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MATT HAIG

I don't know why Im telling you this. I just wanted to tell someone. And
you were always kind to me. I am in the dark and I need a light. Sorry.

That sounds melodramatic. I just need to be a good role model for my

sister.

Please don't feel obliged to answer this. But anything you can say will be

greatly valued. Sorry for the long email.

Thank you,

Maurice (Augustine)

Dear Maurice,

Thank you so much.

I am not in the habit of ga
of them. I don't really 'do'

All I have is WhatsApp an

I felt I must reply, and rep

I am so sorry for all you

from parents' evenings. Ih
little smile twisting the ca
You clearly cheered hn uI
ment, especially for a teen

I started writing a req,ons

a little email.

I have been meoning to *
be honest with yo* and y

What I am about to tell;a
don't feel any obligation t
nothing in this is made u
don't. But sometimes whd
understand yet.

I can't Proffiise that my stl
it is a tale, os true as arql,

her existence, and then fo,

andlthinklhaveaduty
will probably become dea
way this is a story about t

Please find it attacheA

Very best wishes,

Grace Winters
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MATT HAIG

long ago that reverberated most profoundly. The death ofher son, Daniel,
had been the hardest and most devastating, and when a tragedy is as

large as that it leads to other sadnesses and failures, the way a trunk
leads to branches. But life went on. She and her husband Karl eventually
moved into a bungalow and tried to make the best of things, but that
hadnt really worked, and so they'd sat in mutual silence, watching tele-

vision or listening to the radio. Her husband had 4lways been very
different to her. He had liked hard rock and real ale but had really been

a fundamentally quiet soul. The trouble with tragedy is that it tars

everything that comes after. On occasion they'd been comforted by the

sharing of their memories, but when Karl died it became harder because

the memories had nowhere to go. They just stayed, growing stale, inside
her head. Which was why, whenever she saw herself in the mirror, she

only saw a half-life. A slow-falling tree in an unseen forest.

She was also in a bit of a pickle with money.

Her life savings no longer existed. Ever since a scammer with a
comforting Scottish accent had pretended to be a NatWest security
advisor, and - with her foolish help - stole the L23,390.27 she and Karl
had put away together. It was a long story, firll of cunning characters

and one ridiculous old fool (hello!), but much to your good luck it is
not the tale being told here.

So anyway - this particular lady - she just sat there, with her aching
legs, trying not to answer any emails from strangers, and letting her
crumpled life drift like an empty crisp packet down the river. Her only
spark of interest was the sight of a chaffinch or starling at the bird feeder

in the small back garden, as she inhaled old memories and faded dreams.

Sorry. That was a bit .:=
the third person. I am '-,
that introduction. And -

with minimally inr-asir'. :
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The Inability to Feel Pleasure

I was upside down when I decided to go to Ibiza.
The surgery bed I was lying on was tilted so far back I thought I was

going to slip off. There was a mirror on the wall. I looked at my unkempt
grey hair and tired face and hardly recognised myself. I looked like a
faded person. I avoided mirrors, where possible.

They were tryrng to reverse the blood flow in my legs, you see. I was
more covered in blue veins than a chunk of Gorgonzola and I needed
to get them done. Not because of how they looked, but because they
were making my calves itch and giving me sores. My aunt had died of
a blood clot which broke free and achieved the lofty status of a fatal
pulmonary embolism, so I wanted to get the varicose veins sorted before
a clot of my own arrived with similar ambitions. I am sorry if this is
too much information. I m just determined to be as honest as possible
with you, so I am starting as I mean to go on.

Truthfully.
So, as I listened to the radio, the vascular surgeon injected me multiple

times with local anaesthetic along the length of my left leg - the final
injection she fondly but accurately named the 'bee sting'. Then we got
to the main part where, she told mq a catheter would be inserted into
my calf to blast my great saphenous vein from the inside with 120'C of
'saut6-an-onion heat'.

'You should be able to feel something . . .'

And I did feel it. It wasnt pleasant, but it was something. The truth
was that I hadnt really felt much for years. |ust a vague lingering sadness.

Anhedonia. Do you know that word? The inability to feel pleasure. An
unfeeling. Well, that had been me for some time. I have known depression,

and it wasnl that. It didnt have the intensity of depression. It was just a

lack I was just existing. Food was just there to filI me up. Music had
become nothing more than patterned noise. I was simply, youkrrow, there.

TH

You should be able rc ',

I mean, that's the mos:
Feeling. And to live uithl
It was like just sitting r1-..:

for ever for someone to o
'Think of somethine :r-

And for once, it rr-asi:

main thing I was focusrn.
tor's office less than n''c :
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Pineapples

The letter had been an unusual one.

It had informed me that I had been Ieft a property in Ibiza, Spain,

belonging to someone called Christina van der Berg. This Christina van
der Berg had died and left me her worldly goods. Or some of them, at

least. Another scarn, I thought. You see, when people have stolen from
you, it is hard not to see the world as a den of thieves. But even if I
hadnt been scammed, it was ridiculous to imagine that someone I had
never known would bequeath me a house in the Mediterranean.

It took me a while to understand that this is not exactly what had
happened. Or, to put it another way, it took me a while to realise Christina
van der Berg was not a stranger. Not exactly. The trouble was that the
name had rung precisely zero bells. The Dutch element - van der Berg

- added a kind of grandness that seemed fictional and unfamiliar, and
it had thrown me off. Luckily, though, the letter from Nelson and Kemp
Solicitors gave some further information, including a fleeting mention
of this Christina's maiden name: Papadakis.

Now, that did ring a bell.

Christina Papadakis had been, for a very short while, a music teacher.

We had worked at the same school together just before I got back with
Karl. (We'd been together at university, but he had been in too much
of a rush, so I'd called a hiatus.)

I must admit I didnt know her very well at all. I remember her as a

very beautiful and shy young woman, with an air of glamour, which
was a rarer qualrty back in 1979 than it is now She had a heavy fringe
and long dark hair and wore beads. She reminded me of the singer Nana
Mouskouri, but without the glasses. Her father had emigrated from
Greece as a young man just after the war. Apparently she had never
been to Greece, but she seemed the epitome of Mediterranean sophis-
tication to my provincial land-locked brain. And she did miss the food

TE

she had known growing t
first time I'd ever heard,
mouth. She always ate a
these elegantly crafted pi
box and that always imp
she was singing'Rainy D
mouthed in awe. Her voi<

singer from Triassic time
and time itself.

Anyway, one evening
late at school, adding tin
hunt for more staples - I

picking at her nails.
'Oh, dont do thatl I sai

than a colleague, 'you ll d
hued terracotta. But I fel

when I saw her thousand
been.

'Oh. Im sorryi I said-
'Please, dont be,' she s

most strained of smiles.

Are you all right?'
It was then that she p

for a week, which I had
hated Christmas. Her nr

Christmas Eve the year h
she didnt have any famih
with me.

And that is what hapl
Queen's speech, Goldfing
'Sunday Gful'. It was then
crowds. We drank ser-eral

rnood stabiliser, and I ap<

late into the nighl
She was feeling entirdr

more now than I did then
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MATT HAIG

if she was in the wrong career. I told her everyone at Hollybrook felt

like that. At one point she mentioned Ibiza. We were on the very edge

of a new decade and the Spanish package holidayboom was going stfong
and she'd heard of a new hotel over there looking for singers and musi-
cians.

I was intrigued. I found her to be a mystery, and I probably asked

her too many questions. It is a maths teacher trait. The value of the

unknown variable must always be found.
'I feel like I have a life inside me that needs to be lived and I am not

living it.'

Those probably werent her exact words. But they capture it. And she

said, 'I know it doesnt make any sense. I am Greelg not Spanish. There

are enough Greek islands. I should go to one of them. Because I can

speak the language. Kind of. And I dont know any Spanish and I really
think it is good to know the language if you live somewhere.'

'You could learn Spanish. You should do it if you want to. You should.'
'It doesnt make sense.'

And then I said something very un-me. I said: 'Not everfthing has

to make sensel

She had a fire in her eyes at the prospect ofgetting a job over there,

so I told her to go for it if she wanted to, and not to worry about what
people thought. I am pretty sure that's what I said, because I remember
grvi"g her a necklace I'd had since I was a child - and on the pendant
was St Christopher, patron saint of travellers. I was a lapsed Catholic
and associated it too much with my upbringing but had never been able

to tlrow it away. Giving it to Christina felt right.
'Hdll protect youj I said.
'Thank you, Grace. Thank you for helping me. With this decisionl
She sang'Blackbird at one point. She sang it solo first. Very unfestive

but very beautifirl. There was a bittersweet qualrty to her singing that
made me cry. She tried to teach me. 'You just need to become the song.

Be inside it. Forget that you exist. It's the easiest Beatles song to singi
she reassured me. 'Well, after'Yesterday". And "Yellow Submarine".'

It turned out it wasnt an easy song at all'to sing. But we'd had enough

wine not to care.

She explained her love of music to me.

TH

'It makes the world bigl
sentiment. 'I feel like I an

playrng piano or singing
me is like a friend that cr

Grace.'

Anyway, we went for
where you smile at everv r

then. And that was it Il
She went back to school t

never c;rme around to my

although she seemed a liu
stand it. How 'his love},v,

of crowds was embarrasse

And one day - possibty d
the car park and raid q"i
You know, for Chrishas

|ust that. I cant emph
thought it to be. That r.:
Christmas Day decades a

And then, decades late

me that Christina had di
Spain for 'an act of ki-ndr

the house, or rent it out,
It was a surprise, to sa

I had lost more than I h
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eternal guilt and grief and emptiness. There

fluctuations. I had settled into the pattern
and I had not really thought about it.

But that was all about to change.

were only the most minor
called Increasingly Elderly

An

'Sorry if this is too direcL
'I thought you knewl s

only just come out of the
'Nol I said. 'It stated th

how. So I would like to h
'She died at sea . . .'
This wasnt, I realised, i

'I'm sorry. Ilor did shc

A crackle ofbreath on
Ongoing situation.
'Sorry. In what sense?'

'In the sense that the !

precise circumstances in r
only thing that we kno*- I

tol4 is that she died at se

It only occurred to mr
had ended that this ambil
facts so mysterious? Accon
changed to include me as e

bizarreness of it being left
And I had always been

pursuing an answer. \trher
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