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How grief, love and cake took me from the courtroom to Le Cordon Bleu
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When someone close to you dies, an odd thing happens. Whatever is happening at the time takes on a special resonance. Maybe you were watching Emmerdale, or on your way to a Pilates class, or buying a particular brand of chocolate biscuit.

There needn’t be anything special about the activity; indeed, usually, there isn’t. Death has a knack of arriving at the most mundane moments. But it is mundane moments that make up most of our lives. And so, without meaning to, you’ll probably find yourself returning to that activity, and reliving the death, over and over. Emmerdale becomes harder to watch; Pilates loses its appeal. As time passes, grief slows, it moves from a gasping stab to a dull ache; it moves from standing in front of you, obscuring your vision, to one pace behind you, present, distracting, but unremarkable. But those biscuits? They will always bring you right back to that moment, in a way that will take your breath away, and break your heart in two.

It’s sensible, then, to do your best to avoid that activity. To solve the problem by running away from it, as fast as you can. Coronation Street scratches a similar itch to Emmerdale; no one really likes Pilates anyway. And there are always new biscuits to try. The problem comes when you find out, to your surprise, that the tainted activity is one you want to spend the rest of your life doing.

When my mother died, I was cooking. I was not a cook. I did not cook. I ate high-street-chain sandwiches, supermarket filled pasta, and more takeaway kebabs than I was comfortable admitting. My rare, haphazard forays into the kitchen led to fallen cakes, burnt biscuits, and stringy stews. But I had recently started dating a man – a man who was very keen on cooking, and whom I was keen to impress. One weekend, he suggested we cook together for friends. And I thought, Oh God, that sounds like a terrible idea. But I said, ‘Sounds great.’ And so I found myself standing in a kitchen that was not my own, baking a cake alongside a man I didn’t know.

Meanwhile, 275 miles away, my mother was dying.

I’d spoken to my mother earlier that day on the phone. I’d told her about this man, and what I took to be his faults: he wasn’t sure he wanted children, and he’d recently returned to vegetarianism, something I had inexplicably taken as an affront. ‘Don’t worry, darling,’ Mum had replied. ‘Bring him home to meet your mother: I’ll point out your child-bearing hips, and feed him my shepherd’s pie. That’ll sort him out. When I met your father, he was wearing a blue velvet dinner suit. You can change anything,’ she had concluded. I’d laughed, and told her it would be a good story to recount if we ever got married. She’d yawned, and we’d said goodbye to one another.

I didn’t know then what I would know sixteen hours later: that that yawn was a death knell, a swan song; a yawn – so commonplace, so trivial – that meant she wasn’t getting enough oxygen. A yawn that said she was dying. Later, I would replay that conversation, that yawn, over and over again. Her body was already preparing itself for what would happen over the next few hours. Entirely self-interested, I hadn’t even asked her how she was, though I did promise to call her the next day with a full post-mortem on the supper. The irony would only occur to me later.

My mother was 275 miles away, and she was dying. But I didn’t know this. So I drank, and I laughed, and I presented the cake I had made for the evening – a clementine and almond cake, the one cake I knew how to bake – proudly. I did the washing up, badly, drunkenly. The man who was not my boyfriend later redid this washing up, not mentioning the shoddiness of the original job, in that quiet way that is peculiar to a couple who have not yet established their status as a couple. I’d half-done the washing up, then I’d slid into a bed that was not my own. And 275 miles away, my mother was dead.

The next afternoon, an impossibly blue February day, as cold as it was bright, my phone rang. My home phone number flashed up on the screen. I didn’t get to it in time and the screen darkened. Then a voicemail flashed up. It doesn’t matter how many times I ask my father not to leave voicemails, he persists in doing so. I rolled my eyes, irritated. He knows how I feel about voicemails.

Begrudgingly, I called my voicemail, sitting on the loo. All he said was to call him back, but I could immediately tell that something serious had happened. I hung up, and rang home. He answered instantly. And though I may not want to remember what followed, I do.

One of the realities of the death of someone close to you is that you will have to relay that news to other people, over and over again. It’s not surprising that this becomes easier, although it never loses its inherent awkwardness, a peculiar embarrassment that manifests itself as an apology: ‘I’m so sorry, I have some awful news …’ The apologetic self-consciousness intensifies at their shock, their sadness. Your grief feels like an inconvenience, sparking a cringing guilt.

You do get better at it. Of course you do. You have variations on the same conversation repeatedly, every day for years. You create a formula of words that makes the whole thing as painless as possible. You find a way of making it as easy for the other person as you can. You make it quick, efficient, like ripping off a plaster. Perhaps you even find a gentle joke that you can tack on to the end of the conversation to break the tension.

But nothing quite compares to the first time you have to articulate the words.

I walked back into the bedroom, where I’d left Sam reading a book. He looked up, clearly surprised to see me standing stock-still, but with the casual calm of a man whose life hasn’t just been ripped apart by a single phone call. ‘My mum’s … dead?’

The physical effort of saying those words was like a dam bursting. Grief broke over me like a wave, adrenaline coursing through me, and I realized I was almost certainly going to be sick or pass out. I was literally knocked off my feet, doubled over, on to my knees, a parody of sorrow, like the protagonist in a Greek tragedy.

My mother was dead. My mother was dead. My beautiful, brilliant, infuriating, mad mother, who I’d spoken to less than twenty-four hours ago, who’d joked about shepherd’s pie and child-bearing hips, was dead. I had that weightless feeling you have when you lie down after drinking too much, or spending the day at a water park.

In A Grief Observed, C. S. Lewis wrote, ‘No one ever told me that grief felt so like fear. I am not afraid, but the sensation is like being afraid.’ But I knew in that moment that he was wrong. I was afraid. I was so terrified it was visceral, physical. I felt like I needed to wee and be sick and be held tight, simultaneously. I felt like I would shatter if I were touched. I was scared of not having a mother. I was scared of losing that person who was contractually, biologically, genetically obligated to love me. I was scared of not having anywhere to put my love for her.

It suddenly occurred to me that I didn’t really know this man whose bedroom I was standing in, on whose loo I’d been sitting when I listened to the voicemail, who was now looking at me in horror as I tried to gather my things from around his house. And I felt terribly, terribly alone. ‘Do you want me to come … up north with you?’ he asked.

Christ, no.

But the reality of the task ahead of me suddenly hit. I had to go home. I had to get back up north. Now. I was a criminal barrister, and I was due in Kingston Crown Court in just over twelve hours. I was in south London, but my papers were in north London. My father was in Sunderland, where I needed to be. It was a Sunday evening, no one would be in chambers, so I rang my supervisor’s mobile, interrupting the end of their weekend, to impart the information that I’d received minutes before, strangling the important words, but eventually getting the message across, and hanging up as fast as I could. Sam walked me to the Tube station, where we said an awkward goodbye. I’d worn heels to the dinner party that night and, having no other shoes with me, skittered down the stairs to the platform at Stockwell.

The alienating numbness that goes hand in hand with grief, that makes the bereaved seem distant, dazed, even rude, was still days away. Those clichéd stages of grief that we’ve all heard about – denial, anger, bargaining, depression – serve a purpose. They protect you; they wrap you up and remove you from reality. Their ferocity provides a buffer against the new world in which you find yourself. But they only kick in after the shock abates. Before that, without those blankets and duvets that shroud you as true grief takes hold, you are undressed before the world. No, more than that, you are raw. A mass of bone and pulsing muscle, unprotected by skin. As I crossed London, there was nothing to shield me from a world that hadn’t been heartbroken. The assault of King’s Cross station was acute. The bustle and banality of people going about their lives felt like a personal attack.

I went through the motions of organizing a journey I’d done a hundred times, none of the individual actions signalling that this journey was unlike previous ones. I bristled, for just a moment, at the cost of an on-the-day ticket from London to Newcastle, before catching myself with a horror that almost tipped into hysteria. I couldn’t believe that those around me couldn’t sense my sorrow, notice it dripping off me, marking me out as grief-stricken, as different.

The train to Newcastle was packed, as it tends to be on a Sunday evening, with people going back to their jobs or their families, returning from jaunts and visits. I sat pressed into a window seat. Unable to handle speaking to my dad or to my sister, Madeleine, I texted Maddy’s boyfriend, and looked down a moment later to see that I was out of battery. I was sitting on a train with a dead phone, nothing to distract me from my dead mother. My mum’s dead, my mum’s dead, my mum’s dead. It repeated in my head with the rhythm of the train.

At some point during the journey, the man sitting next to me asked if I was OK, and I realized I was crying. We can talk about it if you like, he offered. I briefly considered his offer: when I tell the story in the future, years from now, I make it a funny one. ‘Imagine,’ I say, ‘if I’d turned to this well-meaning man and unburdened myself!’ My mum’s dead, my mum’s dead, my mum’s dead! But of course, it wouldn’t have been an unburdening. It would have given the thought shape and form. I couldn’t say those words again, not yet.

My mother dying was my greatest fear. I don’t mean that in an abstract way. I thought about my greatest fears a lot – which perhaps tells you a bit about my general disposition – and this was at the top of the list. I have always been anxious, a trait I inherited, not unironically, from my mother, though she’d had it worse, at least up to that point. My mother was hobbled by fear of death. Her father had died from cancer when she was thirteen. She dearly loved dogs, but we were never allowed one, or any other pet for that matter, because she knew that, having given our love to this hypothetical dog, it would go and die on us. She loved horses, too. She grew up riding, and went to the stables every day, until her best friend died, age sixteen, when she was thrown from a horse, and that was that: no more horses. Mum was desperately, constantly scared for us, her daughters. Every parent worries, of course, but I guarantee you my mother had it worse. No activity, from cross-stitch to tennis, was truly safe. Panic bubbled under the surface.

Well, I am my mother’s daughter. I inherited her dark straight hair, her voice and her laugh, her competitive nature, but it is her anxiety that rose above all the other similarities like a flare. That’s how it felt, every time almost anything bad, or potentially bad, or even just new happened: it was like someone had set off a flare within me, which whooshed up through my body until my head was filled with blinding light, and with one overwhelming thought: something terrible had happened. Someone I loved was dead.

This feeling was most associated with phone calls. Mum never left me voicemails, because she knew this feeling, and felt it too. True, she was also a technophobe, who carried an old brick of a mobile phone in her handbag but never turned it on, who didn’t even have an email address. I never received a single text message from her. But even if she were Bill Gates, or Mark Zuckerberg, she still never, ever would have left me a voicemail. Because she was me, only twenty-nine years older. Because she knew.

In a way, I hadn’t needed to call my dad back. I listened to the voicemail, to my dad’s voice breaking as he told me to call him, and I knew. I’d spent my whole life expecting this to happen. Now, here I was, reeling, as the prophecy was fulfilled.

Sam phoned me that first night. I padded downstairs from my childhood bedroom, dressed in the T-shirt I’d been wearing the day before. I sat on the sofa, feet curled underneath me, and I gave him a get-out-of-jail-free card. ‘This is not what you signed up for,’ I told him. ‘You are allowed to back out of this without being the bad guy.’ ‘I know,’ he said. ‘But I don’t want to.’ I sat on the sofa staring at my phone long after we’d said our goodbyes. I didn’t believe him.

I was in that peculiar hinterland of adulthood. I was twenty-five; to all intents and purposes, a grown-up. I lived 300 miles from my parents, I paid rent, I earned money, I represented other grown adults (and children!) in court, and argued for their liberty. I had a cat! But I was still a child. And, unlike my sister, I didn’t have a partner really, not someone I could lean on, depend on. Just this guy I’d flirted with online and had dinner with a couple of times.

I can’t remember the last time I saw my mum. I guess it must have been Christmas. Was she dying even then? Was her body already quietly betraying her? Did she know something was deeply wrong? I don’t know, but I think the answer to all of those questions was probably yes. Just as she avoided technology, she avoided doctors, but I suspect she knew something wasn’t right. Of course, it doesn’t really matter. It doesn’t change the outcome. But also, it does matter. It matters. It matters to me. When we were very little, our favourite book was a picture book called Owl Babies, by Martin Waddell. It is about three little owlets, who wake one night to find their mother has disappeared. Sarah and Percy, the older owlets, remain fairly stoical. Sarah and Percy try to figure out where their mother might be. Perhaps she’s gone hunting! To get food! But Bill is inconsolable. ‘I want my mummy,’ he says. We probably read that line together a thousand times. It was so simple, so impossible to imagine. Of course, in Owl Babies, the Mummy comes back: ‘What’s the fuss?’ she asks.

*

Sam never got to eat my mother’s shepherd’s pie. For a long time, I didn’t eat it either. Death makes even the most banal memories painful, tangled in grief – even eating mashed potato. You have to work hard to soften those memories, to allow them to bring comfort in the way they once did. This is one of my favourite memories of my mother: Mum, standing in her kitchen, carefully, systematically dicing vegetables, the smell of leeks frying, gently in butter, and the schlup of the mandatory tin of baked beans making their appearance. I use Henderson’s Relish here: a vegan version of Worcestershire sauce, and a Yorkshire institution, but Worcestershire will do just fine if you can’t find the northern stuff. My mother always claimed her shepherd’s pie had magical powers. It turns out she was right.

Shepherd’s pie




	Makes:
	Enough for 4 (although make this much for 2, and keep the leftovers: it’s even better reheated the next day, and eaten with brown sauce)



	Takes:
	25 minutes



	Bakes:
	1½ hours, including unattended time on the hob





For the filling

2 tablespoons olive oil

400g lamb mince

2 medium carrots, diced

2 ribs of celery, diced

2 small onions, diced

1 x 400g tin of baked beans

2 tablespoons tomato purée

½ tablespoon Henderson’s Relish

200ml lamb stock

Salt and pepper

For the topping

1kg potatoes, peeled and cut into 5cm cubes

50g butter

50g mature Cheddar cheese, grated

1 leek, finely sliced

1. Place a large casserole dish over a high heat on the hob: add 1 tablespoon of olive oil and the mince, and cook until browned. Set the mince to one side, and pour off any liquid that’s been produced.

2. Heat a tablespoon of oil in the casserole dish and turn the heat down to low; add the diced vegetables and cook gently, until soft but not coloured.

3. Return the mince to the pan and add the baked beans, tomato purée, Henderson’s Relish, lamb stock, and a generous sprinkling of salt and pepper. Bring to the boil, then cover the pan and cook over a very low heat for an hour. After an hour, check on the mixture: if it is still quite liquid, remove the lid, turn the heat up a little, and cook for another 20 minutes until it is thick and casserole-like.

4. Place the potatoes in boiling water and cook until tender, about 15 minutes, but you can test by spearing a potato with a sharp knife: if it slides off the knife back into the water, it is cooked. Drain and leave to steam for 5 minutes. Mash the potatoes, or push them through a ricer, until very smooth; beat the butter into the mash.

5. Preheat the oven to 200°C fan/220°C/gas 7. Mix two-thirds of the cheese and all the leeks into the mash and spoon on top of the meat. Flatten with the back of a spoon, then drag the back of a fork in concentric circles. Sprinkle with the remaining cheese. Cook for 25 minutes, until the top is golden, and starting to crisp at the edges.
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Sam and I met through Twitter. We’d been at university together, in the same year, but even though we had dozens of mutual friends, our lives had never collided. We had first spoken over Twitter in 2009. We met at a Wetherspoon’s in 2011, as part of what was then tweely referred to as a ‘tweet-up’. He stood outside with me while I smoked a cigarette, and we exchanged the names of familiar acquaintances, and marvelled at how we’d never met before. But that was it. I had a boyfriend and he had a girlfriend. I didn’t see him again until much later, after both of us were unceremoniously dumped within weeks of each other.

On our first date, before everything happened – before all of this – he invited me round for supper. It was just before Christmas. We’d already agreed to spend New Year’s Eve together, coming up with tenuous reasons why we should forgo parties to hang out with a near stranger, but had both decided we wanted to meet up before then, because who has their first date (if that’s what it was) on New Year’s Eve? We’d arranged it last minute, and I, for the first time, had enjoyed spending a day in Milton Keynes Magistrates’ Court, everything made more palatable by the prospect of romance and excitement. I thought all of this, despite knowing – via Twitter, of course – that he had a stinking cold. When my train pulled into Euston, I had time to kill, and loaded up with painkillers and packets of tissues and clementines to take with me. I thought I was being charming.

He did indeed look full of cold when he opened the door, and I wondered if perhaps we should have just waited a couple more weeks, and had that first date on New Year’s Eve after all. But here we were, so I might as well make the best of it, I thought. ‘How does Welsh rarebit sound?’ he asked. ‘Sure,’ I replied, ‘whatever’s easy for you,’ thinking: yes, even I could do cheese on toast. Through a haze of stuffy nose and blocked sinuses, he picked his way around his kitchen, using up the end of a loaf of homemade bread, and herbs he’d grown on the window ledge. He melted butter in a pan, then stirred flour into it, until it sizzled. He sloshed milk into the pan, until it was a sauce, thick, and velvety. He grated strong cheese into the mixture, along with mustard and Worcestershire sauce, placed thick slices of bread under the grill and then spooned the cheese sauce on top, before returning them to the grill and leaving them to blister. I followed him around the kitchen, trying to think of interesting things to say, but really, just talking about my job. I was a brand new barrister, and it consumed me. I watched him as he pottered and cooked, thinking: I am being so boring, what am I doing? The rarebit came out bubbling, spots of primrose yellow and mahogany brown. This was like no cheese on toast I’d ever had. He’d done the whole thing without reference to recipes, without fuss or head-scratching. We ate it at his small dining table, and then sat on the sofa and talked (both of us) and sniffed (him). He insisted on walking me to the Tube station. He kissed me outside Stockwell Tube and, despite his cold, I let him do it. ‘I’d like to see you again,’ he said. ‘Well, you will!’ I said. ‘On New Year’s Eve!’ But what I thought was: me too. I sat on the Victoria Line all the way to Finsbury Park and smiled. Because I was twenty-five, and excited by the prospect of romance and, well, my mother was still alive.

The first days of grief are drawn out, stretched like taffy. It’s too early to begin sorting through possessions. Moments of frenetic activity and decision-making are interspersed with endless cups of tea, and lots of aimless sitting around. There’s no plan. Everyone exists in a state of shock, a state of in-between-y, don’t-know-what-to-do-with-yourself-ness. Like Boxing Day, if Boxing Day was awful.

No one around me could sleep. I, on the other hand, was practically narcoleptic. I slept. I slept and I slept and I slept. I needed only to sit down for a moment before my eyes would begin to close. I felt so guilty about it. I was sad about my mum’s death, wasn’t I? So how come I slept like a baby? I fell asleep on sofas and in chairs, I had afternoon naps and early nights. I longed for days to end so that I could sink into my childhood bed, and fall into oblivion.

Maddy and Dad seemed synced in their grieving: denied sleep, they were quiet, contemplative, whereas I, fully rested, felt manic during my waking hours. I clung to tasks, to-do lists, busywork.

On the other hand, I couldn’t eat. Or rather, I wouldn’t eat. At breakfast, my father and sister would tuck into bacon sandwiches prepared by aunts and uncles, dark circles under their eyes, while I just sat there and watched. The thought of eating turned my stomach. Eating felt like such an inherently pleasurable activity, especially eating at home, around my mum’s table, that to do so in her absence, to take any such pleasure, felt like a kind of betrayal.

Dad is a probate solicitor, which means that death has been part of our lives for as long as I can remember. Each evening he would open the local paper and flick straight to the obituaries, to see if any of his clients had died. He was at a funeral most weeks. And nor were we new to death or bereavement on a more personal level. By the time my mother died, I had, at various stages and through various illnesses, lost all my grandparents. I was also better versed in ER and Grey’s Anatomy than I was in any of the texts I studied for my degree.

So I was well acquainted with death, whether near or remote, sudden or slow. But this was different. Entirely different. You may think – I used to think – that grieving is just a matter of degree, and if you lose someone close to you, if you lose them suddenly, if you lose them too soon, it hurts more. But this wasn’t merely a deeper, darker sadness. This was like being hollowed out and filled to the brim with loss. It coursed through me, to the ends of my fingers, the roots of my hair.

Despite our familiarity with death as a concept, our family was not made for grieving. Perhaps we were too well acquainted with death; unsure how to react when gallows humour failed. We dealt with most of life’s challenges via jokes. Both Maddy and I would rather die than be earnest about anything – and, well, we’d already had quite enough of death. So we made jokes. We joked incessantly about what Mummy would have wanted – about how, for example, she would have scolded us for crying over her. Actually, this bit was only half a joke. Mum had very firm opinions on propriety around death (and weddings, and parties, and correspondence, and any social interaction whatsoever). In retrospect, these opinions were at best esoteric. According to her, crying at funerals was terribly gauche, as was running out of sandwiches or beer.

Grief, or at least expressing grief in public, can be exquisitely socially embarrassing. This isn’t a feeling unique to me, or even my bonkers mother: it’s a phenomenon that lots of those dealing with new loss find themselves feeling. Sandra Gilbert, the academic and critic, describes the experience of showing her grief outwardly as a ‘persistent barely conscious feeling […] a strangely muffled sense of wrongness’, whereas C. S. Lewis takes it a couple of steps further and suggests colonies for the grieving: ‘an odd byproduct of my loss is that I’m aware of being an embarrassment to everyone I meet […] Perhaps the bereaved ought to be isolated in special settlements like lepers.’

I joked about Mum’s firmly held beliefs, but I also took them to heart, dealing with Mum’s death, however singular it was, in the same way as we dealt with each of my grandparents’: by carrying on. For better or worse, I am my mother’s daughter. I carried on as if my life could continue to function as before if only I focused hard enough, as if Mum’s death was trivial. The least we could do as we mourned her was grieve as she would wish. I made the decision there and then: whatever happened, I would just cope.

I was drowning in paper. No one tells you about the admin of death. Amid the shock and confusion, the sheer quantity of paperwork and logistics is overwhelming. Mum had only been dead two days, and already there were so many decisions to be made over the minutiae of it: coffins, venues, readings, flowers, charities, newspaper announcements. So many opportunities to second-guess those decisions.

I don’t remember who decided that we’d have the funeral at the village church, but at some point the decision had been made without debate. I sat in the sitting room, the room that was only used for guests, Christmas, piano practice and, it now transpired, death, staring at the antimacassars, thinking, This is not what Mummy would have wanted. But dear God, what would she have wanted? I realized I knew much more about what she disapproved of than what she actually liked, as though she were a forest clearing or a cave, defined by the negative, by what wasn’t there. I knew that my mother had kept a list of hymns she wanted at her funeral in her bureau, but I couldn’t find it. I had no idea what readings she’d want, or what kind of service she should have. I had no idea about anything. My mind was blank, and I was crushed by the weight of it. In the one thing that really mattered, the one thing left, I was failing her.

There’s a scene in Love, Actually where Daniel, played by Liam Neeson, is giving a eulogy for his wife, who has died of cancer. She wants the Bay City Rollers’ ‘Bye Bye Baby’ played as the casket goes out. Daniel says to the congregation: ‘When she first mentioned what was about to happen, I said, “Over my dead body.” And she said, “No, Daniel, over mine …”’ Then the distinctive first notes of the song begin to play. But if that person dies unexpectedly, before their time, whatever that means, how can you know? If the worst happened, do you know now what your middle-aged parents or your brothers and sisters or children would want? The undertaker asked if we wanted a large picture of Mum propped at the front, or a photo on the programme. Relief coursed through me that I knew the right answer for once: ‘God, no,’ I said.

And then, of course, there was the food. We had a meeting. No, more than that – we had a tasting. Dad, Maddy and I sat around a table sampling dishes that could form part of the wake buffet, like you might in the run-up to your wedding, only considerably bleaker. Wake cake. Wake pies. Wake sandwiches. Every choice felt crucial. How many pork pies should there be? There was a frisson of panic that went around the table when it was suggested that perhaps we were lowballing the pork pie consumption of mourners. Yes, we definitely wanted tuna finger sandwiches; she loved tuna sandwiches. Presented with little pots of seafood, we discussed seriously whether they were what Mummy would have wanted at her funeral. Mum was allergic to shellfish. In the context of these cockle pots, of course, she was literally the least important person. There were so many things to care about, to be troubled by: why would we care about what she could or couldn’t have eaten at her own wake?

I had always sought Mum’s approval above all else, so it made sense, in a perverse, grief-stricken way, that here, in this final game, I would want to impress her. Everything I had done had been success-oriented. Achievement-focused. This was very much my mother’s doing. I approached grief similarly. Mourning was something I could be a high-achiever in. I treated every aspect of the funeral planning as an administrative task, to be ticked off a long to-do list that was headed Seeing Mum Off. I needed, very urgently, to be a good funeral hostess.

I found myself volunteering to do the eulogy. This really was what Mum would have wanted. Wasn’t it? I didn’t really know; as with everything else, I honestly had no idea. But I latched on to the idea that this was one final way in which I could make her proud. As children, Maddy and I had entered drama and public speaking competitions like our lives depended on it. For each one, we would spend hours in the sitting room, being coached by Mum over each pause, each intonation. ‘OK, that time was better,’ she’d say after the fourteenth recitation, ‘but this time, make sure you pay attention to the comma at the end of line five.’ This time, I stood in the sitting room alone.

*

The next day, we began making phone calls. Dozens of phone calls. Dad and I divided the address book up and set about our tasks. I sound like my mother, more so on the phone. ‘Hello!’ I would say, as brightly as I could muster, when one of Mum’s friends or colleagues answered.

‘Ruth!’ they would reply. ‘It’s so lovely to hear from you!’ Frequently, they embarked on full conversations with her before I was able to interject and explain that it was me they were speaking to. As I made phone call after phone call, I apologized over and over. ‘I’m sorry, it’s not actually Ruth. I’m afraid I have some bad news about her actually. I’m sorry.’ I apologized again and again, but I couldn’t bring myself to use a euphemism, to sugar-coat the awful information I was about to give them. ‘My mother is dead.’ Then I would add, for good measure: ‘I’m so sorry.’

That night, I spent half an hour on the phone to a friend from chambers, who would be covering one of my cases the following day. He’d rung to get the lowdown on the case. It’s not unusual to cover a chamber mate’s case at short notice; it’s how we keep the criminal bar ticking along with its myriad commitments and changeable nature. Often, you’ll call up the person whose case it is to make sure you’ve got everything you should have, and to ensure there isn’t anything you should know which isn’t on the papers – a particularly tricksy client, a difficult instructing solicitor, a capricious judge. He’d been told I couldn’t do the case, but not why, so we spent a strange half hour, with me pulling what I could from my tired brain and scrambled memory, assuming we were skirting round my unfortunate circumstances. I made a reference to being up in Newcastle, which prompted him to ask if I was on holiday. ‘Actually, my Mum died,’ I said, wincing as the words came out almost without my bidding. The poor guy. ‘Oh my God. The clerks didn’t tell me. Why didn’t they tell me?’ ‘I’m so sorry,’ I replied. ‘I’m so sorry.’

We put a notice in the newspaper announcing Mum’s death. It was both accurate and wholly incorrect at the same time:


POTTS. Ruth Anne (née Littlehales) suddenly at home on Sunday February 10th after a long illness aged 54 years.



This was exactly what had happened – but there was so much it didn’t say. It didn’t really say that she’d been ill for several years, nor that it wasn’t that illness – or at least, no predictable, expected part of it – that killed her. ‘Sudden’ didn’t seem to capture the debilitating, breath-stealing, ground-tremoring shock of it all. The notice didn’t tell you that it was wrong, so wrong; that it never, ever should have happened. That it was so desperately unfair. That if she had to endure ill health for such a long time, the least she and we should have got in return was the opportunity to say goodbye, to know that this was the end. That although she was at home, she was alone. Because we didn’t know. She didn’t know.

‘Adored.’ That’s how she was described in the rest of the announcement. ‘Adored mother of Olivia and Madeleine.’ The word catches me physically as I re-read it. It sounds overblown, saccharine, but it was the only word that came close to describing how consumed Maddy and I had felt by her love for us and our love for her, how it blew me up like a balloon, and how, without her, I couldn’t make sense of anything.

I overheard Dad on the phone to someone expressing their condolences. ‘Yes, Livvy and Maddy are doing well. Too well, really.’ I was at once furious and perversely pleased. It felt like a warm swell within me. I felt proud. Anyone else would fall apart, right? I was doing better than everyone else was doing, than anyone could be expected to do. I was sticking to my promise of being the perfect bereaved daughter. I was going to be the best griever ever. You wouldn’t even notice I was grieving! I would be so high-functioning, no one would think I was flighty or unreliable or, God forbid, unstable. The one thing I didn’t want was for it to be dramatic. I have a tendency towards the dramatic, but now, everything was quite dramatic enough, thank you very much. And I didn’t want to make this about me. So I needed to redress the balance. So the answer was to be quiet, and good, and cope. Don’t make a spectacle of yourself. I would show no weakness. Grief was weakness. Grief was failure. Of course, in doing so, I made it entirely about myself. I needed people to attempt to pity me so that I could confound them with my level-headedness.

My job, at this point, was still exceedingly precarious. The previous year, I’d finished law school, passed my Bar exams, and joined a set of criminal law chambers in the heart of Temple in London. Barristers are self-employed, but band together in groups to share premises, clerks, office resources and, often, values. Young barristers spend the early part of their training as ‘pupils’: these pupils spend the first six months shadowing more senior barristers – their pupilmaster or pupilmistress – getting the lie of the land, learning from them, and doing small pieces of work for them. After the first six months, they are allowed to undertake their own cases, but remain under the technical supervision of their pupilmaster. They check in with them, consult them when they encounter tricky areas of law or ethics, and will likely rely on them for a reference at the end of their pupillage. The end game for pupils is tenancy: this is a permanent position in chambers, one that can last the length of your entire career. The process for getting tenancy differs amongst chambers, but essentially requires your set of chambers formally ‘accepting’ you. If you are unsuccessful in seeking tenancy – which is not unusual – you must begin again at a different chambers. The stakes are high in what amounts to a year-long job interview. Your heart is weighed against a feather.

I was due for my tenancy decision in just three weeks’ time. My senior clerk was kind but firm: I was not to come back to work until I was ready. But I was nervous. I had been out of court four days, and had a big case the following day. The hearing itself wasn’t a big one, but it was for one of the few privately paying solicitors I was instructed by, and had been my case since day one. Privately paying cases are few and far between in the world of criminal law, with the majority of cases being funded by legal aid, and I was convinced that if I were replaced for this single, unimportant hearing, my solicitor would realize that not only was I not all he thought I was cracked up to be, but he would cease instructing me entirely, preferring one of my more competent or charismatic colleagues. I had to go back for this case.

Dad drove me down from Newcastle to my flat in London. We were trying to decide on music for the cremation, and I’d hastily grabbed a handful of CDs from home. How do you sum up a life in two pieces of music? Methodically, we worked our way through them, listening to the music that had made up my mum: the Housemartins and Beautiful South, Billy Joel and Trisha Yearwood. We listened to Kirsty MacColl, Mum’s favourite singer, in silence. And when ‘Days’ started playing, we both began to cry. Dad looked sideways at me: ‘This is it, this is the one, isn’t it?’ I nodded silently.

When I got home to my flat, I went upstairs to dump my handbag, and the carrier bag with clothes I’d had to buy at Asda to see me through my short time up north. My bedroom was not as I’d left it. I am not a naturally tidy person. My clothes were never contained by my flatshare wardrobe, shoes and books littered the floor, and papers were scattered everywhere. But now, piles of clean clothes were neatly folded on a made bed boasting clean sheets. Heading down to the kitchen, I found oven pizza and filled pasta stacked in the fridge, alongside big fat bars of Dairy Milk, smoked salmon, bread and butter. All my favourite things – courtesy of my housemates, Suzy and Rachel. I started crying again.

Before Mum’s death, Sam and I had decided to skip Valentine’s Day; we were still new to each other, we hadn’t worked out what or who we were together. Valentine’s Day was an unnecessary pressure. We’d hang out that week, just the two of us, in a quasi-romantic fashion – but we’d do it two days before the big V, on Pancake Day. With me stuck in Newcastle, organizing coffins and coroners, Pancake Day came and went, but Valentine’s Day still loomed large. In fact, when we looked at my movements, it was the only day we could meet at all.

And so, two days later, I sat in Sam’s flat, feeling guilty that I still had any interest in this man at all. I must have something seriously wrong with me if I was able to focus on my love life when we hadn’t even had Mum’s funeral. The last time I’d been here, I’d found out that my mother was dead. Now, I sat at the small table in his living room, while he moved around the kitchen making pancakes. I read the first draft of my eulogy out to him, the only person I’d properly spoken to over a fortnight who didn’t know my mother. I tried out my jokes on him, and practised not crying at the difficult bits. We sat down to eat his pancakes, and I marvelled once again at his ability to pull together a simple meal not only without breaking a sweat, but without reference to a recipe. He tried to introduce me to his family speciality: a pancake spread two-thirds with Marmite and one third with jam. I declined. But around him I felt, for the first time, like I could breathe again.

The next morning, I was in court for the case that had dragged me back down south to Luton Crown Court. I loaded up my suitcase with files for the hearing, my wig, my gown, my books. It often happens that you end up in a groove with a particular court – sometimes because a solicitor decides they like you, and that court is on their beat, sometimes just by coincidence. Luton had become such a court for me. Out of all the courts in the country, the dozens I could be sent to on any given day, I found myself at Luton almost every week. I knew it so intimately, I was able to go about my day on autopilot. Ignoring the usual eye-rolling from fellow commuters as I lugged my enormous suitcase on to the train, I arrived at St Pancras, and waited on the platform for the Thameslink to Luton. I trundled through the shopping mall that smelt of popcorn, the worn-out wheels of my suitcase clattering noisily. I passed through the court’s security – two very bored men and a metal detector – and stamped in the code for the robing room, which I knew off by heart. The robing room is the area reserved for barristers to change into their wigs and gowns; it’s like a locker room, if footballers dressed like Batman. I took off my jacket, put on my collarette, a white cotton bib that I smoothed down over my black T-shirt, and replaced my jacket, buttoning it up, so only the lace collar and white tapes showed beneath. I slung my gown on my shoulders, put on my wig, and stepped into the heels that lived in my suitcase. I stalked upstairs, and sat outside the courtroom waiting for my solicitor to arrive. I was aware that I looked entirely normal. Or as normal as you can look wearing a cape and horsehair in 2013. It’s easier to play a part when you’re wearing a costume that, for all its drama, in the right context, allows you to fade into the background.

As my solicitor arrived, I smiled to see him, and the smile was at once both pasted on and genuine; hiding my tiredness and my sadness, but also a real expression of relief at a component of my old life, unchanged. The hearing was over in a matter of minutes, and the solicitor and I stood chatting afterwards at the bottom of the stairs, about the progression of the case, the next steps to be taken, and other upcoming cases that we were working on together.

And then, just before I made my excuses and left to get changed, I told him I was heading back up north for my mother’s funeral. My solicitor was horrified. As the words came out of my mouth, I was horrified. Why did I tell him? For the second time in forty-eight hours, I’d managed to make a colleague feel horrible. Was I that desperate for him to know that I’d dragged myself from a house of grief in Newcastle to Luton Crown Court for a mention hearing in a benefit fraud case? What was wrong with me? If anything, surely I had just shown myself to be entirely unhinged, rather than robust and professional. Idiot. Idiot.

Two days later, I was getting dressed for the funeral in my childhood bedroom, surrounded by posters from plays I’d been in at university, shelves lined with books not important enough to move into my London home, but which I’d refused to throw away. I carefully applied my makeup, painfully aware that I would be on a perverse kind of display. The whole act felt surreal, like I was dressing up. I suppose I was. I’d decided to wear one of Mum’s dresses. I don’t know why. I was a barrister: I had black, formal dresses coming out of my ears. But I chose to wear hers. Was I trying to bring myself some kind of comfort? Or was I making a point? If I was, what the hell was it?

We waited nervously for the hearse and funeral cars. We had a slightly curved drive that obscured the view of the road, and I had to fight the urge to repeatedly check to see if they’d arrived, as if they were a taxi that would scarper if we exceeded our five minutes’ waiting time.

The funeral was split into a service at the crematorium, followed by one at the local church. After that, the guests were invited back to our house for the wake. We were really only expecting a handful of people at the crematorium, where we’d have a small, private gathering; the church was supposed to be the main event. But as our car pulled up, I saw a huge crowd of people. There were so many more than I’d thought: dozens of people, spilling out from the steps of the crematorium building on to the pavement. I was completely overwhelmed. My whole body flashed cold then hot. At the front, I spotted my best friend, Ruth.

Ruth and I had been friends our whole lives: she was born a month before me, and she – our parents, being best friends – had been my mum’s practice baby. Mum had spent the final month of her pregnancy with me learning how to hold baby Ruth and change her nappies. Her name, the same as my mum’s, was a coincidence in origin, and of course, not an uncommon name, but had always made her feel even more like family to me. We were at school together, went on family holidays together, and started Brownies and Guides together. We’d had baths together, and visited the set of Last of the Summer Wine together (no, really). She credited my mum’s tuna sandwiches with bringing her back from vegetarianism. At the same university, she was the one who came to me when I broke up with my teenage boyfriend, bearing cake, and sat on my grubby floor and fed it to me. Ruth was stitched into every bit of my life.

Our eyes locked, and hers filled with tears. I had been trying so hard not to cry, not to let Mum down. It was the first time I had seen Ruth since Mum’s death. The distance I had been carefully curating that morning from those around me, from the occasion itself, from anything I was feeling, disappeared. It was our car – our funeral car – approaching the crowd, but when I looked at Ruth, it felt like the crowd was rushing towards me, fast, crashing, unstoppable. My breath caught in my chest.

That morning, Dad had asked me to make sure that the flowers from the crematorium were taken to the church for the service. I was so relieved to have a job to do that I channelled all my energy into it. Moving flowers was my calling. Nothing mattered more. I cornered several undertakers and members of the crematorium staff to make them aware of how critical it was that the flowers be moved with the mourners. I was thorough: there was no way that this could go wrong. Dad had chosen the right person for the job.

Did you know that when the coffin is taken behind the curtains for cremation, there is a moment when the body is removed from it, rather than the whole thing being chucked, wholesale, into the incinerator, like some sort of garbage chute? Reader, I did not know this. This was the first funeral where I’d had any meaningful production assistant role; I was clueless. Taking my flower-protector role seriously, I had harangued no fewer than four separate people about the flowers since arriving at the crematorium: why did none of them mention that contrary to appearance, they weren’t going to burn my flowers? I’m not sure. This could hardly have been a situation unique to us. I had spent hours with the undertakers; yet no mention was made of these more useful pragmatics. The moment of panic when the curtains opened, and the coffin, along with my precious flowers, slid into the fiery abyss, was acute. I fought the urge to leap from my seat and cling to the coffin; not in a bereft, grief-stricken way, but simply to save the flower arrangement perched on top.

The music began, Kirsty
















Banana and Rolo cake




	Makes:
	One loaf



	Takes:
	1 hour



	Bakes:
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