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Praise for Outside

‘I adored this immersive, empathetic exploration of agoraphobia, nepotism and identity… wry and moving.’

Joanna Nadin, author of The Queen of Bloody Everything

‘Outside is pared back, fresh, hopeful, and quietly devastating. Charlotte Levin has such a distinctive voice, and Outside cements her position of one of my favourite contemporary writers.’

Caroline Hulse, author of Reasonable People

‘A poignant yet darkly funny story of flawed people and imperfect relationships, Outside asks the time-honoured question: can love really conquer all?’

Frances Quinn, author of The Last Passenger

‘I cried and laughed out loud while reading this. So sharply observed with a wonderful dark sense of humour, Outside is an absolute triumph. My favourite of Charlotte Levin’s books so far.’

Nikki Smith, author of The Beach Party

‘Heartbreaking, darkly funny and all kinds of wonderful. I loved it.’

Nicola Gill, author of Swimming for Beginners

‘Another brilliant dispatch from the borderlands by Charlotte Levin, who has a rare talent for capturing the isolation, wonder and quiet heroism of seemingly ordinary lives with a deftness of touch many writers would kill for.’

Tom Benjamin, author of A Quiet Death in Italy



‘I absolutely adored this book! Suffused with equal measures of pain and humour, Outside is a triumph… A wonderful, compassionate and real exploration of the tragedy and triumph of being human. Very few books make me cry - this did, in the very best way.’

Louise Fein, author of Daughter of the Reich

‘I always adore Charlotte Levin’s flawed characters and Beatrice is her best yet, privileged but trapped in a situation that feels impossible. Tragedy and grief is tempered with passages that will make you laugh out loud, or utter profanities like Matisse the parakeet. I absolutely loved it.’

Louise Hare, author of This Lovely City

‘Cool, funny, smart and heartbreaking – this is the perfect summer novel. I was rooting for Beatrice and Matisse, her foul-mouthed parakeet, from the very start. Packed with sharp dialogue and poignant truths about love and loss, Outside is honest and raw, and yet it’s also joyful and packed with hope. A stunning achievement.’

Eleni Kyriacou, author of The Unspeakable Acts of Zina Pavlou

‘Outside is a delight! Not only is it a sensitive examination of the pain that grief can inflict on us, it’s also heartwarming, tender, laugh-out-loud funny and a testament to love in all its forms. Sure to be an absolute smash hit.’

Trevor Wood, author of The Man on the Street
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For Gavin – whose story ended too soon

 


‘To love someone deeply gives you strength. Being loved by someone deeply gives you courage.’

Lao Tzu

‘It is very unfair to judge of any body’s conduct, without an intimate knowledge of their situation.’

Emma, Jane Austen










SPRING








BEFORE

Marianne Hubert was disguised in a black bobbed wig, and Gerard Klein in a New York Yankees baseball cap pulled down low, as they watched a special matinee screening of Betty Blue in the Coronet Cinema, Notting Hill.

Their fingers interlaced as though they were created from the same mould, yet they experienced the film differently. Marianne listened. Gerard read the subtitles.

Mirroring the actors on screen, she whispered in his ear, ‘Je t’aime. Je t’aime.’

‘Je t’aime, honey,’ he replied.

She pressed the soles of her cowboy boots against the back of the chair in front, and the lifting of her knees caused her crochet dress to disappear into the crook of her thighs. Placing a finger over his wedding ring, she slid his hand towards her slightly swollen belly. His breath caught, and his famously heavy-with-life hooded eyes looked directly into her trademark doe-eyes. They shared a lingering kiss.

When they separated, she twisted to remove a Marlboro Light from her handbag. ‘I can feel it’s a girl.’ She placed the cigarette in her mouth, lit it, and after an imperceptible inhalation, passed it over to him. ‘We should call her Beatrice,’ she said, staring up at the giant Beatrice Dalle on screen. ‘And Gerard . . .’ She turned to him, stroked his cheek. ‘We can’t fuck this up.’






NOW

Beatrice sits in the forest, eyes closed, naked, apart from Maman’s cowboy boots and an old painted kimono which exposes a central strip of flesh and pubes.

The forest is her favourite escape. Preferable even to the ocean. Nature’s music peels away her stress. The nightingale’s melody mixed with long, high-pitched notes of the wood warbler, layered with the bluetit’s ‘tsee-tsee-chu-chu’ and, of course, intermittent squawks of feral parakeet.

But today she’s restless and opens her eyes, removes her earbuds. Songs of the Forest Volume 2 fades to a faint tinniness against the sofa cushion.

‘Wanker,’ squawks Matisse as he lands on her shoulder.

Beatrice twists her head and kisses his hooked beak, which reactivates flight mode.

Apart from the Antarctica documentary on the silent TV, the room is watercolour-grey. She wishes it was oil-paint black, or even better, Vantablack, blacker than a black hole, (though, pettily, available to no one but Anish Kapoor). But the room is merely the darkest she can make it for this time of day. Curtains drawn, door closed to block any rogue particles of sunlight from the hallway. Lamps switched off. Messiness, muted. Outside, obscured.

An open notebook rests on the coffee table – the homework set by Dr Reynolds. Beatrice leans forward, reads back what she’s written – I pulled on my cigarette as I stood in Maman’s dressing room . . . Not wanting to continue, she closes the notebook and takes it over to the bookshelf, slides it between The Complete Works of Oscar Wilde and Plays Volume 1 – Henrik Ibsen. Hoping that their heft would sandwich it so tightly, they’d save her from the words.

At the coffee table she pulls the half-empty packet of Doritos towards her, almost knocking over the bottle of cognac in the process. Reaching inside the foil, her fingers hit something soft and damp and emerge with a balled-up tissue which she throws to the floor with the others. She re-enters the bag and, on finding some dregs of tortilla chips, shoves them into her mouth.

Still chewing she goes to the stereogram and rifles through the vinyl, flicking each rejected album away as though it were a domino. There’s too much choice, and she’s unsure what she wants to listen to . . . needs to listen to. Eventually she opts for a sound of her childhood, Tapestry, Carole King. After sliding the record from its sleeve, she swipes it with the cleaning block and places it on the turntable. It crackles before the needle hits the grooves, and she takes her place on stage – the section of exposed parquet between the flokati rug and the TV. ‘I Feel the Earth Move’ starts up, and she shakes out her wrists and ankles like she would in movement class at drama school. She follows with head rolls, which hurt her neck and she’s not sure that’s right for a twenty-seven-year-old but puts aside the immediate worries of brain tumours and spondylosis.

Matisse flies to her shoulder, and after a couple of pads of his feet he remains still, as though waiting for lights-up on the opening of a musical production. Then he lifts his wings and vigorously bobs his head. Beatrice laughs. She’ll never not find that funny. ‘Jesus, Matisse,’ she says, concerned he’ll do himself an injury. But as always, he ignores any pleas to calm down, so she joins in.

She’s not a technically good dancer but having a father who was professional has convinced her that she’s infused with his rhythm. A pang of sadness hits. She never got to dance with him on stage. The thought is swilled away with a quick swig of cognac.

Lost in music and movement she momentarily feels alive and free. Enjoying the release of much-needed endorphins. It’s impossible to stay sad when doing jazz hands.

She yanks off the cowboy boots and steps onto the sofa, soft velvet unstable beneath her feet. She bends for the cognac bottle again, but this time she holds the neck to her mouth as though it were a microphone and sings along with Carole, the audience her reflection in the mantel mirror. Widening her arms exposes more nakedness. The shape of the kimono resembles a crucifix. She is a work of art, hanging in a private gallery, never to be viewed.

The doorbell rings.

‘What happened?’ squawks Matisse.

It’s silly that she feels immediately anxious, because it’s going to be one of two people – Mr Klimowski or Marvin – and as her best friends, they know her . . . foibles. Unless it’s a delivery, though she’s not expecting one today.

Like a surfer, she corrects her balance. Faced with her reflection again, her cheeks glimmer wet, and she swipes at her skin. They’ll only worry. After returning the bottle to the table, she wraps the kimono tight around her body and drops to sitting, hurriedly putting on her boots to feel more secure when opening the door. Then she picks up Matisse and takes him to his cage. ‘Only for a minute,’ she says, over his piercing objections.

In the hallway, cold bleeds into her skin, and she hugs the kimono with a shiver as she clops across the hallway tiles.

It’s Marvin. The shadow behind the stained-glass panel of the front door is taller and altogether bigger than Mr Klimowski’s, and isn’t the shape of a question mark. Marvin is practically a giant at six-foot-four (she’d asked him once). ‘Hang on, Marvin, just a sec.’ Hand on latch, she pauses before applying her coping strategies. First, she inhales for five, exhales for five, then shakes out her hands like she did before dancing. Followed by side-to-side shuffles and a hard swallow to keep nausea at bay. Finally, she opens the door.

The sudden starkness is as shocking as the rise of auditorium lights during a curtain call. She squints, uses her hand like a visor. A gentle breeze momentarily kisses away unwanted sensations, but she’s soon aware of the chaos of outside. Noise and traffic and hollers of youths on bicycles, the back doors of a parked white van being flung open by an invisible force, the packed bus pulling in at the stop opposite. She fixates on Marvin and defocuses her eyes so that all that lies beyond him blurs. ‘Hey, Marvin, how’s it going?’

‘Yep, yep, good. Great in fact.’ He lifts a Timberland-clad foot to the step above and leans against the scaly skin of his knee. His face so near that she could almost taste the salt sweat oozing from his enlarged nose pores. She places a hand over her lips to conceal the scent of cognac, as he hands over a pastel-pink envelope. A glimpse of the writing steals Beatrice’s next breath. The familiar style. The hearts over the ‘i’s. It vibrates between her fingers like the blossoms in the breeze. She fixes a smile as though she hasn’t just been stomach punched. ‘Thank you. Why great? That’s not like you.’

‘Last day as a postman, innit.’

‘What?’ Immediately destabilised, she grips the door’s frame.

‘Yep, so I won’t be knocking on and bending your ear about model ships anymore.’

‘But I like model ships.’ She doesn’t like model ships. But the idea of no longer being bored by Marvin talking about them is horrendous. Fighting the desire to cry, she widens the grin. ‘It’s just . . . well, you didn’t say.’

‘Sorry, I didn’t think.’

‘No . . . no, why would you.’ She forces a laugh. ‘Well good for you, Marvin. What are you going to be doing?’

‘Pest Control Technician at Rentokil.’

‘Lovely.’

‘If you have any pests that need controlling, I’m your man.’

‘Cool.’ The need to cry is so profound, her fake grin stretched so wide, that she needs this interaction to come to an end before she chokes. ‘Okay, well you take care of yourself then, Marvin. I shall miss you.’ The words squeeze through her teeth like a ventriloquist act. One where she’s clearly also the metaphorical dummy.

He presents her with two thumbs up and descends the steps. Her smile drops as she starts to close the door, but when she sees him turn back round, it re-ignites.

‘Sorry,’ he says, rubbing the back of his head. ‘This is awkward, but I . . . It’s just that I’ve been wanting to tell you something for so long, and didn’t know how . . . but, I guess with me leaving, I should just say it . . .’

For fuck’s sake. Men. They’re never just friends talking about model ships. There’s always an ulterior motive. Concealed feelings that once exposed, women are supposed to tread around lightly. She knew it. The way he looked at her sometimes, the way he’d hand her her post. She glances at the poisonous letter in hand. But however lonely Beatrice is . . . however much she cares for Marvin, she could never . . .’ What is it, Marvin?’

‘It’s just . . . well, my name . . . it’s Martin. Not Marvin.’ He gives a consolatory smile, lifts his hand in a half wave. Speechless, Beatrice copies the action, then watches him walk away, his red bag like the Google Maps dot moving down the street.

‘Is everything okay, kwiatuszku?’ Mr Klimowski’s words make her jump. He’s standing by the corner of the house, gripping a wheelie bin.

‘It’s Marvin,’ she calls over. ‘He’s leaving . . . left. For good.’

‘Marvin?’

‘The postman.’

‘Oh, you mean Martin.’

She breathes out slowly through pierced lips.

‘Are you sure you’re okay?’ He abandons the bin and climbs a couple of steps.

‘Yes, yes, I’m fine. Thanks for the bins. Obviously.’ Gratitude never curbs the guilt. A pensioner performs this act of kindness for her every week, and all she can do in return is add things to her Ocado shop if he’s runs out of something and provide him with cups of tea and company. That and rent reductions. Out of sync with the rest of London, she seems to lower Mr Klimowski’s rent each year.

‘Not a problem, not a problem, kwiatuszku.’

She never tires of him calling her that. Little Flower. And she knows it’s weird that she calls him Mr Klimowski, despite knowing his name is Piotr, but the formality makes her feel more protected somehow. As though it was a different period. Mr Klimowski is from a different period.

‘You’re not going anywhere, are you, Mr Klimowski? Because you’re not allowed to leave. You know that.’

‘Are you . . . have you been crying, kwiatuszku?’

‘No, no . . . it’s hay fever.’ She rubs at her nose and gestures towards the fallen blossoms.

‘You get inside. You look dreadful.’ He salutes, his shaky hand trapping a rogue wisp of white hair, and, with a precarious turn, steps down to the driveway.

‘Be careful, Mr Klimowski.’

His arm rises in dismissal, a knotted branch in the wind.

With eyes still squinted, she watches him. His shuffling feet sound like sandpaper against wood. When he turns the corner of the house, she accidentally refocuses on the street. The bus has now gone. An activator of her guilt, the candy-flossed cherry tree rustles, and more blossoms float to the ground. Its quiet softness ruined by the slamming door of the nearby van. A scruffy-haired guy in combats and what looks like a faded graphic tee walks from behind the vehicle and gets into the driver’s side. He winds down the window and puts on his seatbelt. Relaxed, at ease. So comfortable in his freedoms, he’s unaware of her watching him.

Then the dizziness arrives, and she’s forced to quickly close the door.

Back inside, relief slips over her like oil. Spine pressed against the wood she comes face to face with herself in the hall mirror and makes a note to start taking vitamin D.

She’d almost forgotten about the letter weighing heavy between her fingers and stares at it, traces a ragged nail over the dried ink. Then with a burst of fire, she storms back into the sitting room where the stereogram now blasts ‘It’s Too Late’. And it is. It’s far too late.

She heads straight to the sideboard, opens the drawer of crap, and tosses the envelope on top of all the other unopened envelopes with fucking stupid hearts over the ‘i’s.






NOW

Side B of Tapestry plays. ‘You’ve Got a Friend’. Carole is just trolling now, and Beatrice runs over to the stereogram and lifts the record player arm to make it stop.

She flops back onto the sofa. ‘I just can’t believe he’s gone, you know.’ Matisse lands on her shoulder. ‘And he definitely said he was called Marvin.’ The best thing about Matisse is that he can’t call out her bullshit. ‘Could this day get any worse?’ She kisses his beak. ‘Thank God, I have you and Mr Klimowski.’

She picks up the remote and scrolls. Grieving the end of Succession, she hasn’t got the capacity to concentrate on another series, and the new film offerings look utter crap. She moves on to the classics section, pausing at Betty Blue. When she was fourteen, Maman had forced her to watch it because apparently Beatrice Dalle is her namesake. Though she can’t remember much about the film itself, more her mother’s peculiar reaction to it. Not wanting this memory, Beatrice scrolls across to The Bridges of Madison County. There’s no way she’s watching that. She sobbed so much the first time round, Jonathan hadn’t known what to do with her. That final scene, where Meryl Streep is in the car, gripping the door handle, and Clint Eastwood stands in the rain, willing her to go with him, accepting she won’t, can’t. There’s something about the concept of love not being enough for people to end up together that destroys Beatrice. Requited but impossible. Just get out of the car Meryl. Fuck your husband, fuck your life, fuck your kids. No, not fuck your kids. Meryl, stay in the car. Stay with your kids. Shit. Beatrice is so not watching that.

‘And why didn’t he just say straight away if he really was called Martin?’

The next film is Castaway, and she feels able to cope with the fact that the only person that leaves a poor, stranded Tom Hanks is a football. ‘Wilson,’ she shouts as she presses play. Matisse squawks.

‘I mean, just say it at the time. Like, no sorry, it’s Martin, not Marvin. It’s not hard.’

She keeps the TV muted because the silence is soothing and, apart from the FedEx backstory, there’s not much dialogue in this film.

In the third year at drama school, they were given a homework assignment where they had to analyse an outstanding performance with the sound off. She chose Paul Mescal in Normal People because, well, any excuse to obsess over Paul Mescal in Normal People. Tom Hanks doesn’t exactly sweat Irish sex appeal, but he turns out to be gripping even when voiceless, and she’s soon transfixed on his every mannerism. So utterly engrossed, in fact, that it’s even more of a shock when the peace is disturbed by the incrementally rising scream of a siren.

Initially, she tries to ignore the vibrations through the house. Holds her breath. Waits for it to lessen, to dissolve back into the London streets. But it does not lessen. Does not dissolve. It reaches a deafening pitch and Matisse screeches, claws clenched into her skin while Beatrice slaps hands over her ears.

Then it all abruptly stops.

She stands, and with Matisse still attached to her shoulder, runs to the kitchen. Tentatively, she edges towards the window. The view is distorted by the dirty pane and sun’s glare. All she can see is swirling blue and she raises her hand to both shield herself from the light and peep through her fingers as though watching a horror movie. Matisse flies to the windowsill, taps his beak against the glass. ‘Peekaboo,’ he says. ‘Peekaboo.’

Once brave enough, dropping her hand fully reveals the very thing she’d feared. An ambulance. Parked right outside her house. Or more to the point, Mr Klimowski’s flat.

When a paramedic jumps from the vehicle’s tail lift and strides down the driveway, equipment in hand, Beatrice gulps down the remembered taste of vomit thrown up on tarmac, holds her breath at recalling the metallic smell of blood.

Matisse returns to her shoulder, and she steps back and back from the window, swiping her hands over her face to erase images until she’s stopped by the hard edge of the butcher’s block.

There’s a beat before she turns and runs back to the sitting room and calls Mr Klimowski. The rings alternate. Loud in her ear then soft and muffled beneath the floorboards. This repeats twelve, thirteen times yet there’s still no Hello, Piotr Klimowski speaking. She puts the phone back down.

Okay. Okay. It’s clear what she must do. It’s simple. She just needs to open the front door, run down the steps, turn the corner towards his entrance, and discover if he’s alive, injured, dead. Comfort him. Offer help. Hold his hand for support. Go with him to the hospital. Be a fucking human being. Oh my God. Tears arrive right on cue, and she involuntarily retches.

Dr Reynolds frequently asks what’s the thing that will make her take the leap. If not this, then what?

With faux calm she puts Matisse in his cage and steps out into the hallway. Heart rate faster than that time as a kid when she mistook Maman’s slimming tablet for a sweetie. She stops, turns to one of the Vogue-shoot stills of Maman lining the wall. ‘Please,’ she whispers. ‘Help me be able to do this.’

Focusing back on the front door, she forces her mind to take in details. One of Dr Reynolds’ distraction techniques. Beatrice notes the white gloss paint patched cream with age. The kaleidoscopic stained glass with cobwebbed corners. The method isn’t working and her eyes clamp shut as she prays for the ability to do the impossible. But God has given up on her, because she remains there. Mummified. Unable to act.

There’s a knock at the door. She opens her eyes to a silhouette, not a question mark as hoped, but a form she doesn’t recognise, so instinctively drops to her haunches like a trapped wild animal.

A stretch of silence offers hope. But then comes the high-pitched ring of the doorbell. The drill extending so long, she can visualise the perpetrator’s finger held determinedly against the brass button.

She stands, botches rushed coping strategies – box breathing, fast, jagged and erratic side steps. Bile tickles her throat as she fumbles with the latch.

The door is open now. Air shocks against her burning skin.

Unable to look towards the ambulance, her eyes fix on the person standing one step down. Stern-faced, Lego-like hair. It’s the woman from the flats opposite. Piano Woman. Whose frantic ivory-tickling would waft over the road during open-windowed summer days. One particular year the same tune again and again and again; Maman eventually identified it as Bizet’s Carmen Overture.

‘Piotr’s had a fall,’ says Piano Woman before Beatrice has a chance to speak. ‘I just got off the bus and thank God, I saw him down the side of the house. He slipped . . . after putting the bins out apparently.’ Her lips thin like taut string. The delivery is cold, each word snapped off like an icicle. ‘He’s a bit befuddled with the shock and the paramedics think he may have fractured his hip.’

Beatrice remains as mute as Tom Hanks, but the relief at Mr Klimowski being alive thrusts her into folding forward, hand clutching beneath the kimono to the bare flesh of her stomach. This action releases more tears as though her navel was the button on an interactive doll. She tries the distraction technique again and focuses on Piano Woman’s red Mary Janes.

‘So, you’re not going to go to him? Sorry, I’m just going to say it . . . an old man should not be doing your bins for you in the first place. I see him doing them week in week out, all kind of weathers, and I was going to say something sooner, but, well, I’m sorry, but it’s wrong . . . it should be the other way around if anything. Don’t you think you should at least go and see him before they leave?’

Beatrice forces herself upright, ignoring Piano Woman’s glare. ‘Yes . . . yes, you’re right. I have to. I have to go and . . .’ She lifts her foot in slow motion, because how would she live with herself if she didn’t go to him? But thank God, she’s interrupted by the paramedics emerging with Mr Klimowski on a stretcher. As they carry him down the driveway, he’s even paler than she is, his face, crumpled with pain. ‘Mr Klimowski,’ she shouts as they near the pavement. ‘I’m so sorry.’ Once again, he lifts his hand dismissively. He knows she can’t go with him to the hospital. He wouldn’t want her to. They’ll look after him. One of the paramedics is already tucking a blanket around his legs.

At the ambulance, they transfer him onto a trolley, then push him inside the vehicle. Piano Woman whips round to face Beatrice again. ‘Right. Well, I suppose I’d better go with him then. And I don’t know what your problem is, but what’s just happened here is appalling. Appalling.’

Beatrice is shamed into silence, and Piano Woman descends the steps, arms wrapped around her body, each hand rubbing its opposing limb as she scurries down the driveway, blossoms falling onto her shit hair.

Finally finding her voice, Beatrice shouts, ‘He has a daughter; she lives in Kent, but stupidly I don’t know her number. I promise I would go myself, but I can’t . . .’ Realising she’s being ignored, she ends with, ‘Va te faire foutre!’ But Piano Woman’s knowledge of French clearly doesn’t extend beyond Bizet, as she doesn’t even flinch at being told to fuck off.

Unable to bear watching the ambulance drive away, Beatrice steps further inside and closes the door. Pressing her back against the wood, she’s once again confronted by her reflection. As she stares, her face distorts into that of a monster. ‘I am appalling. I am.’ She turns to her mother’s photograph. ‘Well thanks a fucking lot.’

The kimono falls open, exposing her navel, which she presses as though it were now an intercom and she’s awaiting a connection. Because for some, umbilical cords are like phantom limbs of amputees. Though severed, they will always be felt.






LAST SPRING

Beatrice pulled on her cigarette as she stood in Maman’s dressing room wearing only a sexy sheer triangle bra bought by Jonathan and grubby grey-white knickers. She shivered. It wasn’t cold, but she was overtired and premenstrual.

She adjusted her stance and rubbed at her tender stomach as Maman pulled potential outfits from the wonky rails and antique wardrobes that burst with vintage treasures from André Courrèges to Zandra Rhodes. A museum of Maman’s life’s work.

Now it was Beatrice’s turn in the limelight. After all those fruitless castings, a tampon commercial, and an off-off West End tour playing Nora in A Doll’s House, she still couldn’t believe she was preparing to attend the wrap party for what had been her dream role. Not just because it was big budget TV, and Charles kept giving her the agent spiel of, ‘This is how serious careers are made,’ but A Woman in Mind had something to say. Having the opportunity to play Helen Boyle, such an incredible pioneer in the treatment of mental health conditions of young women, felt at least slightly worthy within this usually frivolous job of being an ‘actor’.

Maman paused rifling through clothes and with a cocked head looked at her daughter. ‘Are you okay, mon bébé?’

Trust Maman to immediately identify the tiny niggle that had burrowed into Beatrice’s brain. The worry that because she’d finished shooting her scenes a while back, the cast and crew would now be more bonded, and she, an imposter. ‘Can you not just come with me?’

‘Oh Beatrice, we’ve had this conversation. I’m too old for all that, and I’ll just crap your style.’

‘Cramp. You won’t cramp anything though. Let’s be honest, they’d all rather you were there than me, and I don’t feel great.’

‘Is this nerves? Is that what this is?’

‘No. I don’t have nerves. I think I’m anemic or something.’

‘You had all the tests, and the doctor said you were fine. I am here for you, you know this. Drop of hats, I’ll be there. Twenty minutes. At the tops. But do not talk the shit. This is your time to shine. Anyway, you have Zoey and Jonathan, non?’

Beatrice nodded and smoked her cigarette while Maman proceeded to extract garment after garment, holding each piece against the peach glow of the pleated chiffon lampshade. Her balletic arms protruded from the faded sleeves of her kimono and projected an accidental puppet show on the adjacent wall. Each movement released a burst of Rive Gauche.

Most garments were dismissed. Thrown upon the bed. The mountainous heap growing with each, ‘Non.’ Pieces that made it through the first round were held against Beatrice’s pallid skin. She hadn’t inherited her mother’s luminous olive complexion. She took after her father. At least judging from the only photograph of him that she was aware of, which sat never-to-be-discussed on the sitting-room sideboard.

As this routine continued, Maman either shook her head, or Beatrice shook hers, saying things like, ‘Fuck off, I’m not wearing those.’ Or, ‘Are you insane? Actually, don’t answer that.’ Until Maman went too far and suggested the red sequinned catsuit hanging on the wardrobe door. The one she’d worn in the iconic photograph taken by Hugo Beckett. Making their way home after a night out, Maman had stopped at a fruit stall at Notting Hill Market and bit into a peach. Snap. History was made. An original print hung over the room’s single bed. Maman could never be accused of being narcissistic. Any gifts of photographs were generally displayed in the least trafficked areas of the house. Apart from the ones in the sitting room . . . and the hallway . . . and the triptych above her bed. At least they were interspersed with her other source of pride – Beatrice’s teenage paintings.

‘Oh, what a great idea,’ said Beatrice. ‘Why don’t I attend the wrap party for my first proper achievement as a less attractive you.’

‘Oh shush. You are beautiful.’ She meant it of course, as would any mother not grappling with Elektra issues. But Beatrice knew she was no Marianne Hubert.

While searching for a Vivienne Westwood corset on the top shelf of the wardrobe, Maman’s determined expression altered to a faraway look. She took down an antique wooden box, swiped its lid free of dust with her sleeve, then returned it to its place. Beatrice was about to ask what was inside it when Maman produced a gasp worthy of there being an intruder, or at least a giant spider, and said, ‘Ah, I’ve got it. I know what you need to wear. The Halston. Though you’ll have to sort your bird-head hair to pull it off.’

‘Bedhead.’

‘Merde!’ said Maman, hands lifted in cartoonish exclamation. ‘I reminded myself that I must soon check on the bird.’

‘You’re doing a roast without me?’

‘It’s one of those crazy parakeets—’

‘Oh my God, what?’

‘Non, non, it got caught by a cat this morning. I managed to get it free and at first I thought it was dead. It was not, but I think soon it is going to be.’

‘Oh, bloody hell. Poor thing.’

Maman slid a purple silk dress from the hanger and squatted, holding out the material for Beatrice to step into like she did with knickers when a toddler.

‘I’m going to freeze in this.’ Beatrice’s cigarette dangled from gloss-tacky lips as she inserted her arm into the single sleeve of the dress.

‘It is spring. You want to try modelling bikinis in the Swiss Alps.’

‘I don’t actually because that was abuse.’

‘I was gifted this dress after a “Legends of Fashion” shoot for US Vogue. Did I ever tell you about that day? How afterwards we ended up in Limelight with Keith Richards and—’

‘Yes . . . and please don’t tell me again because I need to keep my dinner down.’

Half an hour later, Maman entered the sitting room carrying one glass splashed with cognac and another filled with vodka and orange which she handed to Beatrice. ‘It is important to start the evening before the evening starts. Juice squeezed by moi this morning.’

Françoise Hardy’s Soleil played in the background, which meant Maman had officially declared the arrival of spring. Each year the same ceremony.

As Beatrice sipped on her drink, Maman put down her own glass, went over to the sideboard and searched through the drawer of crap. ‘Now where is it?’ Eventually, she said, ‘Ah yes, here.’ She held up a business card then handed it to Beatrice.

‘What’s this?’

‘Dr Jasmine Reynolds. You’ve met a few times at parties. You said she was beautiful. Half Kenyan. Always wears a scarf. Anyway, she’s amazing. She helped Ava Diamond get back on stage after crippling stage fright. She didn’t really have a jet-ski accident you know. Non, she just couldn’t perform and now look at her. Jasmine has helped so many people.’

‘But you keep telling me I’m fine . . .’ Beatrice flicked the card to the coffee table ‘. . . then behaving like there’s something wrong with me.’

Maman held up her hands in surrender. ‘You are fine. I’m fine. We are all fine.’

‘Except the bird.’

Maman made a little gasp and tip-toed to the other side of the room, her cowboy boots still lightly tapping against the parquet. In the corner, next to the ever-growing palm, was a cardboard box draped in her favourite old Peruvian blanket. She held a finger to her lips and lifted the wool. ‘It is okay sweet thing,’ she whispered. ‘You are loved. It is okay, you are loved. You slip into a lovely long sleep.’ She laid the blanket back down, turned to Beatrice and shook her head, a glaze to her pupils. ‘It is going now,’ she said. ‘I don’t want to frighten it while it’s dying.’

They moved outside to share a Marlboro Gold. The heavy wrought-iron chair scraped against the patio paving as Beatrice dragged it into a different position so she could sit with her back to the French windows and not see the bird coffin.

Maman couldn’t resist getting up and pushing back a rogue branch of buddleia at the far side of the garden. The garden. The only thing Maman loved more than Beatrice. A scrapbook of her childhood. Handstands on soft grass, toy lawnmowers, the blue swing, which now peeked through shrubbery.

Having returned to her seat, Maman reclaimed the cigarette, propelling smoke towards the orange sky. ‘Mon bébé is growing up so fast.’

‘I’m twenty-six.’

‘You will always be mon bébé. I gave birth to you. Your beautiful head broke out of my tiny vagina.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Maman.’ Beatrice whipped the cigarette from her mother’s fingers. ‘Tiny vagina?’

After a long pull, ash crackling so close to her face it made her eyes cross, Beatrice thought again of the bird. How awful it must be to die alone in a strange place. What if its parents were looking for it? Or it had a wife or husband. Or children. These thoughts grew until she had to say, ‘Wouldn’t it be better if we brought the bird outside?’

‘To get gobbled by the cat? Would you rather die calm and warm inside or be gobbled by a cat?’

‘Jesus Christ.’

‘You must not be sad. It had the best life.’ Maman took back the near-finished cigarette.

‘How the hell do you know?’

‘Because . . .’ The last particles of smoke trailed from the corner of her mouth and she stabbed the filter into the ashtray. ‘It is a bird. It had ultimate freedom.’






NOW

Beatrice hasn’t slept all night. She’d only managed to fret and ceiling-stare and call the hospital numerous times for unobtainable news of Mr Klimowski. She’d still be upstairs doing this if she hadn’t had to clean Matisse’s cage and give him breakfast.

She, however, hasn’t eaten a thing since those stale Dorito shavings yesterday. Worry, lack of food and the hard truths that she’s had to swallow about herself have created so much stomach acid that she stands over the kitchen’s butler sink, gripping its edges as she tries not to vomit.

She needs to eat, but the only thing that she can comprehend being able to swallow is a crêpe. That’s what Maman would make for Beatrice whenever she was ill or sad or troubled, or as she would say, ‘Feeling crêpe’. Today she feels exceptionally crêpe.

In a frenzy, she gathers ingredients and lays them out on the butcher’s block. Flour, eggs, milk, butter, water, salt. Basics, which once combined, knit a comfort blanket.

Thankfully, Matisse is still shut inside the sitting room. Untrustworthy since the Shrove Tuesday incident. A mouldy strip of pancake still resides within the unreachable ironwork of the top landing chandelier.

From the bottom shelf of the dresser, she heaves out the mixing bowl. It’s heavier than expected, so she hugs the cold ceramic to her chest until dropping it with a thud next to the ingredients. One of the eggs bounces with the force and cracks on landing. Albumen seeps from its shell. It’s only an egg. There are far worse things to worry about.

Though all is ready to begin, she’s accosted by the familiar rumble and beeps of the bin lorry. She returns to the kitchen window. Helplessness twists her gut as the men in high-vis vests drag away both hers and Mr Klimowski’s bins and tip their contents on top of all the other rot that they’ve loaded. Once finished, they yell undecipherable words and discard the carcasses back onto the pavement. Like thrown dice they land haphazardly, even further away from the house than they were before. Nausea waves again. There’s no way of getting them back now. After a while they’ll be stolen. Rubbish will pile up inside the house, and she’ll suffocate among the rat-infested bags. Her story will become a Channel 5 documentary. A Rubbish Life – The Tragic Demise of Marianne Hubert’s Daughter. Though, on the upside, she might get to re-unite with Marvin in his new job.

The lorry pulls away to reveal a glamorous woman around Beatrice’s age, standing at the bus stop. Her long platinum hair is coiffured and sleek, bright against the navy of her nautical dress. Beatrice runs a hand down her own un-brushed locks. The woman seems unafraid. She doesn’t look like she’s about to faint or vomit onto the pavement. This woman would help her fallen elderly best friend. This woman could recover her own bins. Beatrice and this woman are no longer the same species.

Glamorous Woman smiles at someone. It’s that scruffy van man of yesterday. Now Beatrice is watching from inside, with lack-of-fear clarity, she notices that the signage on the vehicle is for Ryan’s Gardening Services. He’s handing Glamorous Woman a leaflet and she’s throwing back her head, laughing flirtatiously. On seeing him properly, Beatrice can kind of understand this reaction. Though Glamorous Woman could get anyone. Beatrice, on the other hand, will never have a wheelie bin and never be handed a leaflet at a bus stop and get to throw her head back while laughing flirtatiously. The future is binless and celibate. Men are the antithesis of peace anyway. She could become a nun; except she can’t get to the convent. Can nuns work from home? Do nuns get help with their bins?

Frustrations churn her stomach, and she’s about to turn from the window so as not to be further tortured by the bins and other people’s normalcy, when a car rolls up and parks right across the entrance of the driveway. She experiences a moment of outrage then realises she’s being ridiculous. If only it was a mere car that blocked her ability to leave.

A woman gets out and walks towards the house. Though Beatrice has only ever seen this person in photographic form, the dark poofy bob and red lipstick combo is immediately recognisable as Gosia, Mr Klimowski’s daughter.

Beatrice drops to a squat. After a few seconds, she slowly rises again, just enough to be able to peek out. Thankfully, Gosia is going down the side of the house to her father’s flat. Please God don’t knock on here after. Beatrice slides back down and sits upon the cold floor tiles. Gosia no doubt hates her for not going to Mr Klimowski’s aid. This cold-tile discomfort is absolutely deserved.

After about fifteen minutes, she hears the basement flat’s front door slam and peeks from the window once more. Gosia has a holdall slung over her shoulder and a bulging bin bag in hand. Presumably the perishable contents of Mr Klimowski’s fridge which Beatrice had also been thinking about through the night.

Gosia drops the rubbish into Mr Klimowski’s bin and wheels it back to the driveway, placing it just inside the boundaries. Beatrice’s bin remains on the pavement, and desperation almost boils to the point of her pulling up the sash window and begging for hers to be retrieved too. But instead, Gosia gets in her car and drives away.

With a sigh, Beatrice composes herself. Acid now burns her gullet and the need for crêpes is stronger than ever. At the butcher’s block, she peers into the empty mixing bowl and tries to organise her mind. She reaches for the packet of flour, only to be interrupted again, this time by her phone pinging with a notification. She picks it up. The message on the home screen reads:


I miss you Bumble Bea. Talk to me. J xxx



The antithesis of peace.

Gently, she replaces the handset face down on the counter, picks up the packet of flour and, with trembling hands, pours some into the bowl of the weighing scales. She assesses the gauge. Not enough. But as she shakes more flour on top of the existing heap, a film spool of obsessive thoughts – Mr Klimowski, Piano Bitch, Glamorous Woman, Gosia, Marvin, the text, that fucking letter with the hearts over the ‘i’s – unravels, and the movie ends with an almighty thud.

She looks up. Stares at the white explosion. The air, thick with particles. The flour packet is now on the floor by the closed kitchen door, and this is as much of a shock to Beatrice as it would be if someone else had thrown it. She remains transfixed on the scene for some time, until snapped alert by the doorbell’s ring.

After a moment’s delay, she swipes a hand down her face, over her hair, and walks through the bomb’s cloud, wondering who the hell it could be.

In the hallway she shouts, ‘Hang on,’ while fast-forwarding her coping strategies in order to face outside. The shakes following her violent act won’t subside, but she just about manages to open the door. ‘Oh.’

Piano Bitch stands on the steps. Her slapped-arse face peeks from that carved hairdo, which in this light is the colour of diarrhoea.

‘Are you interested to know how Piotr is?’

‘Of course. I’ve tried to call the hospital loads of times, but because I’m not fam—’

‘He’s in a lot of pain. He has got a fracture, and they’ve booked him in for a hip replacement today, so his daughter’s driven up from Canterbury.’

Beatrice wants to cry but sniffs hard to stop herself. An operation like that on a man as old as Mr Klimowski is riddled with risks, and the thought reactivates her nausea. ‘Oh my God,’ she finally says. ‘I’ll try calling them again.’

‘Call?’ Piano Bitch expels a bizarre laugh. ‘How about you actually go and visit him?’

‘Okay, look, I can’t visit him because I’ve got a . . .’ Her words trail to silence as she notices Gardener Man strolling up the driveway. His hair is now tied back and his T-shirt and combats carry the flecks of someone’s cut lawn.

‘Because you’ve got a what?’

‘I’ve got . . . it’s because I . . .’

Gardener Man stands on the bottom step, leaflet in hand, smiling up at Beatrice, who tries to keep her concentration on Piano Bitch. The shame at having another audience member hear her failure as a human forces her to whisper, ‘I can’t really talk about that right now, but I promise you—’

‘So, no reason then.’ Piano Bitch places a crooked finger beneath her nose as though restraining vitriol. ‘All I know is that lovely old man does everything for you, and you don’t even care enough to accompany him to hospital or even visit.’ With that she turns, and as her red shoes furiously stomp down the steps, she accidentally knocks Gardener Man with her elbow. She passes the bin that’s so adrift, alone, and Beatrice is tempted to call out, to beg Piano Bitch for its return, but concedes it would be better to be eaten by rats. ‘It’s not like that,’ she shouts towards Piano Bitch. ‘It’s not like that,’ she repeats to Gardener Man. ‘Sorry, can I help you?’ she continues the irritated tone.

He climbs another couple of steps, levelling their eyes. As the adrenaline subsides, she’s reminded of the uncomfortable proximity of outside and her hands search behind her back to grip the door’s edge.

‘Sorry, yes.’ When he extends the leaflet towards her, his gaze rests on her nose. ‘I’m just finishing up a landscaping job at number 76 over there and was asking around the area to see if people would be wanting any gardening doing?’

He’s Irish. His accent rhotic and lilting, and she tries not to let her mind wander to Paul Mescal in Normal People as she takes the leaflet without laughing or throwing her head back flirtatiously. With her other hand she lifts a finger to her nose, where she feels a scab of flour on her philtrum. She licks it away and casually chews on it as though it were bubble gum. ‘It’s not cocaine,’ she says. ‘It’s flour.’

‘Right you are.’ He flicks a minute glance to his left as though breaking the fourth wall.

‘Sorry.’ She extends her arm, hands the leaflet back out to him, not sure why she took it in the first place. ‘I don’t have a garden.’ She stretches the kimono across her chest and ties the belt tighter, suddenly aware of her nakedness beneath the heavy silk, then runs a hand through her bedhead hair which erupts a powdery puff.

‘Right then. Sorry to bother you.’ But as he descends the steps and continues down the driveway, she catches sight of the bin again. She’s becoming a worse person by every minute. Though this is what happens when forced into survival. In the silent Antarctica documentary yesterday, the people ended up eating their dead crew, and this would definitely not be as bad as that.

‘Hang on,’ she shouts. ‘Actually, you can give me a quote.’

His brows knit together, and he runs a hand over his sandy brown hair as he smiles through obvious confusion. ‘But you don’t have a garden.’

‘I said I didn’t have a garden.’

He pauses for a second and walks back towards her, up the steps. With a laugh he says, ‘Okay, sure. I can take a gander now if you like.’

She flicks a guilty smile and widens the door for him to enter.






NOW

‘Sorry, just step over that.’ Gardener Man enters the kitchen and she comes in behind him, retrieving the flour packet from the floor. The state of the room is mortifying. Almost as much as the vision she’d caught of herself in the hallway mirror. She’s now aware that a film of flour covers her face and hair, and she resembles an eighteenth-century prostitute.

This is the only route she can offer him to access the garden. There’s no way she’d let him through the French doors in the sitting room. The curtains have remained permanently closed for around a year now. Tackling that, and entering Maman’s bedroom and the dressing room, have all been on the agenda with Dr Reynolds for some time, but she can’t even contemplate tearing off a plaster that big on a whim. It’s essential to conceal memories, to not be perpetually taunted by the garden into which she cannot even step. At least the view from the back door will be minimal. In fact, she won’t even have to look.

The packaging crunches as she presses it into a ball and throws it in the bin. She removes some kitchen roll and wipes it over her face and hair. She daren’t add water. It might turn it all into a batter. ‘I was making crêpes.’ Unless she now introduces a chimpanzee as her sous chef, this really isn’t an explanation.

His eyes widen and he smiles, but this time like he’s humouring an armed gunman. ‘Right. So, the garden?’

‘Yes, sorry.’ She hasn’t thought this through. The same anxieties surface as when opening the front door. Why did she think this would be any different?

Following a deep breath that she tries to conceal as a yawn, she walks over to the back door and wraps her fingers around the key which is stiff in the lock. The symptoms arrive quickly – the burning cheeks, the crawling sensation up her legs.

‘Shall I have a go?’

With relief she submits. He’s next to her now, and as they swap positions his arm briefly brushes against hers. Other than her fingers colliding with Marvin’s when receiving post, it has been a while since experiencing skin-on-skin touch.

She notices his grubby nails as he grips the handle and key and wonders if he’s able to get them clean before fingering someone. ‘Sorry, I don’t really use the garden.’

With a twist of his head, he looks at her, hair flopping down to touch his cheek. ‘You live in London and you don’t use your garden? That’s mad that is.’ He turns from her again and, as he works the lock, she focuses on how his shoulder blades visibly meet then separate through the thin cotton of his T-shirt.

‘Should I get you a drink?’

‘No, you’re all right, I won’t be long . . . if this lock would just . . . oh there you go now.’ He presses on the resistant handle and pushes the door open. A breeze infiltrates the kitchen. This feels wrong and Beatrice steps further away from outside and presses her lower back against the solidity of the countertop.

‘Jesus. I can see why you don’t use it now.’ He disappears through the doorway and goes down the couple of steps with such ease that she hates him for it. Though she hadn’t planned to see the garden, she’s now unsure she can negotiate this situation without doing so. She guides herself round the perimeter of the room, her hand permanently attached to the worktop. Stopping when she’s far enough to feel safe but near enough to see, she peeks out of the door.

Oh God, she feels sick. Even though she can’t see its entirety, what’s visible is unrecognisable. All the love Maman had poured into its creation is lost in a scene of wreckage. Pots lie on their sides from the succession of winter storms, cracked open like the egg on the butcher’s block. Soil spills over corpses of plants. Weeds crawl the walls.

This is a mistake. A horrible mistake. No wheelie bin retrieval is worth this.

‘Do you want to come and show me what you’re after? Apart from the obvious.’ The grass is up past Gardener Man’s knees as he rotates, observing the area.

‘Just to clear it, please. Sort it out.’ She projects her voice like she’d do on stage, and it has the quiver of first night nerves.

‘Then will you be wanting regular maintenance?’ He lifts his hand to his forehead, seemingly searching to see her through the door.

‘Yes, that sounds good,’ she shouts.

He comes back inside and re-gathers his hair into a band. ‘I reckon it’ll take a good few days just to clear it all. Then any landscaping will depend on what you want.’ Some strands escape, and he tucks them behind his ear. ‘Then I charge per hour for regular clients. All my rates are here.’ He holds the back of the leaflet towards her, and she pretends to read it while it’s still in his hand. ‘But I do the full hour mind, not just mow the lawn for ten minutes like some.’

Beatrice has always favoured the Stanislavski technique. At drama school she’d carry around An Actor Prepares, on show, pretentious. Though she did at least read it over and over. That training comes into use, and she prepares for her performance. First, raising a smile despite the pain from the emotional scab that’s just been picked. ‘That sounds great. I’ll let you know if that’s okay?’ Without waiting for a reply, she strides out of the kitchen, desperate to leave the scene. He follows her as expected.

In the hallway, she acts out the vital moment. The slight stagger, the lean against the wall. Her head knocks Maman’s photograph askew. Unintentional, but a nice touch.

‘Are you okay, there?’

‘Yes, sorry. I just felt really faint then for some reason. Anyway, thanks Ryan.’

‘Ryan’s my last name.’

‘Sorry. Mr Ryan. It was lovely to meet—’

‘Finn.’ He laughs. ‘My name’s Finn.’

‘As in Jaws?’

He doesn’t laugh.

All coping strategies internalise, and she works so hard to steady her hand as she opens the door. ‘I’ll be in touch.’

‘You’ll be wanting this then. So you’ve got my number.’ He hands her the leaflet. ‘And I never got your name?’

‘Beatrice.’

As he turns and walks down the steps he says, ‘Speak soon then, Beatrice.’

She counts herself in – one, two, three. ‘Oh actually, Finn. This dizzy spell is really . . . there’s no way you could just bring my bin back for me is there? I’m so sorry, I don’t know what’s wrong with me.’ She blinks slowly and holds on to the door.

‘Oh right. Yeah, sure.’

‘It’s that one. Over there. By the lamppost.’

He strides down the driveway towards the pavement. His slightly bowed, if not well-defined calf muscles twitch as he walks. Once the bin is in his grasp, he drags it behind him like a suitcase and proceeds to place it next to Mr Klimowski’s.

‘No, sorry . . . If you could just put it, well both of them actually . . . if you could just put them down the side of the house, that would be amazing. I’m so sorry.’ And she is. Sorry and ashamed of her manipulation.

He proceeds to follow the instructions.

‘But Finn, sorry, this is important . . . sorry, to be so pedantic, but could you please put them directly under the window. And put the side that opens facing the window. That’s facing the window . . . that would be amazing. Thank you so much.’ How is he not telling her to fuck off? Instead, he salutes in a Mr Klimowski way and disappears out of sight for a short while, giving her a moment to wipe her threatening-to-cry eyes. She adopts a smile again as he re-emerges.

‘I could replant some pots for you as well if you like. It could be lovely out there. I’m guessing I could get to the garden down that side then. Because I can’t be traipsing wheelbarrows through your house now, can I?’

‘That sounds good, and yes . . . of course. Yes, there’s a gate. There’s a key somewhere. Thank you, Finn.’

‘Right then. You take care now.’ He lifts a hand in a half wave and leaves the driveway, then jogs back over the road.

And scene. Thank fuck for that.

Back inside, she goes straight through to the dining room and stands at the large sash windows at the far wall. She stares at the bins, perfectly placed for her to lift the windows and drop the rubbish bags into them. Relief softens her entire body. ‘Thank you, Finn,’ she mumbles. But she can’t fully relax yet. She strides to the kitchen and kicks the back door shut with so much force, it’s as though she’s blocking out flesh-eating zombies. And only now, does her tension fully dissipate.

She heaves herself up onto the worktop to get the best view from the window. There he is. Knocking on another door. Hair blowing like tentacles in the breeze. No one answers so he gives up and after a moment of contemplation, looks back towards Beatrice’s house. She flinches away from the window, praying she’s gone unnoticed.

When she dares to look again, he’s getting into his van, and she watches as he puts on his seatbelt, adjusts his mirror. When he drives off, she wonders about his destination, then reminds herself of his purpose.

She jumps down from the counter with a thud and unfolds the leaflet, stares at it, recites his name and phone number out loud. Then she crosses the kitchen, presses her foot against the pedal of the bin and drops it inside, on top of the flour packet.
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