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The Beginning of the End

Lia remembered two things about the beginning of the end.

The first: the time it took the traffic lights to change.

The second: the fact that nobody died.

She was one crossing away from the place she needed to be, the

surging rhythm of the ciry in her pulse, the day tripping quick
towards rush hour. Her senses felt unusually alert. Nicked wide
open by nerves, perhaps. It was nice. A nice change. To feel this

exposed, this alive, whilst standing at a red light waiting for the

world to resume itself.

A man in a suit that was too small for him sighed heavily and
hailed a taxi.

Two women spoke loudly on their phones, slices of their
conversation burying themselves into the back of her neck;

I told bim I said you cAn't help bow you feel. Boohed the two thir4t
slot tomorrow, tltere's some lefiouer casserole in the fridge lou cdn

microwdue. IVo caslt, f'm artaid. Won't be late. God, I always feel
so bad. Remember to feed the cat.

Lia pinched the velvet of her earlobe and thought about tragedy.

V4rich poet was it that said an abiding sense of tragedy

can sustain a man through temporary periods of joy?

\fhich philosopher was it that said

all tragedies begin with
an admirable quiet?

Today had been full of clamour.

Everyone seemed seconds away from catastrophe.
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The belt of a womant coat bour

Cycling accidents were rising at

eachyear. More than 4,500 resu

yesterdays newspaper had read.

grief on every street, Lia though

emerged at an open windorv ani

below, counting, jaw tight, as rh

out in delight, resting its tinv hr

Four floors. The fall was four flc

Fluorine is pale yellota, cltlorine ;,

red-brown.

A girl in a blue school uniform
on the subject of elements.

Tbe halogens get darker ds yu gc

Lia noticed the girl had thick sr

blinked and a profile of rare , i-.-

stood out amongst the mass oi'
at the crossing, and it was alr.'a',

not to get distracted by beauri..

Back at the window, the roddl-:
had been shut. This was, of c.*

She took a deep, heary brearh -:

on the stretch of her ribs, the ',,,

tapped it there. The cracklins

rwo years since she'd walked rl-
Two years since shed sat sral::
brain pinned up against rhe ir:
swimming about the centre .
had said. Nothingto wor,.] .;i..:.
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rush through her lips) just the thich nerue trdct connecting one

hemisphere to the other.

A grp in the traffic had emerged. A clear path, connecting one side

of the road to the other. The lights still hadnt changed. A man with
matte skin made a break for it, which prompted the girl in the blue
school uniform to dart out inro the road too, pulling her friend
behind her. It was then that Lia's eyes latched to the car, rurning
the corner, coming quickly through the afternoon. She saw rhe

collision before it happened, felt the possibiliry of it collapse in on
her lungs the way rain crescendos into something more than rain.

A throat-screech brake. Delayed smack of machine impact. The

buckle of skinny knees as the girlt body hit the concrete. Lia felt
time fold, the seconds doubling over. Oh my God, a telephone voice
rasped loudly by her ear, but before she could get a closer look, the
scene had fooded with people, all gnawing, clawing away at the
prospect of a massacre, quick as starving rars to sudden crumbs.

Lia wanted to be sick.

The girl was dead. She knew it. She could feel it; the new chill in
the air, the slowing of the clouds, the dizzyingshift of atmosphere

when tagedy drops into an ordinary day like this. The crowd
seemed to be multiplnng and all Lia could think was -
she would never get to tell her parents about the sort of day she'd

just had. She would never take a chemistry exarn or fall in love or
know what a particularly nasty UTI feels like; she would never go

to Manchester to study medicine, never become a medic or get
to save any lives, and perhaps there would be other people that
would die in years to come because of this very moment, because a

man with matte skin had made a break for it and a young girl in a
blue school uniform who knew things about elements had darted
out into a road too soon, and Lia had watched all the glittering
possibilities of her life fare up and ficker out, jusr like that.

t6l

She imagined the horror of s-al^

rest of the rats, pushing the eiri.
that it was Iris, her Iris, her ete s

A perfectly functioning body,.t !11

heabhy brain!

As if there really was such a rhir

The crowd had parted a little. sc

of the girl lifting to her feet, iu-.:

after having taken a tumble. 1i,;

herself down, quite unharmed. :

knees. Imfne, she said again. or

flushed pink from the shock.

Lia couldn't believe ir. It n'as. o:

rhe slightest bit disappoinrins.

The girl's friend led her back r-

rher- both began to laugh, q.ri,-
;hurning away into the viol.n: .

:uicldx clumsily, back to rhe::

ipperite, and Lia felt the eds..

rind collecting up all rhar h-:
::hrs u'ent from chlorins r, :.-
,r 1h6 $.svld shifted dorvn

:rree octaYes

:oo late.

F, rhe rime she had gor io :.-.--

.he had landed on
.r!ars.

The poet u,as Yeats.

-the still couldn't rememb.i - ,.
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Her eyes remained locked to rhe pavement until she reached

the hospital.

The doctor said it was bad news.

It was back.

She couldn't hear the resr.

The room had emptied of all sound.

There was only the chilling giggle of the girl who hadn't died.
So faint it was barely audible at first, but as it grew clearer and
closer the voice rn as joined by other voices, those of London's lucky
inhabitants who had all narrowly missed their endings, and like
waye strengthening upon wave their lament bounced bewveen the
brick and glass of the ciry before rushing in, at last, through the
crack in the hospital window, filling up every inch of the room:

It was you, Lia.

Not us.

You.

They

They, seeds of her hope, choir of her heart, now they are all
rusding awake.

They, with their histories, plots, songs and remedies, stretch
out &om the mist-thick blanket of sleep, as word of my litde
disfigurement carries, like a gut-wind carves and cleanses a day,

and

I must admit to feeling a lirde p

You cannot polish a diamond ri
and it is beautiful, really, the .*';

click, sniff, wet and stiff as doss

ready to try and snuffme right

How

Feeling brews itself in differenr -

-\ man's most honest impulses r:

his roes, throat, fingers or thigh,
sromach.

-{n example: when she first felr ;

k had been the day the strans-i
oi something buried ven' deep :
lining, and she had found hers.

her stomach over his large nim:
roes, He hadn't finched or sri:r
hands back into the bucker oi'..
her feet. She had wiped the br.-

rhe chair and dripped up rhe .:=

sromach beneath the thin .ori.r :

he had done it. Made her te;l '.
normal, Iike there was norhinq :
interesting about it, and she i=:
all at once.

Ir rvas no surprise, then. rha: '.-.'-

cancer had spread, Lia felr a .:-:
r orvelled how? like a u'oli's ;r..

t8l
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sadly and nodded, ever so slightly, as if he were agreeing with the
churning stomach sound, how how howing away at the body's

betrayal.

On the way home, she vomited into the bin outside the station.
Thick, pink clumps and chunks of breakfast and lunch, sour and
fizzingin phlegm. And what if that could be it, she thought. If one

could just throw tumours up, find them like coins in mud, polish
and frame them next ro the arr in rhe kitchen. Turn them into
fridge magnets with the machine that Iris had got last Christmas.

Iris. Iris. How would she tell her?

The streets had become remarkably quiet.

At home, Lia climbed to the safery of the fifth stair, where no
notable events ever took place, and sat there a while, hugging her
knees. She wished she had let Harry come with her. He would be

waiting for the call. The only thing worse than hearing the news

was having to tell it. She felt quietly grateful nor ro have to wirness

the dulling of his eyes, the panic sinking in his cheeks.

The phone barely rang twice before he answered.

Ys?

His voice was heary with hope.

It's bach.

A silence.

Fuck.

Another, longer silence. The squeak of Lias hot palms clutching the
banister tightly.

Fuck indeed.

[10]

Harry was the most capable pe r

to know what to make of pure r

had been so littered with peoplc

extremes, and she had come ro

He demanded nothing of her. I
and a way of smiling that w'as li
though he believed himself to b
the main eYent, but the sorr oi
safely, he was quietly remarkabl

could have ever hoped for.

\W'll fght tbis, Harry said sudde

rue'ue done it before and rue'/l da :

Statements like these never sar -,

deeply for such certainq., obse r
rried not to let it frustrate her

IIarry.

1 es?

Crtn you picb up a pudrliitg: S .,

l{e laughed lightlv.

l'e most disgusting on€ I L'.1,. .:'.
iike himself.

Lia sat on the end of he r btc -
1:.nquage; the hills, the benti. :

,.-1' ,r dth4 ,1 , r ii .-
t bzfufi o-wr

The battle of each u-ord a-:-':...
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So how would the fight begin? 'Would there be some warning,
some sign that it had started? A horn? A quaking-gallop-humdrum
on the horizon,

fags in the wind?

In the quiet of their bedroom, she looked for fags.

Her coat hung limply on the corner of the door like some stufFed

and sorry scarecrow, skewered deep into its sacred patch of land,
waving away the world.

Iris would be back soon. Today had been her first day at secondary
school. She had left that morning as confident as ever in her new
school uniform; shirr, skirt, hands and feet far too big for the rest

of her tiny frame, and though Lia had been so impressed, the sight
of her leaving had felt like the end of something. fu if there was a

chance she might-never come back.

Lia went down to open the front door, to wait for her on the
doorstep, peeling offher shoes and socks to feel the shock of cold
stone against bare soles. She looked
out and

up and thought,

Me_
I am not battling. I am as still and as constant as September sky,

selfish and sympathetic in equal measure.

Minutes later, Iris came bounding down the road with the world
on her back, her cheeks fushedwith the excitement of the day.

What are you doing wditing there for? she said, leaping into Lia's

arms, and Lia felt t}re srreet hold its breath, the swelling of its
surfaces, the gradual muffie of its parking cars and sycamores.

lt2 I

Horu was it?

Oh, you lenou-,. As I expected.

Iris shrugged like these chanqe-.

exhaled. Lia watched her half s.

of the house, before disappearir

and felt drenched with the erh;
as she did in that moment.

In the kitchen, they peeled vesr

about her day, picking at food i

billowing out into its stark ele ci

she were the one doing the fieh

\W haue our otan lochers, u'l:ie ,1,

dnd so corucrete; there are so :tti7.

-t'ew times. Eueryone was shj. -\[.;,
)ffangest Part.

he chairs?

\\"hen I sit on the chairs

n_\,f€et don't quite
,each tbe fl.oor.

Ourside the house, Harn- r. arr-

rhrough the frame of the fie-,n:

ahernoon had developed this ;
moment he had left the uni.,-e:.

dorvn a long, straight corridc-,r

buses or stairs or pauses. e. i: -
home. Home. Now that he .. 1
a srep further.

Lia must have said somethins :
s-as scowling down at choppri
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