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  Part One

The Past 









  
  Prologue


May had heard the story of how she came into the world countless times over the years by her parents. Repeated, like a CD skipping at the same part over and over again. She would roll her eyes, shake her head and smile faintly whilst it was retold at cousins’ birthday parties, Christmas get-togethers, weddings, christenings and even funerals. 
It made social situations, which could already be a challenge to May, more cringeworthy. She would squirm in her seat as the tale was told, hoping the engaged listeners would focus on the speakers and not the subject of the story. May would quickly get up at the end of the anecdote, making an excuse, such as needing the toilet or getting drinks, to simply escape any further focus on herself and dissolve the flashing Hollywood-style arrow she almost felt penetrating down from the ceiling in her direction. It had embarrassed her as an adolescent and became tedious as an adult. 
But May never realised that one day she would give anything to hear her parents telling the tale. 






  
  Chapter 1


May had a loving childhood, with parents who wrapped her in a blanket of security and affection. Her childhood was nothing flashy, nothing extraordinary, but it was safe, happy and nurturing. Her mother, Fran, worked in office admin; her dad, Victor, was a mechanic. They had a comfortable life, holidaying every year to Greece and sometimes Spain. Fran and Victor were not lucky enough to conceive again after a seven-year battle to carry May. Although an only child, May didn’t mind her own company; in fact, she often preferred it, finding making friends a challenge that sometimes felt like meeting the threshold to compete in the Olympic Games.  
There had always been something ‘different’ about May. Nowadays, difference is celebrated and embraced in a way it should be, but it wasn’t as much when May was at school. She was awkward in presence, looks and articulation. She struggled with friends, struggled with expression and struggled with her inner conflicts that seemed to be minuscule to others. May tried to blend in, like a new coat of paint on a stained part of the wall, but she never managed it, becoming accustomed to always being on her guard, as if waiting for a predator to swoop. From as early as she could remember, May thrived on routine and organisation. It kept her feeling useful, in control and content.
She would write lists and cross off items when complete. As a youngster, it would be lists of games, cartoons and names she could call her dolls. When she became a little older, she taught herself how to use the computer one summer, and her lists evolved to spreadsheet form and included food items for the weekly shop with Fran. Fran would look at the print-off and smile at her daughter, kiss her on the forehead and tell her she knew what her baby wanted. May hated being called a baby and wanted to grow up as quickly as she could, always feeling she wasn’t like her peers in maturity and interests.
At the weekly food shop, May would ask Fran to reach any shelves above two in height. Her mam would look lovingly down at her, hand her the smooth peanut butter with the red lid or apricot jam, pat May’s head and call her ‘my methodical May’. May liked being called this much more than being called a baby.
Over the years, Fran became accustomed to May’s quirks. It was fine that May helped with the intricacies of household budgeting at the age of eight, that they watched documentaries in the evenings instead of soaps and that they had to take an endless list of items on holiday in fear she couldn’t purchase them there. 
School was difficult at times, especially as May wasn’t memorable. If she were ice cream, she would be vanilla, without sprinkles or toffee sauce. Just vanilla. Plain, boring to many, predictable vanilla. May saw nothing wrong with vanilla, but other people liked chocolate chip, pistachio or even mango sorbet. She didn’t speak up in class, never raised her hand and always tried to make herself as small as possible to avoid being targeted by teachers. The teachers knew she was clever and that she would have the answers in a class full of uninterested children, so they would ask her, wanting someone to engage with learning, perhaps even innocently trying to include May, using her as an example for the others to concentrate and try. May at least hoped it was this and that they didn’t intentionally realise they were exposing her to more mockery and exclusion. She would sit in the corner, her palms sweaty, trying to shrink. Hard to do when she was five-foot-ten by the age of thirteen. Her height was an open door for name-calling—lanky, beanpole, streak of piss.
May had a saving grace at school in the form of Scarlett. A small number of other friends tiptoed on the periphery, but Scarlett was May’s everything. They had become inseparable in primary school, when they were ten years old. Scarlett joined the school after her family moved to Newcastle from North Yorkshire. Scarlett wasn’t anywhere near as awkward, quiet or tall as May, and May always felt she would have been a bigger target to some of the class cows had it not been for Scarlett. She was beautiful inside and out, naturally pretty without being showy. But the most stunning side of Scarlett was her personality. She was gentle, kind and funny, with wonderful dancing and singing talent. 
May was logical and thrived in mathematics and science in particular, but every academic subject felt quite easy to her. Her lack of after-school activities, except running club each Tuesday and seeing Scarlett a few times a week, meant she had time to study. May was naturally gifted in the IQ department and knew she wanted to be a scientist, researching scientific phenomena to make medicine and the world a better place. She read books on her research heroes and watched documentary after documentary about science, evolution, medicine and breakthroughs.
After her high school exams, May moved on to college, where she studied physics, chemistry, biology and mathematics. People at college were less cliquey, less irritatingly giggly and immature. May felt more comfortable being vanilla in a more eclectic environment and with smaller classes. She didn’t have to try to dissolve in the corner, frightened of being asked any questions. Scarlett attended the same college, studying performing arts. They often met during their lunch break, and May made a few other friends but always enjoyed a little time to herself. She would sit in the library, absorbed in books, soaking up knowledge like a parched plant with the summer rain. 
After college, May went to university. She had never wanted to go to another part of the country to study. The thought of living in a box room whilst sharing a grubby bathroom and kitchen full of dirty pots and pans made her wriggle in disgust. She was happy living at home, where she felt comfortable and in control. It was also financially responsible, so why change a good thing?
University brought another layer of life to May’s world. She relished in the structure of her semester lectures, seminars and library time. It allowed her to accommodate a part-time job working in a local estate agency, Lawson’s, where she helped the director, Jack, with admin and small finance tasks. Lawson’s was a productive team on the whole, and she enjoyed the work with minimal distractions. The team was pleasant, with a few louder members, but they never bothered with May. She just smiled and kept her head down, absorbing the tasks and taking delight in utilising her finely tuned organisational skills. Her hours were upped from an initial Saturday to additional Thursday evenings and a few hours on Tuesday afternoons, slotting in nicely with her university timetable. With work, university and a few new acquaintances she had made as well as remaining connected to Scarlett (albeit not seeing her as much as she would like), life was good. Perhaps even vanilla ice cream with a wafer and chocolate flake. 
May graduated and decided to go on to study for her master’s, where she was particularly interested in biochemistry and scientific research. She remained at Lawson’s, with a view that she would look for a role in science that could become permanent after her studies in the second year of her master’s. Over the years, she had become more comfortable and relaxed with her colleagues. She made excuses for most social events and didn’t join in with all the banter, struggling with the sense of humour of some at times, but she knew they accepted her, and the smiles and offers of cups of tea and biscuits—especially from the receptionist, Trish—made May feel the team liked her. Lawson’s was just like those comfortable pyjama bottoms, and she was a stickler for routine. But her dreams of science, the gravitational pull to advance medicine, was a drive she’d had for so long, and the right time would come, she was sure of that. 
Then Thomas Graham arrived at Lawson’s and life got very interesting.






  
  Chapter 2


May would never forget the day she’d first seen Thomas. It was the summer break of the first year of her master’s degree at university. She was twenty-two years old and had planned to look for and secure another job by winter, meanwhile working as many hours as she could get at Lawson’s over the summer holiday. She had grabbed handfuls of extra shifts like an eager cinemagoer grabs at popcorn. After working there for almost three years, she knew the processes like the freckles on her face. She had implemented new ways of working, more efficient, methodical ways of working, and the owner, Jack, was delighted. The bonus for May was that she had her own small office, and although it was mainly taken up by filing cabinets, there was room for a desk. It meant some privacy from the noise of the rest of the team, but she wasn’t cut off completely, as her office looked into the main office and Jack’s office was next door.  
May had made a friend in Trish, even looking forward to their chats after her coat of awkward anxiety had become lighter to wear. Trish would talk about mundane things, such as washing clothes or the journey to work, and May would always listen intently, as she had done all those years before while watching science documentaries. Trish now understood that May walking away blankly was her reflecting on something she had taken from a simple conversation. She was always telling May she was ‘one of a kind’. May wasn’t sure if that was a good or bad thing, but she did like to be around Trish, and her round cheeks and kind eyes made May content in her company. 
That Tuesday morning, May had just finished her usual mid-morning snack of yoghurt-coated rice cakes. They were interviewing that day for a conveyancer. May had been asked to sit in on the interviews, along with the director, Jack, and the sales manager, Toni. She had organised all the paperwork, and it was methodically ready for the four candidates they were interviewing. 
Thomas Graham was last in, by which time it was 3 p.m. All six-foot-two of him walked into the reception area like a swirl of rusty-coloured leaves in the autumn breeze, his hypnotic turquoise eyes framed by glasses that made him look handsome and intelligent. Thomas wasn’t what you would call ‘traditionally handsome’ by most people’s accounts, but he had a magnetic presence and an infectious lopsided smile. 
May involuntarily exhaled loudly as she stood in the back-office doorway, a pile of papers threatening to fall to the floor out of her weakened grip as she stared at Thomas Graham. She blushed, knowing her neck and face would be a strong strawberry colour, unfaded by her lack of facial make-up, which immediately made her feel exposed. 
Trish frowned in a puzzled manner at May, but May was too entranced to notice. 
Trish quickly pushed her glasses to the bridge of her nose and rose from her seat. ‘I’m Trish, and you must be Thomas Graham?’ she asked, documents in one hand as she extended her other to Thomas. 
‘That’s me. Nice to meet you,’ he replied, shaking Trish’s hand. Thomas had a confidence in his stance—shoulders back and chin tilted slightly to the ceiling—that gave him an assertive presence. ‘Great place you have here.’ He looked around the office, his palm turned up as his eyes scanned the clean white walls against the burgundy carpet and desk chairs.
Trish stood on the spot, a slow, unsure nod of her head before glancing in May’s direction.
May thought it was a strange thing for someone to say—it wasn’t as if he were viewing a house, just somewhere that sold them—but she’d never completely grasped small talk. 
She cleared her throat, took a deep breath and shook her head from side to side slightly, as if to shake the nerves away. She hoped a confident, calm version of herself would appear as she walked over, smoothing down her long, brown hair. ‘Hello, is it Thomas?’ Her voice was shaky, and she felt her legs trembling. She could only inwardly wince and pray he hadn’t noticed.
‘Yes, hi, nice to meet you,’ Thomas replied, advancing his hand. He smiled a nervous but trying-to-look-casual smile that made his presence brighter, like a lighthouse shining on a dark night.
May shook his hand lamely, as she imagined a 101-year-old would do a handshake. ‘I’m May, May McClelland. If you would like to follow me,’ she managed, swallowing afterwards and desperately trying not to look like the awkward teenager she used to be.
For the next forty-five minutes, May tried to concentrate, but she couldn’t keep her eyes off him. She studied his facial expressions as he thought about his responses before answering the interview questions. May noticed the way one dimple formed in his smile, where the right side lifted slightly higher than the left, and observed the way his eyebrows lifted as he thought and that he gripped the chair on a few occasions. She noted Thomas’s blinks and the way his glasses seemed to suit him, as if they were made only for him. 
Thomas was successful at the interview and began working at Lawson’s. May picked up as many shifts as possible in the month before returning to university. Thomas was a wonderful addition to the office, and May was the moth around his light. It only took days for the rest of the office to notice she had a crush; after all, she had interacted with Thomas more in three days than she had in over three years with the rest of the team. They mocked her playfully, enjoying a softer side to May they had never seen. It wasn’t that May didn’t like her team, she just found things uncomfortable and overwhelming at times and was never one to talk for the sake of it. Her response to Thomas was as alien to May as it was to her team. 
May leant her elbow on her desk and rested her chin on her palm in the quietness of her office. She observed Thomas as much as her eyeline allowed, moving from desk to desk like the most colourful liquid, conducting his tasks with a comfort she wasn’t sure she had ever experienced. May felt her face relax as she tilted her head slightly and let her cheek rest on her hand. His presence mesmerised her but also gave her an annoying twinge of envy. She wanted to be like Thomas: assertive, charismatic and with the appeal of fresh, warm doughnuts. Trish appeared in the doorway with two cups of tea. ‘You like him, don’t you?’ she said quietly, looking over her shoulder to where Thomas was, then back to May. 
May bit her lip and shrugged slightly as Trish placed a cup of tea on her desk.
‘If I were twenty years younger… well, maybe twenty-five.’ Trish winked at May. ‘I think you would make a sweet couple.’ She tapped May’s forearm gently before turning around with her cup of tea and returning to reception, leaving May to daydream about love.
Trish had welcomed May into the team from day one despite May not wanting or needing new friends. She was there purely to do a job. Over the years, Trish had patiently broken through many of May’s barriers to reach the friendship stage, the point where May had really softened to her being last Christmas. The whole concept of Secret Santa made May nauseous. She didn’t like the unknown, and that included surprises. She always ensured her parents and Scarlett knew what she wanted for Christmas or her birthday. When her grandparents were alive, she’d ensured the same. Surprises were not always nice and therefore not encouraged. 
Until last Christmas, May had declined to participate in Secret Santa at Lawson’s. She had gotten away with it the first year, being new and rarely at work due to her part-time status. The next year, she used not having much money as an excuse. 
Then last Christmas, Trish had strode into May’s office with determined purpose and stopped in front of her desk, placed both hands on it and leaned forward. ‘How would you feel about participating in Secret Santa this year?’
May grimaced. 
Seeing May almost squirming like an uncomfortable child, she gently said, ‘Maybe you could regift a present you receive if it isn’t to your liking.’ 
May pursed her lips. She didn’t want to be a party pooper, but the whole concept of Secret Santa made her teeth itch. She let out a sigh. 
Trish raised her eyebrows. ‘That bad?’ She chuckled, tilting her head back.
May considered the idea of regifting, but she always made sure any gift she purchased was something of need or want. It would be met with a rolling of the eyes when she asked her parents or Scarlett what they would like for their birthday or Christmas. They would laugh and say, ‘Surprise me,’ then after observing the look on May’s face, they would promptly suggest toiletries or a new CD or DVD, a book or something practical, like stationery or socks. She found it much easier for the way her mind worked having a plan and knowing her gift would be appreciated. 
Walking over to the photocopier at the back of the office, she thought about the pitch from Trish and how she could avoid feeling more awkward than someone letting out a massive fart in a room full of people.
May frowned as she heard footsteps behind her.
‘It’s only one gift, love. You could make someone smile, and you never know, you might receive a present you really like.’ 
May turned to Trish, who had her hands in the air in what looked like surrender but was far from. 
It didn’t sound like a big deal—to most, it wasn’t—but May wasn’t most people. She pondered on Trish’s suggestion, thinking she could keep her unwanted gift in a drawer until someone said they would like such an item. This might never happen though, and she could be stuck with something of no use for ages, knowing it was there, lying in her drawer like the old pair of jeans she would never fit back into. She could give it a period of time, like ten months, and if no one wanted the unwanted Secret Santa gift by then, she could donate it to charity. Perhaps. 
May returned to her office as Trish spun around in her office chair, her inner child enjoying the talk of Christmas.
‘It’s only a bit of fun, my lovely. And only a tenner,’ Trish said gently, picking up on May’s still-stiffened body language. She tapped May’s forearm and smiled warmly. May quite liked the comforting reassurance of Trish’s touch, having gotten used to her tactile nature over the years.
Taking a deep breath, May nodded and exhaled. ‘Okay, yes. Yes, I’ll take part.’ 
Trish scribbled her name down on the list at super speed before May could rescind her involvement.
A few weeks before, Trish had commented on May’s knitted hat and how much she suited the blood-red colour of it. Lifting her chin at the compliment, May commented that she felt the cold. This was something she had already mentioned each winter as her only contribution of small talk. Trish noticed the way May would grab the neck of her coat, trying to prevent the cold, expectant outside air from getting into the warm sanctuary of her layers. She also noticed May had a hole in one of the fingers on her left-hand glove and that the pair looked a little bobbly and not quite long enough to cover her wrists. She chose May as her person to buy a gift for. 
On the day of the Secret Santa exchange, May’s bottom lip was tender from her chewing on the inside of it all morning. Not only would she receive a gift from a stranger and somehow have to hide her disappointed face, but she also had some nerves around the gift she was giving. Her person was Jack, the best she could have asked for, even better than Trish. She knew Jack and the way he worked, having completed many of his admin tasks for the few years she had worked there. May had chosen a brown leather A5 page-per-day diary for him that had an accompanying pen. She was as confident as she could be that he would like it, but there was still that possibility he wouldn’t.
The team sat around the staff kitchen table. It was 5:30 p.m., the shop was closed and they were drinking steaming hot chocolate, munching on chocolates and swapping gifts. May felt chirpy after managing to obtain four of the orange octagons from the Quality Street tin—her favourites—scattered amongst the soft-centred choices that she would never entertain.
Trish kept bursting into song, singing the wrong words to the background Christmas music playing. Shoulders swaying gently from side to side, Jack tapped the table as if to play the drums. May glanced around as she unwrapped one of the chocolates, observing the childlike energy of her colleagues as they clapped their hands, chuckled as they elbowed one another, and sang as if they were auditioning for a talent contest. 
Trish let out a massive ‘It’s Christmaaassss’ as she placed the presents on the table, then spun around with her hands in the air. May couldn’t help but smile as she watched her friend and her magnetic enthusiasm. Christmas seemed a release, as if letting the fizz escape from a bottle of pop. There was something about it that brought a bounce, a motivation, an extra layer of happiness along with the extra layer of clothing people wore.
‘Get stuck in, then,’ Trish said, gesturing to where the gifts sat, proud in their sparkly paper and shiny gift bags. 
Following instruction, everyone leaned in, pawing the gifts to find the one with their name tag. Excitement decorated the air. May waited, pulling at her sleeves as she watched Jack find his present. A smile formed on his face as he gently tore the paper off. She observed his every move, almost invisible to the crowd of children that her colleagues had transformed into. 
Jack flicked through the diary, as if the days would perhaps hold a different story than expected. He clicked the pen on and off and nodded to himself. ‘Hey, thanks, Santa. This is probably the nicest-looking diary I’ve ever received. You have good taste.’ He held it up, a few colleagues voicing their agreement. 
May relaxed her shoulders, letting out a breath that could match the winter wind. She was satisfied he was happy. She picked her gift off the table—the last one there. It was squidgy, decorated in pretty holly-patterned paper and with a red bow and string. Thought had been put into its presentation, and it felt a shame to rip it open. 
She bit her inner lip and glanced up, aware that everyone else had already opened their gift and the attention could be on her. No one was looking apart from Trish, who lifted her eyebrows slightly before bursting into song again. May began to open the gift, handling it like a newborn chick as her stomach gurgled with trepidation. Peeling back the paper, she saw red wool and felt a little spark of excitement. Ripping the rest of the paper, her Secret Santa gift was exposed—a blood-red scarf and matching gloves that surely must have been made to go with her hat. May stared at them mesmerised, as if they were diamonds. She rubbed them in her hands and put her gift to her nose, smelling the newness, feeling the softness on her skin. She thought she might cry as the reality of kindness went up her nostrils with the slight lanolin-wool scent. 
She couldn’t remember the last time someone had bought her a surprise present. In her hands, on that day in the office, May held one of the best presents she had ever received.






  
  Chapter 3


Thomas settled into the team quickly. May was in awe of his adaptability and presence, travelling the room like a cool summer breeze, leaving a tingle around her. He wasn’t loud, but he wasn’t awkwardly quiet like May could be at times. Thomas seemed to be the perfect balance of calm, confident and respectfully charming, like an old-fashioned film star. May liked to think it was self-assurance. It was attractive, and thoughts of Thomas Graham began to sprinkle into May’s mind day and night, like delicious dustings of icing sugar on the most perfectly baked Victoria sponge. 
Crushing on Thomas was a distraction for May and something she had never encountered at work or university. There had been two crushes, and did Chris O’Dowd in The IT Crowd count when she was younger? May had had affection for her first university professor, Dr Adam Armstrong. Was it sexual? She couldn’t one hundred per cent say, but she had been drawn to him, like iron filings to a magnet. He was so intelligent and confident and he had a handsome face. May used to find herself blushing in his lectures as her eyes fixated on him, happy to admire from afar, as if being at a concert of her favourite band. Next was Oscar Sullivan. A twelve-hour crush and a necessary evil. May met Oscar after a night out when she was twenty years old, on the fifteenth of July, in the summer of her second year at university. She had gone to visit Scarlett, who was studying drama at the University of Essex. 
That was the night she lost her virginity. May had kissed a few boys before that night, but that had been as far as her sexual encounters had stretched. One kiss had been with a boy who used to live in her street when she was eleven. It had been a sloppy, clumsy affair that had left May with a bad taste in her mouth, literally. Another kiss had been with a boy whilst May holidayed with her parents at age fourteen. Her adult kissing encounters had only consisted of kissing two men on separate nights out with Scarlett when she had come home during university break. May had felt neutral about the two experiences but enjoyed the little firework of self-esteem that she desired.
The night May lost her virginity, however, was unexpected. On reflection, May felt like it was almost an out-of-body experience, as if an alien had landed and taken over her being. She wasn’t sure if she regretted it, but it definitely wasn’t what she had thought it would be and it certainly wasn’t like the movies depicted. Sex had never happened until then for May for various reasons, mainly lack of opportunity and lack of desire on May’s part. Like a Zumba class, May knew people did it and enjoyed it, but she had no major inclination to try it. She had never really had strong desires for any man except Dr Adam Armstrong. On the whole, she struggled with people, so relationships with guys, who felt like a different species most of the time, were even more challenging. Maybe May just hadn’t met the right person, but as soon as it happened, May knew that her right person was certainly not Oscar Sullivan.
Oscar requested May on Facebook after and she still hadn’t decided whether to accept him. She didn’t go on Facebook much, as she liked privacy, but it was useful for some university stuff and to keep in touch with Scarlett. Life for May as a non-virgin returned to normal. She didn’t think about Oscar much, as he’d served his purpose and the earth not moving indicated to May that it was not to be repeated. At least not with Oscar. After all, you don’t rewatch a film that left little imprint on your mind, do you? But something good had come of that night because although May had lost her virginity to Oscar and decided that would be her first and last experience with him, Scarlett had got together with his friend, Ethan, and their path continued to much more than a one-night stand.
That was the only time May had experienced sex, and the male species hadn’t made a massive impact on her since until, two years after the Oscar Sullivan incident, she met Thomas Graham. It was the summer May left the comforting cloak of her family home and became independent, securing her own flat. The bonus of working at an estate agency meant May was able to rent an upstairs flat not far from university, close to some amenities, without a massive financial outlay. The one-bedroomed flat was in a quiet, pleasant area and only a ten-minute drive from her parents’. A small enough leap to not feel as if she would have to cross an ocean in a dinghy to reach the comforting shores of her family home. 
‘Will you be okay, darling?’ Fran had asked her, furrowing her brow.
‘Of course, Mam, and I know where you both are if I need you.’ May hugged her mam, needing the warmth and reassurance but knowing she had to fly the nest, so to speak. Even though she found affection hard in general, it was never and had never been difficult to show affection to her parents. 
May hadn’t been blessed with romantic love in her twenty-two years, but she knew it existed, as her parents were the ultimate production of a Broadway love story. From forehead kisses to perfect cups of tea, the way they looked at each other and laughed at memories. Their love was so much more than words. Victor would always warm Fran’s towel on the radiator before her bath and thank her for his dinner, saying it was the best thing he had ever tasted even if it was something as simple as his favourite kind of eggs on toast. Their love was simple, sensitive and sacred. It was pure, natural and effortless. Their love was everything that love should be. What May always wanted her experiences of love to be. Even if intimate love didn’t strike her with its arrow, she knew love existed.
May’s university studies were going well, with the promise of job options at the end of the final year of her course. Moving into her flat had been a massive step forward that she had managed. She had opened up a little at Lawson’s and continued to enjoy her job, especially with Thomas around. She was attracted to him, and although she felt he would likely never reciprocate the attraction, it was nice to feel a fluttering in her stomach.
Then a month later, at the start of August, May’s world changed forever.






  
  Chapter 4


‘May, my lovely, your father is on the phone,’ Trish said gently as she approached May’s office. She leaned forward, holding the phone out. ‘He’s been trying to call you on your mobile.’ 
May stood up and leaned across her desk for the phone. Her dad always knew her mobile was on silent when she was at work. Panic began to rise. Why was he ringing? She took the phone as Trish stood close by. ‘Hello, Dad,’ she said, eyeing Trish anxiously as she stood with her arms folded in her lap. She always left the office after handing the phone over to allow for privacy, so why was she still there?
‘May, d-darling, it’s your ma-mam,’ he stammered, voice thick with emotion. ‘She’s in hospital. Sh-she’s had a heart attack, pet. You need to get here.’ He breathed out heavily.
May suddenly felt as if she were on a fairground waltzer, desperate to get off. Placing her free hand on the desk, she swallowed. ‘I don’t understand,’ she said quickly. ‘Dad, what happened?’ She took a step back and practically fell onto her office chair.
‘We were just at home, darling, and… I don’t know.’ He sobbed. ‘She collapsed and couldn’t breathe. May, please get here, come now.’ The last words were said at a high pitch, panic audible in his voice.
It felt as if May’s brain were underwater as a wave of helplessness flooded her. ‘I’m on my way,’ she managed to say before putting the phone down on her desk with shaky hands. 
She turned to Trish, who was now by her side. ‘It’s my mam. She’s had a heart attack.’ May tried to swallow the weight of worry lingering in her throat as tears began to build in her eyes.
Trish pulled May into her soft, warm body and silently held her for a few seconds. ‘I will drive you.’ 
May nodded, unable to muster any words.
Trish took May’s hand and hurried her outside, popping her head around Jack’s office doorway on the way. ‘I’m taking May to the hospital. Family emergency.’
Trish ushered May to her car, which was parked on the opposite side of the high street. May felt like a lost child in a department store feeling as if they would never find their parents. She could almost taste the bile rising in her throat as they headed to the hospital. 
They arrived fifteen minutes later and rushed wordlessly into A&E, straight to the reception desk at the left of the department entrance. May’s heart was pounding in her ears as she stood in front of the two receptionists, who were sitting behind a glass screen—a barrier between them and everyone else. 
‘Can I help you?’ one of the receptionists asked, looking at May, then Trish, fingers hovering over a keyboard. 
The strip lighting made May feel as if she was going to be sick. She opened her mouth to ask where her mam was, but no sound came out. She turned to Trish, feeling her face crumbling. Trish took control of finding Fran and held May’s hand as she navigated the way to the ward entrance. 
‘I’ll wait here, honey,’ Trish said, patting May’s arm. 
May nodded, her fingers over her mouth, eyes wide. She pushed the door open and rushed into the ward, with its white walls and black plastic chairs. Her heels clinked on the polished flooring, adding ‘exposed’ to her list of current feelings. She found her dad sitting with his head in his hands outside one of the rooms.
‘Dad?’ she croaked, panic in her voice.
‘May, darling, I’m so sorry.’ He sobbed, his greying hair dishevelled as he forced himself to look up at her. She stared back into his brown bloodshot eyes. ‘She’s gone. Your mam’s gone, love.’ It was as if saying the words killed part of her dad whilst he sat there looking frail and lost, the colour drained from his face. Victor tilted his head back and sobbed to the ceiling.
‘No. She can’t be.’ May shook her head and put her hands over her ears. ‘No, Dad, where is she?’ she screamed as tears cascaded down her face. ‘It’s a mistake, it has to be. Where is my mam?’ May looked around, frantically searching for someone, anyone to take her to her mam. Her legs felt weak as she spotted the ward reception desk, wiping her face with the sleeve of her cardigan.
‘She’s gone.’ He tried to grab May’s hand, but she had already begun moving. ‘There was nothing they could do, love.’ He rubbed his eyes and walked after his daughter, his baby, covering his mouth to stifle the screams of distress ready to pour out. 
‘Excuse me, miss, sir.’ A doctor with heavy eyes walked towards May and Victor before they reached the ward desk, and gently ushered them into a side room.
‘I’m so sorry for your loss,’ he said, a small nod of his head as his eyes met Victor’s and then May’s. 
Victor took a seat, almost collapsing into one of the three armchairs in the room, as May remained standing, staring at the doctor, hoping he would transform into a presenter and disclose that this whole scene was a twisted prank. The doctor stood in his blue theatre scrubs, clipboard down by his side. Victor patted the seat next to him, glancing at May through flooded eyes. May wanted to run from the room, to scream all the way down the corridor and into the car park, where her tears could mix with the rain. She wanted to be away—away from this doctor of death, her dad, her mother’s dead body and Trish. It felt as if needles were jabbing into every part of her skin as she wrung her hands together and moved to the seat next to her father.
They sat there for the next few minutes, which felt like hours to May, as the doctor calmly explained what had happened to their precious Fran. She had experienced a massive heart attack, but the doctor told them in monotone that she hadn’t been able to breathe and had died quickly with minimal suffering. It felt like no consolation to May as a light in her world went off forever. Victor dropped his head into his hands and May remained fixed on the doctor, whose face began to almost melt into a swirl of colour as the noise coming from his mouth became nothing more than a low buzz. As her ears rang and her thoughts suffocated her, he went on explaining that although Fran had no history of heart disease, it was just one of those things, very likely to have been unpreventable. 
The doctor, albeit with some empathy in his voice, was talking as if he were reeling off instructions to build a flatpack wardrobe. May couldn’t absorb it, her knees bouncing. She rose to her feet and paced the room. Grabbing her scalp with both hands, she tried to breathe deeply. Is there any air in this room? 
‘Where is she? Where’s my mam? I want to see her,’ May choked as tears seeped out of her puffy eyes.
The doctor nodded calmly, opened the door and quietly led May and her dad to the room Victor had left only a few minutes before May arrived. May froze at the door as her eyes landed on a body that didn’t quite look like her mam lying in the clinical bed. She looked as if she were sleeping, but there was also that eerie lingering of death, where the person almost looks as if they have deflated. May advanced into the room quickly, wanting to see but also not wanting the cruel truth. It became immediately apparent that it was her mam in the hospital bed, Fran’s light brown, thick hair resting on her shoulders. The woman she had loved all her life. The face she had loved all her life. The face that, over time, was becoming her own. 
‘I’ll give you a few minutes,’ the doctor said, stepping away.
May glanced at her dad, who remained standing in the doorway, silent tears falling down his face. She had never seen her dad cry. He was Dad. He was strong and brave and her hero. Now, he was broken, shattered like a plastic toy thrown down the stairs. He shook his head and turned his eyes to the floor, sniffing as he did, not ready to look at his wife again, not wanting to have that definitive death visual ingrained in him deeper. 
May turned back to her mam in the narrow hospital bed that almost felt like a coffin already. This is just a dream, a really bad dream. She took Fran’s hand, which was neither warm nor cold but felt weird, as if it wasn’t her mam’s. Please, God, let her just be sleeping. 
Fran was too young to die, surely? People don’t lose their mothers until they are older. May knew that. It was unnatural. Her mam was only fifty-seven years old. None of this made any sense. 
May kissed Fran’s hand and contemplated moving the blanket away and just lying with her, wrapping her mam’s arm around her. She would close her eyes and pretend her mam was holding her tightly. She wanted, no, she needed a hug from her… one of those hugs that always made her feel safe in a world that sometimes felt unsafe. Who would give her those hugs now? Who would make her dad’s dinner and kiss his head when they left the room? 
May opened her mouth wide, trying to snatch air from the suffocating space as her head throbbed and her eyes stung like the prick of a thousand needles. She stared at her mam, unable to blink and unsure if she was going to collapse. A tsunami of devastating change had roared through her world in the last thirty minutes. A world that would never be the same again.
May took almost three weeks off work after Fran died. She wanted to move back home to be with her dad, but he insisted she kept her flat even though she spent every day at her family home—something they both needed. It was almost impossible to talk those first few days as grief drove its speed train through the house, through their family, through their hearts. Shock led to denial, then a trickle of realisation. May needed to get things in order, as it was what her mam would have wanted. Victor struggled, unable to escape denial, almost convinced his Fran would come in from her part-time job or the shops, full of joy and thoughts on dinner that evening. 
May took control of the formalities, the harsh, emotionless processes that people in their darkest hours have to go through. Registering a death, contacting the endless supply of services that person had in their life, explaining that they are no more to a monotone human that may as well be a robot on the end of the phone. May went into autopilot as Victor sat holding a wedding photo of him and his beloved in an aged frame. May would return to her sparse flat at night, sit on her sofa and realise her mam would never sit there again as they chatted about nothing important that ironically always felt essential to May. She was unsure she could ever love if love meant pain like that her dad was experiencing. Each evening, May would sit and sob silent tears until her eyes felt like shattered glass and her heart felt as if it were being submerged in tar. 
A few days after Fran’s passing, a card arrived in the post for May. It was signed by the team at Lawson’s. It made her smile temporarily before melancholy returned and the day became about processing and running through the heavy mud that was death admin.
Trish had been around to her flat with some cake, bread, milk, cheese, some flowers and a fleece blanket. A package of kindness that made May cry, but a package that she wished wasn’t needed, desperately yearning for the past to rewind and change. 
Scarlett had also come home and spent some time at May’s flat as well as with May and Victor. Fran had loved Scarlett, as did Victor; she was like their second daughter. 
Then the funeral was over, and it was expected that May and Victor would begin getting some level of new normal, adapting to walking with their permanent limp. May returned anxiously to work three days after her mam’s funeral despite not wanting to. Luckily, the team were lovely, and the dread evaporated, replaced by support. Trish was the comforter, bringing May cups of tea and biscuits that she would often just stare at, lost in a trance of painful thoughts. Jack gave minimal tasks that helped to distract May’s mind for a short period of time. 
During one such shift, May glanced at the large, grey clock on the wall to the left of her desk and sighed. It was five minutes into her lunchtime. She didn’t have the energy to leave her office or go to the staff kitchen, possibly having to make small talk. She’d stay here, tucked away in the corner, and eat the biscuits from earlier.
There was a knock on her open office door, and she leaned back in her seat. ‘Thanks, Trish, but you’ve only just—’
‘Sorry to disappoint, but it’s me.’ Thomas pushed the door open and stepped into her office, holding up two sandwiches. ‘Which one? Egg mayo or chicken salad?’ 
May studied his lopsided smile and slightly goofy face as he looked at the sandwiches and back at her with a shrug. It made her laugh—something she hadn’t done a lot of in the last few weeks. ‘I’m okay, but thanks,’ she said, giving Thomas a weak smile.
He placed the sandwiches on her desk and put his hands together, leaning forward slightly. ‘Now listen here, May McClelland, I know you don’t have lunch with you today, as you always put it in the same place in the fridge, in the same container. It’s not there.’ He tilted his head to one side and raised his eyebrows. ‘Unless you want to eat the other half of the pack of biscuits Trish has been feeding you for lunch, which actually would be a great lunch, I suggest you pick a sandwich.’ Thomas placed one in each hand, animatedly weighing them up as if they were on a set of scales.
May swallowed, feeling emotional that someone cared. That he cared. 
‘Chicken salad, please.’ She opened her hands, and Thomas placed the sandwich on her palms. ‘Thanks.’ She sighed before glancing at the sandwich, which developed into a stare and zone out. 
Thomas pulled the spare chair over from the side of the room, where it had been next to three filing cabinets. The movement snapped May out of her thoughts as a blast of reality whooshed around the room and kicked her in the stomach.
They sat silently for a minute, Thomas glancing at her a few times, waiting quietly and patiently for her to look up and speak as he opened his sandwich. 
Eventually, she repeated, ‘Thanks.’ 
Thomas nodded as he took a bite from the egg mayo sandwich. ‘It doesn’t get easier, May. We just learn to cope better. I lost my mam to the Big C four years ago. She’s never out of here’—he tapped his temple—‘but she wouldn’t have wanted me to suffer with grief, for my spark to go out.’ He glanced at the sandwich that May could smell from across the desk as hers sat unopened. ‘I want to make her proud, and I have and will continue to. I’m lucky in a lot of ways to have had her, you know?’ He rubbed the back of his neck and took a deep breath.
They looked at each other with silent understanding of shared difficulties. 
Thomas opened a bottle of pop, the fizz of the bubbles the only sound for a few seconds. Taking a gulp, he leaned in slightly from the other side of May’s desk and said, ‘Anyway, I’m here if you want to talk, May, anytime. Here’s my number.’ Thomas lifted off the seat and leaned further over to May and wrote his number on her notepad. Not in a neat fashion as she liked, but a scrawl across a blank page. The most perfect scrawl she had ever seen.






  
  Chapter 5


It was soon September, and May was due back at university. She was an intelligent, focused student, but life had thrown a big, painful curveball the last month, and May didn’t know if she could manage the intensity of the final year of her master’s. She was in a battle with her own trajectory she had meticulously been planning for the last five years—seven if she included her college years—and the dilemma of not feeling emotionally ready to be her best. May had experienced both good and bad emotions in the last few months that she hadn’t experienced in all of her twenty-two years. The destruction of loss, the crippling pain of grief, the void of loneliness. At the other side of the road lay support from Scarlett around Fran’s death, closeness with colleagues, with Trish in particular, and the excitement of being around Thomas. She felt different, for positive and negative reasons, but she prided herself on being organised, diligent and not deviating from the expected, the norm and her own plans. Control and routine were keeping her feeling stable in her challenging life. 
There was the option of spreading the final year of her master’s over two years, making it part-time. It would mean an extra year added to her job plan, but perhaps that would be okay. Studying for her master’s full-time would mean dropping shifts at Lawson’s to prioritise her dad, which would impact her income. Even though Victor was always trying to give her money, personal budgeting was a task she enjoyed and something she took enormous pride in maintaining.
Sitting on the sofa, laptop on her knee, May called Scarlett.
‘Hey there, stranger,’ Scarlett boomed, waving. She leaned against the counter and faced her laptop, which she had placed on her kitchen table. 
‘How’s your day been?’
‘Oh, you know, the usual.’ Scarlett gave a wave of her hand and crossed one leg over the other. ‘How are you holding up?’
May really wanted, needed Scarlett’s full attention in person for some much-needed advice and reassurance, not a rushed hour because dinner was waiting or the washing machine needed emptying, but this would have to do for now. Closeness was something she didn’t dish out easily, but with Scarlett, a big part of May needed to be closer to her than ever. She swallowed a lump of sadness lingering in her throat and gave the best smile she could, hoping the computer screen would mask the pain burning in her chest. ‘I’m doing okay.’
Scarlett nodded slowly, unconvinced, then moved forward and propped her elbows on the kitchen table, resting her chin on her palms. ‘How are you really?’
The dam showed signs of weakening but somehow stayed strong. ‘No, really, I’m okay, I… I’m just wanting some advice.’ 
May updated Scarlett on her ideas, her attempt to try to sustain some normality. At the end of her explanation, she held her palms up to the screen and let out an exasperated sigh.
Scarlett smiled caringly. ‘A year is nothing, honey, and it sounds like it would be too much trying to juggle all those balls if you didn’t drop it to part-time. You don’t want to be in a position where you can’t enjoy your studies or balance between being around your dad and work. Plus, you need time for you after what you’ve been through.’
May nodded. At times, she struggled to express herself, but Scarlett often described and articulated exactly what she thought. It was as if they were connected mentally despite Scarlett being all those miles away in Essex.
‘How’s Ethan?’ May asked.
Scarlett and Ethan had become official not long after that night. The pair made a great couple and had now been together for a few years. He was studying to qualify as a teacher and they were living together in Scarlett’s rented flat, waiting to move into their own place. May approved of Ethan—he was focused, kind and put Scarlett first.
‘Aw, he’s great. He’s playing football tonight, so I’m cooking lasagne,’ Scarlett said, rubbing her hands together.
‘Oh boy, I hope you don’t give him food poisoning again.’ May laughed. Cooking was Ethan’s domain, and there was a good reason for that.
‘Cheeky cow. I’m getting better. Oscar asked after you the other day.’ Scarlett raised her eyebrow.
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