idea, so well done, but we’ve got a lot to do to turn the concept into an actual book. We’ve yet to whittle down which of our food writers we want to approach.’

I brighten up. She said ‘we’ve’ – twice. I’m still in. ‘I’ve got a lot of ideas,’ I say, opening my notebook. ‘Even some “pair” ideas for the cover.’

Kris tilts her head at my inverted comma gesture.

‘I thought it might be funny,’ I explain, ‘to have a pear on the cover with one of its classic flavour combos, like chocolate, a bar of chocolate, I mean. Or chocolate chips, but they might look like droppings, so maybe the bar . . .’

‘Ah, well, design are in charge of covers, but I can certainly mention your idea this afternoon.’

‘I can take the minutes for the meeting,’ I offer.

‘Their assistant Kelsey takes minutes for all design-led meetings, but don’t worry,’ Kris says, ‘there’s lots of important bits to get stuck into and I can tell you want to be involved. Here.’

She hands me a list of admin tasks, some of which have nothing to do with Flavour Pairings.

‘Great.’ I smile tightly. ‘I’ll get started.’

 

They went with my pear idea!

Not pear and chocolate, but pear and cinnamon. I hear cinnamon was Georgina’s (one of the senior designers) idea, so naturally the pear/pair motif was hers too. Clearly, my ideas are good and there’s solace in that, but only a little when no one knows or acknowledges that they’re mine. I still don’t even get to join Creative, of which there are now two meetings a week. This would have been the perfect opportunity to learn so much about the process, witnessing first-hand the stages from conception to completion, but I can’t seem to get in.

Maybe I don’t deserve to get in. It’s a bit like retelling someone else’s anecdote and getting the credit – I wouldn’t have pitched the idea if it weren’t for Ben. But I do have an idea that is completely my own, my Afra discovery, and I’m going straight to the top with that one.

 

‘Okay, I need meetings with . . .’ And Penny lists the names of colleagues as she taps away at her keyboard. ‘Right, anything else? How’s it all going?’ She continues to stare at her computer screen; her eyeshadow is bright purple today and she’s pushed her glasses up to keep the growing strands of her hair out of her eyes. ‘Kris tells me she’s happy with how hard you’re working.’

Now or never.

‘Yes, all fine,’ I answer. ‘Speaking of Kris, I wanted to tell her about this proposal I have, but she’s out this afternoon.’

‘Oh,’ Penny says.

Shit, she’s looking directly at me now, her fingers hovering above her keyboard.

‘Kris mentioned we needed new ideas, preferably from our own writers, and I was looking through . . . doing research . . . well, I was on Google, actually, no, on Instagram . . .’

Wrap it up, Maddie.

‘I found Afra Yazden-Blake – she’s the wife of baker Stephen Blake,’ I say. ‘She has a food blog she doesn’t update much – I printed out a few of her recipes – but her Instagram is full of delicious, home-cooked Middle Eastern meals. I know she’s not on our list, but she is affiliated via her husband and might be open if we approach her, rather than asking her to submit. She doesn’t have an agent or any professional cooking experience, I don’t think, but she might be worth looking into.’

Penny walks over to the table and looks at the recipes and screenshots of Afra’s Instagram I’ve laid out on the table. ‘Hmm,’ she says. ‘Perhaps.’ She gives me a friendly smile, then leaves the papers and returns to her desk. She’s back to tapping away in no time.

Ouch. Maybe I should have gone to Kris; some management don’t take ideas seriously if it doesn’t come from a peer.

I stand up and start gathering the papers.

‘No, you can leave them there, Maddie,’ Penny says. ‘I’ll take a look later.’

I look at her in consternation. ‘Oh, okay, great.’

I leave the room triumphant.





Chapter Eighteen

I can’t lift my head the following morning.

My phone buzzes and my temples pulse. My mouth is too dry to open. I reach for my phone and realise my eyes are still closed. The daylight is blinding and I curse the sun.

It’s just hit noon and I should be at home for Dad’s birthday right now.

I sit up with an unintelligible groan and think I might be sick. I stumble across my room in last night’s dress to take two paracetamol tablets dry and then gag. My throat hurts and my stomach burns. I’d google hangover symptoms because I feel like I only have five minutes left to live, but I can’t see straight – my head is so heavy.

I’m not that late and Dad’s not going anywhere.

I won’t even tempt myself by getting back into bed completely. No, I’ll just rest my head on my pillow . . . only for a minute . . . ten minutes maybe.

Half an hour at the most.

 

I wake up to a persistent buzzing.

My phone is ringing. Mum LONDON and, underneath, the time: 14:47.

Fuck. I jump out of bed and answer the phone. It’s fine; I’ll just take the cake home and decorate it there.

‘Hi, Mum. Sorry I’m later than I said I was going to be. I’m leaving the flat in ten minutes.’ I sniff my armpits. ‘Twenty minutes.’ I grab a towel and reach for my shower cap. ‘I went to bed late,’ I explain when Mum doesn’t say anything back. ‘So that’s why I’m—’

‘Maddie?’

I stop because Mum’s voice is thick and heavy and she’s crying enough to force two more syllables into my name.

‘Mum, what’s wrong?’

‘Maddie, your father, he . . . he is dead. He’s dead.’

I freeze on the spot, half out of last night’s dress. What did she say?

‘Your father’s dead,’ she repeats, then begins to choke and cry.

I frown because I can clearly picture my dad sitting in front of the TV, smiling. I shake my head. ‘But it’s his birthday,’ I tell her.

‘I know!’ she says. ‘Oh, God. Oh, God. To take him on his birthday. And just now too, not thirty minutes long. I’ve been trying to call you. But he is dead. Maddie, he is dead.’

My body finally hears her and it happens all at once, the punching of my heart, the loosening of my stomach, the burning in my chest. My belly heaves in and out.

‘Maddie, your father is—’

‘Stop saying that!’ I snap. ‘I heard you the first time.’ I pull my phone away and stare at the red end call button.

‘I’m sorry, Maddie.’ She continues to cry down the line.

I want to tell her not to be so dramatic. It’s not what it seems. It can’t be today that he’s died. No one dies on their birthday. My dad is not dead. There’s been some mistake.

‘You need to check again,’ I tell her.

‘The paramedics have announced it, Maddie,’ she says. ‘I am so sorry.’

I hang up the phone and hold it to my chest. The only thing I can think about is Mum saying he died thirty minutes before, meaning I’d have been there if I’d woken up when I was meant to. I would have seen him one last time, said happy birthday and kissed his forehead.

I stand, gently swaying on the spot until I trust my hands to pull my dress back on. I’m on autopilot when I walk out of my room and down the stairs.

I can hear suitcase wheels and pockets of conversation. They’re talking about Florence. Missing the last step, I trip and end up on the floor on my hands and knees. They both rush in and Jo laughs. ‘Still hung-over, huh?’

I get up slowly.

‘It was a bad idea to go out last night,’ Cam says. ‘We need to leave in fifteen minutes. You’re so lucky you don’t have to catch this flight with— Maddie?’

‘My dad’s just died.’

For a few seconds, no one says anything.

‘Shit,’ Jo breathes.

Cam gently takes my arm and walks me into the kitchen. She sits me at the table. My eyes are blurry, but I hear the kettle being switched on. She makes me a cup of tea.

‘Fuck, Maddie,’ Jo says, shaking her head. ‘What happened?’

When I repeat some of my mother’s words, they stand above me and they are sorry and coo until Jo says, ‘Shit, I can’t believe we have to leave soon.’

‘We can’t go now.’

‘What?’ Jo turns to Cam so fast her hair whips across her face. ‘Tickets are non-refundable,’ she whispers.

I look at Jo, rearranging the features of her face until she’s unrecognisable, and my chest fills with air. I’m trying to expel it as quickly as possible because it’s not that she’s callous and it’s not that I’d rather they stay, it’s—

I stand up. ‘You asked me . . . you made me stay out.’

Jo stiffens. ‘What?’

‘After the first bar, I said I should go home.’ I don’t know why I’m saying this, but I can’t bear the weight of this guilt I’m feeling, it’s as if I might drown under it. I tried to do the right thing, to come home. And for a brief moment, it’s not my fault anymore. ‘I didn’t even want to go out last night. If I’d stayed home, I’d have spent the night baking, gone to bed on time and woken up early with a clear head. Jo, if it wasn’t for you, I’d have seen my dad today, before he died.’

‘Maddie.’ She breathes slowly, eyes locked on mine – and they’re suddenly no longer the blue of cornflowers, but the blue of a storm at sea. ‘I’m really sorry you lost your dad, but I didn’t make you do anything. You decide what you do and you decided to stay out with us.’

‘That’s not true!’ I shout because the guilt is on a round trip, returning to its rightful place and somehow the tea slips from my hand or I throw it, because the mug ends up shattering against the wall. When I blink, Jo is backed up against the sink and Cam is using half her body to shield her. I don’t remember walking from the table to stand in the middle of the kitchen. I must look like I’m inches away from the edge. ‘Don’t worry about your non-refundable tickets,’ I say quietly. ‘I’d rather you were both gone. I won’t be in the flat much anyway, will I? Not with a funeral to plan.’

I run upstairs, sit in the corner of my room and wait for them to leave. I listen to Jo trudging around the house. ‘Still going . . . can’t be here with her like this . . . We need distance . . . she said it was my fault . . . really shit of her to put something like that on me . . . don’t even know her dad.’

I block my ears until the front door slams shut. I return to the kitchen to clean up my mess, but it’s already been done. Probably Cam. What am I supposed to do now? Go home . . . but if I stay away for a little longer, I won’t have to deal with any of it. The ‘process’ won’t start until I step foot into that house. Then I spot the undecorated sponge cakes and the icing sugar and treacle and butter and my chest fills again. I punch the cakes until they burst and splatter. I throw huge chunks into the bin. Then the sugar, the vanilla, the butter. I throw them into the bin one by one with such force the bin rattles each time.

‘What are you doing?’

I turn and Jo is standing in the doorway. ‘Not decorating a cake,’ I answer. ‘Why are you here?’

Jo’s head jerks back and I know I should apologise now before it’s too late, because it’s not her fault my dad’s dead and it’s not her fault I missed his final hours. The all-consuming anger starts to dissolve and makes me unsteady on my feet.

‘Jo,’ I start.

‘I just forgot my purse.’ She unhooks her shoulder bag from the back of the door. ‘I’m sorry for what happened to your dad, obviously,’ and her lips twitch before she says, ‘but it’s really harsh of you to blame me. I didn’t force you to go out. Nobody did, and if you really wanted to spend your Friday night decorating a cake, you would have stayed and done that. Right?’

She doesn’t wait for an answer but spins on her heels and slams the front door behind her. I just stand there, ignoring the tears streaming down my face and the sticky mess pouring from my nose.

*  *  *

Mum calls me again and I answer from the floor. She tells me how it happened in between breathless sobs. She’d been out and Dawoud found him in his chair with vomit all down his front. They tried to call her, but she didn’t pick up. She walked in the door ten minutes later. ‘I swear only ten minutes later; I didn’t hear my phone ringing. My bag is so deep.’ The ambulance arrived and he was pronounced dead. Just like that. ‘Don’t be heartbroken, Maame,’ Mum says. ‘He is with God now.’

‘He was alone on his birthday?’ I ask quietly. ‘He was alone when he died?’

Mum begins to cry again. I end the call.

I get off the floor, slowly walk to the freezer and pull out a tub of ice cream. I sit and eat it in one go. The lower right of my stomach begins to sting and cramp. I have a chocolate bar next, biting through layers of biscuit and caramel.

Sometimes, in my secondary-school days, Dad would bring home a chocolate bar for me. It was always so arbitrary but I’d be so excited when that day came. I used to wonder if he walked into the shop for something else and just suddenly thought of me. Once, he got me a fruit and nut bar, even though I have an intolerance to nuts. I told him he was the best, and upstairs in my room, I ate around them.

My teeth ache from all the sugar and I lie on the living-room floor to stretch the pain in my stomach out.

James calls next and his voice is deeper than usual. ‘I’m so sorry, Mads.’

My cheek is flat against the floor when I say, ‘I’m sorry, too.’

‘I know Dad loved you very much.’

‘Thank you,’ seems the most appropriate response.

‘Are you okay?’ he asks. I tell him I’m fine because there’s no other answer to give.

‘Are your flatmates gone?’

I try to keep my eyes from closing. ‘Yes.’

‘You don’t wanna come home?’

‘No, I don’t.’

‘I get that, but you shouldn’t be alone,’ he says. ‘Do you have a friend who can stay with you?’

I immediately think of Nia. ‘Yes, but she might be busy.’

‘Call her and see if she can stay with you. Please. For me, yeah?’

‘Okay.’

‘Cool. I’ll see you maybe tomorrow then.’

‘Love you,’ I say.

He pauses. ‘Love you, too, sis.’

 

A few hours go by and the cramps subside, but the ache is still there. I’m staring at Nia’s number when a message comes through.

 

 

Ben

I know we said we’d see each other tomorrow, but can I come over? Work was rough

 

Maddie

Yes

 

 

I get off the floor, clean the bathroom, wash my face and wait. I think about how to tell Ben, whether I even should tell him, or if I can pretend for a little while longer that my dad is still alive.

When Ben knocks on the door, I still haven’t decided, but I’ve barely got the latch off when he bursts through, loosening his tie.

‘They had to call me in on a Sunday – can you imagine? Incompetence will be that company’s ruin, mark my words,’ he says.

I immediately want to shrink his presence. To package him up and send him home.

‘I’m so glad to see you.’ He kisses me, slamming the door shut, and presses me up against the wall. He’s heavy and I can’t feel enough of myself to pull away. He’s had a rough day and he’s glad to see me. Just like on our cinema date. He’s always glad to see me.

I close my eyes and try to sink into his attention, and although rough and hard, there’s a bite to him that I enjoy, or at least need.

It’s painful and Ben is sharp and quick with his pleasure. There’s a thin crack in the hallway ceiling that I never noticed before. I briefly wonder if it will suddenly stretch open and bury us both in rubble.

I suck in my breath whilst Ben’s escapes in guttural grunts.

I’m sore, again.

I use the toilet, again.

I sit on the bathroom floor, feeling nauseous but enjoying the cold tiles on my skin. Ben must hear me because he knocks and walks in to find me naked with my knees under my chin and my eyes wet, rocking gently with an empty head on tight shoulders, a weightless stomach and a pressure building in my chest.

On the floor of my bathroom in a rented flat is where I tell Ben that my father is gone and he won’t ever come back, and he says the expected: the exclamation to a God he probably doesn’t believe in (I still haven’t found out) and a subtle shift of accountability – he really wishes I’d told him earlier (maybe I should have). Still, I suppose the news was surprising to him, too. But he’s sorry. He’s so, so sorry, Maddie.

 

Ben is very sweet, kind and delicate when he needs to be and they’re qualities I should be grateful for. He holds me on the bathroom floor for what feels like hours as I explain that although Dad was ill, it was unexpected. Ben kisses my forehead and says, ‘It will always be unexpected.’ He wraps me in his shirt and stays with me until I’m ready to peel myself off the floor and get into bed. I lay awake on his chest as he sleeps.

The next morning, he orders breakfast to the house – croissants, Danish pastries, fresh fruit and tea. He adds a sandwich and a slice of cake for me to have at lunch. We sit quietly at the table and eat. Everything tastes like cardboard in my mouth. I chew and force myself to swallow.

I tell him I don’t want to go home yet and he says he can understand why. I eat and eat until my stomach is full and I fantasise about excusing myself from the table, placing my head over the toilet bowl and sticking two fingers into my mouth.

‘Do you want to come and stay with me?’

I shake my head. ‘That’s okay. Nia’s coming to stay whilst Jo and Cam are away and I’ll be between here and home for . . . the admin.’

 

Ben leaves in the afternoon because he has to go to work. I ignore the relief I feel at being alone in the house.

‘I need to email Kris,’ I say to the empty kitchen. ‘They’ll wonder where I am.’

I spend a few more hours sitting at the table staring at an almost transparent croissant flake clinging to the cloth’s edge.

 

From: Mad.Wright@gmail.com

To: Kristina@orangetreepublishing.com

Subject: My absence

 

Hello Kris,

 

Unfortunately my father passed away yesterday. I’m not sure what the work protocol is; I’m not even sure what to write right now.

My father has been ill with Parkinson’s and a range of related health issues for years, but the news still came as a shock. I won’t be in the office this week, maybe not for the first half of the following week. I’m sorry, I honestly don’t know. I just wanted to make you aware.

Best,

Maddie

 

I press send and close my laptop. A text from Cam comes in.

 

 

Cam

Hi Maddie. We arrived last night but Jo and I just want to check you’re okay

As okay as you can be ofc

You don’t need to message back

Just thinking of you x

 

I wrap myself in a blanket and sit on the sofa, staring out into the garden.

‘What an ordinary day. The least you could do is rain.’ I search for a cloud in the sky but don’t find a single white wisp. ‘How thoughtless.’

I finally call Nia to tell her and ask if she can stay over. I expect her to say she’ll do her best to get here tomorrow since she hasn’t seen her family for almost a year, but instead she tells me she’s going to grab some food for me and get the next bus down.

‘You’re really coming?’

‘Are you joking? Of course I am.’

I scrunch up my face when the bridge of my nose starts to sting. ‘Thank you.’

‘Don’t be silly. You know I’d do anything for you.’

She says the last bit not in order to sound supportive or like a good friend should, but as if it’s obvious. It’s like how I end most of my conversations with ‘love you’ – she says it not because it’s a reflex, but because it’s true.

 

When Nia walks through the door, I feel a lightness enter with her; she manages to push the darkness an inch away with every step forward she takes. I think about how lucky I am that she returned to London this week.

‘You look nice,’ I tell her. She’s redone her locs at the front and has on a shade of red lipstick that warms her brown skin.

‘Really?’ She shrugs. ‘I was just at my grandma’s. It’s good to see you, Maddie. I’m really sorry about your dad.’

It takes Nia an entire minute to say those four short sentences, but that’s the way she speaks, slowly and carefully, incapable of rushing sentences, of getting thoughts out before she loses them. It’s my favourite thing about her.

She gives me a long hug and she smells light and fresh and of secondary school. We leave it there. She doesn’t ask why or how; she unpacks the food she bought, container after container, and puts them in my fridge. Then we watch films for the rest of the day.

 

When Nia’s in the shower, I kneel by my bed and face the window so that God can see me. I recite my usual nightly prayer where I ask God to take care of my mum, brother and . . .

‘This is the part where I would say Dad,’ I tell Him, ‘but what do I say now? Please rest his soul? Do I still pray for him or is he taken care of? How long have I been praying this prayer? Over ten years – the same words. You could probably do without the repeat.’

I climb into bed and, after Nia gets in too, I switch off the light.

I haven’t cried today and I remain awake for hours, wondering if this foreshadows oncoming sociopathic tendencies.
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