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Praise for The Wakes

‘The Wakes is a truly delightful debut novel about life, death . . . and chicken sandwiches. Funny, moving, tender and wise, I ate up every delicious word’

Liane Moriarty

‘I adored this novel. It’s charming, poignant and moving but also very funny and left me full of the joys of this hard yet beautiful business of being alive’

Cathy Rentzenbrink

‘Some books grab hold of you and won’t let you go until the last page – and far beyond that. The Wakes is just such a book, an unforgettable story of hope and regret, of love lost and friendship found, and of understanding how the past and present are always intertwined’

Sophie Green

‘An absolute delight . . . immensely human and warm and satisfying’

Shelley Burr

‘I devoured it in two sittings – utterly wonderful! The kind of book where you want to stay in that world long after it’s finished. Such a brilliant mix of gentle humour and devastating sadness. My favourite kind of poignant read’

Kayte Nunn

‘The Wakes is an utter delight – warm, funny and profound. I can’t wait for everyone to read it. I couldn’t believe it was a debut’

Sally Hepworth

‘Far from a book about mourning, The Wakes is a celebration of what it means to be alive, and the joy of finding friendship where you least expect it. Dianne Yarwood explores the messiness of middle age with warmth, humanity and wry humour, as well as fiction’s most delicious lemon tarts! I’d eat this book if I could’

Joanna Nell

‘The Wakes is a truly exceptional novel. Dianne Yarwood skilfully illuminates the breadth of the human experience through a suite of perfectly imperfect characters. This novel is rich with wisdom, love, humour and a sparkling joy – that unique kind of story that can make you sob and chuckle in the very same scene. I flew through this book in just a few sittings and have been gushing about it ever since!’

Kelly Rimmer

‘I loved it. So warm and poignant and sweetly funny’

Jacqueline Maley

‘It’s hard to believe Dianne Yarwood is a debut novelist because The Wakes proves that she has the heart of a writer. This is a glorious book that will make you simultaneously want to eat Louisa and Clare’s lemon tarts as well as forge a friendship like theirs. It reminded me that life is the most precious gift of all and every day is a treat meant to be enjoyed to its fullest’

Natasha Lester


For my husband, Tony


[image: title]


Contents

Praise for The Wakes

Dedication

Title Page

Epigraph

SYDNEY, 2018

1

2

FOUR MONTHS EARLIER

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

10

11

12

13

14

15

16

17

18

19

20

21

22

23

24

25

26

27

28

29

30

31

32

Acknowledgements

Copyright


I meant to write about death,
only life came breaking in as usual.

Virginia Woolf


SYDNEY, 2018


1

Three days after his sister-in-law’s death, Paul rang Clare. He called in the afternoon as she was walking her dog, and for a few hesitant seconds she considered not answering. It was a late-spring day and as she stood there in the sun with her eager little dog, Paul’s name on her phone was jarring. What would she say to him? They’d been out to dinner together four days earlier but there’d been no contact between them since then. She’d thought of them as finished – one nice dinner and they were done – and felt quite relaxed (even relieved) with that outcome. Now, with a sigh, she answered her phone.

After a curt hello, Paul went straight to his news. He told her about Elizabeth’s death in brief, flat statements. How it was sudden, an accident. She’d died of a brain injury from a fall when she was alone at home. She had been suffering, supposedly, from the flu.

There was no mistaking the impact this was having on him. His tone and his curtness had shocked her.

‘I’m so sorry,’ she said. ‘How tragic for –’

‘Thank you,’ he cut in.

She heard an intake of breath, and waited; she guessed what was coming.

‘I was hoping you and Louisa would cater for the wake.’

It made perfect sense that he should ask her, but how she wished, wholeheartedly, that he hadn’t. She and Louisa were so inexperienced, floundering from one wake to the next, and there was something about Paul, an assumption of a standard. She wasn’t even sure she should be doing the funerals at all.

As quickly as that, no had flown into her mind.

‘It will be quite big,’ he went on. ‘It’s hard to get your head around numbers without RSVPs, but I’m thinking about four hundred people.’

‘Gosh,’ she said reeling. ‘That’s a lot.’

Four hundred people. That was hundreds more than they’d done before.

Clearly, they couldn’t accept. Yet to decline right in that moment, with that change in his voice, felt particularly hard. Clare thanked him for asking them, but quickly added she would need to discuss it with Louisa and would call him back. He seemed to be content with that.

But as they were ending the call, she couldn’t help asking a question. ‘How old was she, Paul?’

‘Forty-five.’

‘Oh.’ Clare was forty-five. ‘What did she do?’

‘She was a high school English teacher. She was adored.’

They said goodbye, and seconds later she phoned Louisa. Louisa was in the Royal Botanic Garden giving one of her tours, and in Clare’s view there really was no question it was over. She waited, still standing on the verge under that brilliant sky.

‘Good timing Clare,’ Louisa said when she answered. ‘I’ve just finished up.’ She said it briskly, as if it had involved some great efficiency on her part.

‘I’ve just had a call from Paul Swan,’ Clare said, and hurriedly explained that it wasn’t about their dinner. (Between them, Louisa liked to call it a date, and Clare didn’t.)

She then recounted their conversation almost word for word, and couldn’t help expressing it like a decision already made.

Louisa was entirely on board. ‘Seriously?’ she asked. ‘He called four hundred people “quite big”?’

‘Yep.’

‘Huge would have been my choice. There’s no way we can do it. Does he know it’s just the two of us?’

‘Yes, he does,’ Clare said, and drew in a long breath. She didn’t like the thought of it – of that huge wake waiting just for them – and she suggested they ring Paul together. Louisa had a certain bluntness about her that Clare realised could be helpful; her presence felt necessary.

And so, half an hour later when Louisa got home, they called Paul back and put him on speakerphone.

He answered immediately, and this time it was the Paul Swan who Clare thought she knew. The man who had the ease and confidence to ask her out at a wake, and the warmth that had her saying, unexpectedly, yes. Clare fumbled from the beginning, thrown off balance by the unexpected return of his warmth, and Louisa, unfortunately, followed suit. With less firmness than they’d intended, they broached concern at their lack of experience, especially with an event of that size, but he wouldn’t have a bar of it. In stepped the Paul Swan who ran his own advertising agency and was skilled in persuasion, adept at praise: he flooded them with compliments, recalling the food they had served in observant, elaborate detail.

‘Your food,’ he concluded, ‘has just the right tone for a wake.’

Then he emphasised how much it would mean to him and the family to have Clare and Louisa take the job on, how at a time like this it helped to deal with people you knew, and there they were, recklessly nodding at the phone, saying yes, yes, we can appreciate that, Paul.

But the true scope of his skill was evident in the wrapping-up. He pushed away any talk of refusal as if it was a generous thing to do. ‘I know you’ll do a great job,’ he said, ‘and you’ll have plenty of time. The funeral’s not for ten days. We’ve had delays with the police and the coroner, but that’s pretty much over with now.’

Failure ran through them. Louisa looked at Clare, and was reduced to simply mouthing, The police? Clare stared dumbly back. When Paul said thank you and goodbye, she repeated his words back to him, and when he hung up, she and Louisa frowned at each other for a fairly long time.

The day before Elizabeth’s funeral dawned warm and clear. It was the last day of spring.

Clare walked into her kitchen at four that morning to find Louisa already there, hunched over the bench, reading their work schedule for the day. Louisa had her own key and had apparently let herself in. Louisa turned slightly and Clare gave her an ironic good morning as she shuffled towards the kettle.

Nine days had passed since Paul’s call. In theory, they’d had plenty of time, but the amount of time was never the issue; it was all in the timing: the inevitable late-in-the-day preparations, the issue of freshness. They’d kept their menu leaning high-end, not thinking it through well enough, and it was full of last-minute fiddly things they now basically detested.

Clare filled the kettle. Her eyes felt heavy-lidded and dry, and oh god was she tired. She’d had three hours sleep in the past twenty-four hours, and her first task that morning was to roast eight chickens.

She looked at the neat piles of ingredients placed on the bench around Louisa. ‘How long have you been here?’ she asked.

Louisa shrugged. ‘About half an hour, or maybe an hour. I couldn’t sleep. Can you believe that? I got home, showered, went to bed, lay completely still, and then I gradually became more alert.’

Clare had done the opposite. She’d fallen immediately into a deep, dreamless sleep; into an oblivion in which life’s commitments had ceased to exist. When her alarm went off – having been set very loud to guarantee impact – she’d been shocked awake, ripped from a sweet dark unconsciousness and left sitting bolt upright in bed, startled and mindless.

Clare plugged in the kettle, put some leaves in a teapot, and leant back against a cupboard to wait. She held both her hands up in front of her. How they ached. They ached liked they belonged to somebody else.

Louisa straightened. ‘Right,’ she said, ‘we should get started. And I know it’s early, but I might have to put Elton back on.’

Elton? Clare couldn’t hold back a small sigh. Elton John had been the main soundtrack to their last couple of days. She did like him, but they had listened to him a lot. Louisa said she found him reassuring. Sometimes, he made her think anything was possible.

By now, they worked in the kitchen with a sense of Elizabeth’s presence. Through all the long days of cooking, amid a thousand mindless tasks, they’d fallen into imagining her. They imagined her with a baseline of exceptional – how could she be otherwise, with numbers like hers? – and used words like clever and funny, kind and generous. They pictured her with a warm, natural beauty. ‘I’m seeing the actress Rosamund Pike,’ Clare said early on, and Louisa thought that was fair. They held an image of her as a gifted teacher, standing high on a desk, urging her adoring students to carpe diem.

And, just once, they discussed the circumstances of her death.

Louisa had asked: ‘You know how Paul mentioned the police? Have you ever considered the possibility of it being something other than an accident? Something deliberate? I mean, a fall in a house that kills you?’

Clare frowned. ‘What are you implying? Murder?’

The word hung in the air, sounding too strange in the kitchen, and Louisa quickly apologised. She’d watched far too much Netflix. Back-to-back crime stories with quirky detectives who never followed the rules. It was easy to think no death was straightforward.

A little before seven that morning, as the last of her chickens were resting, Paul rang Clare again. They hadn’t spoken to him for several days, not really feeling the need to, though they were scheduled to ring him later that morning. They mainly wanted to run through the plans for the following day, and confirm the time they would meet him and the address of the house.

The sound of Clare’s ringtone tore through the kitchen and she shot an irritated look at Louisa – it was too early for a call and so inconvenient. She put down her knife, wiped her hands on her apron, and reached for her phone.

Seeing the name on the screen, she muttered ‘It’s Paul Swan,’ to Louisa, who nodded vaguely back. Louisa was grating lemons. Everything they did, they did by the multitude. A big bowl of lemons sat before her; denuded ones lay around her. Minutes earlier Louisa had said that, as much as she loved them, she hoped to never handle another lemon for the rest of her life.

Clare answered her phone. ‘Hello, Paul. How –’

An abrupt ‘Clare, it’s Paul’ cut through her words, and when she tried again – ‘How are you?’ – her words were overwhelmed by the hectic flow of his. He was clearly agitated.

‘First off,’ he said, ‘I need to say how sorry I am about calling today. I should have called you days ago, and I can’t apologise enough. All I can say is my mind’s been on other things.’ Clare heard a shaky intake of breath, a slight suggestion of panic. ‘The problem is, nobody else in the family is focusing on this. They gave me this job because I’m good with food, but I’ve never been good with numbers. Somehow, I was left with the numbers too.’

Clare’s heart rate quickened.

‘I’ve had a fucking awful week,’ he said. ‘God, sorry for swearing.’

‘That’s okay,’ she said, but suddenly nothing felt okay.

He was flying after that, talking rapidly, as if getting it all out at once would somehow lessen the blow. He’d drastically underestimated the numbers and he was awake most of the night with it. Around two, he’d got up, sat down with a pad and worked through all his messages, went through Elizabeth’s life, did some calculations, and he hadn’t slept at all since then. He’d realised that he hadn’t sufficiently accounted for her immense popularity, or the reality of teachers: the sheer number of ex-students they amassed. These students loved her for life. His first estimate of the mourners, he saw now, was just a bad guess. It hadn’t occurred to him until late yesterday, when a friend said to him in passing, You’d be expecting a huge number of people then? And that question had returned to him in the middle of the night. Things felt a little uncontainable, but he was now thinking eight hundred people. He’d just got off the phone from Elizabeth’s husband Dan and her cousin Rachel, and they both saw the sense in that number.

‘Sorry, how many?’ She’d almost hissed the words. He couldn’t be serious.

‘Eight hundred,’ he repeated. ‘It could even be more, but when do you stop?’

Clare sucked in air and pivoted to Louisa, throwing her the wildest grimace her face could make.

Louisa glared back. What? she mouthed. What is it?

Paul was now saying something about the delay with the coroner giving the news time to travel. About people being willing to travel great distances – from interstate and even from New Zealand – but she struggled to focus, with eight hundred ringing so shrilly in her head.

And then: ‘Who knows?’ he said. ‘We might get a thousand.’

As if he wanted to outbid mourning.

He’d almost lost her with that. She heard a thousand and was suddenly disorientated, struck by the sensation that at some point in the recent past she must have dropped concentration, opened a door, and walked into completely the wrong life.

‘I realise, of course,’ he went on, ‘that you can’t possibly cater for that many people on such short notice. I’m not necessarily asking you to do that. But you needed to know. Just do what you can. I’ll call some people and ask them to bring a plate.’

Bring a plate?

‘Right,’ was all she said in response, and after that he gave her one final, effusive apology, said, ‘See you at the funeral, Clare,’ and then, abruptly, he was gone.

A strong beam of sunlight now hit the kitchen, bathing it in yellow light. Clare squinted, still clutching the phone in her hand. Her mind was almost stripped of thought.

‘What was that all about?’ Louisa asked.

Clare turned to her. ‘Well,’ she said, and stopped. Looking at Louisa she felt a sudden need to soften the news in some way. Theirs was a relatively new friendship, and there was Louisa with her expression of innocent, concerned enquiry, with her tired form bent towards a task that was now surely insignificant.

Clare described the call tentatively, skirting around its substance for a while, giving Louisa a few details about Paul and his distress. But at some point, she had to get to the number.

‘HOLY FUCK!’ The words exploded out of Louisa.

Clare almost shouted the same words back at her. Not once had she heard Louisa raise her voice. ‘I know! I know!’ she said.

‘Eight hundred people?!’ Still in this new voice, marginally reduced to a shriek.

‘I know!’ Clare said.

‘Eight hundred people! You have to be kidding me!’

‘I know!’ She couldn’t get her head around any other answer.

‘He can’t be serious!’

‘He’s serious.’

‘You’re telling me they’re planning on fitting eight hundred people in a house?’

This prospect made the number even worse. Elizabeth’s funeral service and wake were both being held in her cousin Rachel’s home – Elizabeth’s family hadn’t wanted a church or a crematorium – and as a result, the funeral numbers would remain largely intact. There’d be none of the usual attrition between the service and the wake.

‘I think it’s more a mansion than a house,’ Clare said lamely. Paul had described it to her once. It was in the Eastern Suburbs: a grand home sitting right on the harbour, all glass and light.

Louisa looked at her, seeming to not register the point. ‘How can he do this?’ she asked. ‘He can’t do this – not on the day before the funeral!’

‘But that’s the thing,’ Clare said. ‘I think he can. I remember Tim warning us about this exact situation. About large numbers at short notice being the main quirk of the business. We’re probably supposed to have the resources to respond.’

Louisa’s face did a thousand things with Clare’s comment. A quirk?

‘I find it very hard to believe that any part of this is normal,’ Louisa said.

‘It doesn’t feel normal,’ Clare agreed.

‘What’s he basing this new number on, anyway? Has he done a proper calculation this time? Used an algorithm or something? You’re good with numbers – what do you think?’

‘I don’t know. He said he just went through her life and counted. He was very apologetic, Louisa. He did say we should just do what we can.’

‘Just do what we can? How’s that going to work? I’m already picturing it. A madding crowd of mourners hunting down a plate.’

Clare looked at Louisa and a huge wide grin she simply couldn’t rein in started to spread across her face.

Louisa looked appalled. ‘Why are you smiling?’

‘I don’t know. It must be nerves. Nothing is funny. Nothing. Well, except maybe the madding crowd thing.’ And with that, the grin expanded to its full potential.

‘Stop it,’ Louisa said, but she, too, had a grin forming, and soon she was grinning back at Clare, trying to say she found none of it funny but grinning nonetheless. It all lasted for longer than it should have – beyond the bounds of sanity, really – but when their faces finally loosened and they had some control back, when they could look at each other with a semblance of civility, the air around them had changed a little.

Louisa pursed her lips. ‘So, no question. It’s a disaster.’ A smile still twitched at the corners of her mouth. She picked up their work schedule from the bench. ‘And this thing is now meaningless. Do you know anyone who can help us? What about Amir?’

‘Amir’s busy working on the submission. Other people?’ Clare paused, searching for friends, finding her available circle disconcertingly small. ‘No,’ she said, ‘not really. None that aren’t already working.’ Louisa’s circle, she knew, was even smaller. It would just be the two of them. A couple of university students would help them serve food at the house, and that would be the extent of it.

Louisa placed the schedule back on the bench and bent over it, breathing deeply with her hands on her hips. ‘Without more people,’ she said, ‘we need to add time to this thing, and the only spare time we have is when we were going to sleep, so we can’t go to bed tonight.’

‘Nope,’ Clare replied. ‘And we should only increase quantities of the filling things, the bready things. And ones that aren’t too fiddly or time-consuming to prepare.’

‘Yep. And you know what? We have to lower our standards.’ Louisa hesitated. ‘We have to consider frittatas.’

‘Frittatas?’ The word fell out of Clare.

This would be such a terrible concession. They’d committed to never stooping to anything even resembling a frittata, as a matter of principle. Mini frittatas were everywhere now, but where was the appeal? Weren’t they just a quiche with even less texture? How deflating it was to see a plate of them headed your way. They’d done a small amount of research and their main competition was a lady with scant regard for creativity and a website plastered with pictures of them. They’d believed they could stay well above that, occupying a niche of nourishment and innovation.

‘We can make slabs of them and cut them into tiny, tiny squares,’ Louisa said flatly.

Clare gave a dull nod.

‘We can try to make them special. If that’s possible.’

Clare nodded again, hearing as she did it the sound of her two teenage children stirring upstairs. It was nearing the end of the school term, and she resisted an impulse to yell up the staircase: ‘Kids, don’t go to school today! Stay here and cook!’ Though, there was the strong chance they’d be more of a hindrance than a help.

She and Louisa sat down at the kitchen table with the schedule in front of them. To the available hours column, they added the hours they’d previously intended to sleep: five in total. Where previously they’d calculated six items of food per person, being two thousand four hundred items in total, they now reduced that to four. With eight hundred people, this equated to a target of three thousand two hundred pieces. It was well after seven, they’d already fallen behind their original plan, and now they’d increased their workload by eight hundred pieces.

‘These numbers,’ Louisa said, with her pen hovering over the sheet, ‘they’re extraordinary. I can’t see how I’d get more than fifteen people at mine.’

‘Fifteen? I think you’d get more than fifteen.’

‘I don’t think so. Where would I get them from?’

A little while later Louisa left the house to shop for more ingredients, in particular an unsettling number of eggs: in their unprofessional world, the egg number alone pointed to absurdity. Clare worked on in the kitchen. Her children passed through, grabbing their breakfast, and when they asked how things were going, she simply said, ‘Not great.’ She couldn’t even begin to share it with them. After they left, she closed down Elton and put the Beatles on instead. The melancholy of ‘Yesterday’ filled the air and sunlight slanted into the kitchen in wide hot beams. Time was slipping away. She tried to focus on the task she was doing and what would come next, but her head was filled with Elizabeth. With Paul’s word uncontainable. Her thoughts struggled to get past a thousand people coming to her wake. Past that level of love. That level of life.

And in her soul, as she worked, she placed her life next to Elizabeth’s and the contrast engulfed her like a tragedy.
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