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'I found myself laughing out loud at Susan's prickly character'
Reese Witherspoon

'Wise, witty and introspective, The Cactus is a terrific debut that cannot fail to move you . . . candid and warm'
WHSmith Fresh Talent Spring 2018

'The Cactus will be compared to Gail Honeyman's 2017 hit, the appealingly eccentric Eleanor Oliphant is Completely Fine'
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'Legal battles, lapses of logic and the joys and fears of motherhood are explored in this astute, funny and moving novel of a woman learning how to let go'
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'Quirky, poignant and extremely readable'
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'A brilliantly comic novel'
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'Wonderfully funny and astute'
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'Funny, compelling, well-written . . . for fans of Marian Keyes who demand a bit of grit in their comic writing'
Emerald Street

'Charming . . . the perfect tonic'
The Pool

'Hilarious and endearing . . . anchored by the splendid character of Susan'
Publishers Weekly

'A heartfelt and charming story of one woman's transition from a solitary, orderly existence to a messy life full of love'
Booklist

‘An original, engaging and totally believable character’



Graeme Simsion, author of The Rosie Project, and, with Anne Buist,

Two Steps Forward



‘Equal parts intelligent, funny and devastating, Haywood breathes life into an unlikely heroine in a bold, emotionally charged debut’



Phaedra Patrick, author of

The Curious Charms of Arthur Pepper



‘If, like me, you never stopped to think what a child born of The Rosie Project’s Don Tillman and Bridget Jones might be like, there’s one way to find out. Read Sarah Haywood’s The Cactus. Meet Susan Green. She doesn’t understand how funny she is, which is delicious’
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1

I’m not a woman who bears grudges, broods over disagreements or questions other people’s motives. Neither do I feel compelled to win an argument at any cost. As with all rules, of course, there are exceptions. I won’t stand idly by while one person’s being exploited by another, and the same goes when I’m the one being exploited; I’ll do everything within my means to ensure that justice prevails. Not surprisingly, then, the events that have unfolded this month have left me with no choice but to take immediate and decisive action.

It was my brother, Edward, who informed me that our mother had died. Although it was only five-thirty, I was already awake; I’d just been hovering over the toilet bowl wondering whether I should make myself vomit or endure the nausea. Vomiting relieves the feeling for a few minutes, but it soon comes back, so, having carried out a cost-benefit analysis, I decided endurance was the best option. While I was examining my bilious reflection, the phone trilled from the kitchen. So few people ring my landline that I sensed immediately that it must be an emergency relating to my mother. It turned out, however, that it was not an emergency. In fact, there was no reason why my brother should have called so early other than to catch me off-guard.

‘Suze, it’s me, Ed. I’ve got some news, and it’s not good. You might want to sit down.’

‘What’s happened?’

‘I don’t know how to say this, Suze. I’m afraid …’

‘Edward, get a grip. Is she in hospital?’

‘Suze, she’s gone. She passed away last night. I didn’t get in until about two; I was at a mate’s house having a few beers. Her bedroom light was still on, so I knocked and stuck my head round the door. I could tell straight off from the way she was slumped. The GP’s been; massive stroke, she said. I can’t believe it.’

I gulped back the surge in my throat and sat down at the kitchen table. I took a moment to sweep a few stray toast crumbs into a pile with the side of my hand.

‘Suze … Suze?’

‘She was seventy-eight,’ I said, eventually, ‘and she had already had two strokes. It’s not exactly unexpected.’ I hesitated. I was aware that I should say something sympathetic, but it didn’t come naturally to me where my brother was concerned. ‘I understand it must’ve been unpleasant to find her, though,’ I added. ‘Sorry, I haven’t got time to talk now, I need to get ready for work. I’ll phone later. And Edward?’

‘Yes, Suze?’

‘Please don’t call me Suze.’

I didn’t expect to find myself orphaned at forty-five, an age at which most people still have both parents, but my mother and father were into their thirties when I was born, and my father had a certain weakness of character which cut short his life. I didn’t see my mother as often as I should have in her final years. I’m a civil servant, working on Project Delivery (analysing reams of complex data, and producing in-depth reports on performance), and I find that, when I’m not spending long hours wrestling with large numbers and small print, I’m running just to stand still.

Another reason for the infrequency of my visits was that Edward was living with my mother yet again, and he and I don’t – to put it nicely – share the same outlook on life. In fact, we go well out of our way to avoid each other. My brother is only two years my junior in age, but at least thirty years my junior in emotional and psychological development, which in his case ceased in his teens. Not, I should add, because he has any sort of diagnosable mental condition, but because he’s weak-willed and self-indulgent. While I’ve worked hard to establish a secure career and stable lifestyle, Edward’s staggered from useless job to meaningless relationship to seedy flat. No surprise, then, that he ended up crawling back to my mother in his forties.

It’s a shock to be told that a close relative has died, even when they were old and had been unwell, and I found that I needed to spend several minutes sitting quietly and gathering my thoughts. As I was in London, though, and my mother’s body was in Birmingham, there was little of any practical use for me to do. I therefore decided to go to work and carry on as normal, or as normal as I could fake with this relentless nausea. I wouldn’t tell anyone at the office of my mother’s death. I could imagine the orgy of fussing and sighing, the clammy embraces and the expressions of sorrow for the loss of someone they’d never met and didn’t even know existed. Not really my sort of thing.

Emerging from the Tube station near my office building, I was struck by the heat, which had already risen to a level sufficient to soften the fresh tarmac outside the exit. The noise and fumes from the crawling traffic seemed amplified, and the piercing intensity of the sunlight stung the backs of my retinas. Once at the relative sanctuary of my desk, which is in the quietest corner of a large open-plan office, I switched on the fan and trained it on my face. Somewhat revived, I spent a few minutes, as I like to every morning, checking the cacti I have ranged across the front of my desk. I ascertained that there were no areas of rot or any parts that looked shrivelled or dry, dusted them with a soft paintbrush, ensured that the moisture levels in the compost were correct, and turned them to maintain an even exposure to daylight. When that was done I opened a case file. I hoped that grappling with the particularly challenging report I needed to submit to my head of department at the end of the following week would help me elbow the events of earlier that morning to the back of my mind. 

Mine might not be the most exciting of jobs for someone with a law degree, but it suits me. Most of the students on my course went on to train as solicitors or barristers, but I found myself drawn to the security of a government career: the predictable, if ungenerous, pay scales, the tolerable pension scheme and the fact that I wouldn’t be subject to the whims of senior partners or heads of chambers. Although my work doesn’t make use of my degree, and although I don’t have the kind of expertise I’d have if I’d gained a professional qualification, my broad knowledge of the law and the workings of officialdom come in remarkably useful whenever I need to pursue a complaint.

If it wasn’t for the fact that I have colleagues, office life would be bearable. That day, however, even more than usual, I had a catalogue of annoyances and irritations with which to contend. For example, it was barely ten-thirty when the smell of left-over Chinese takeaway that one of my stockier workmates likes to microwave in our tiny kitchenette and eat mid-morning wafted across to my desk. The bile was rising in my throat, and I needed a long, cold drink if I was to avoid an emergency dash to the lavatory. I made it over to the water cooler, where I was less than delighted to encounter Tom, a bouncy, recently joined administrative assistant, who still had evidence of a breakfast baguette in his luxuriant beard. He was to be the next source of irritation.

‘Hey, Susan; just the woman. I’ve been meaning to say, I’ve set up an office Facebook group for organising pub sessions and sharing stuff that’s going down. Fling me a friend request and I’ll add you to the group.’

‘You haven’t been here long, have you?’ I managed to say, as the water glugged into my glass. ‘Everyone knows I’m not on Facebook.’

‘Wow, for real? So how do you connect with people? Are you on Instagram or WhatsApp? I can set up groups on there too.’

‘I’m not on anything. I find picking up the phone or sending a text usually works.’

‘Yeah, that’s okay for, like, your mum or whatever, but how do you keep track of all your old mates from school and uni? How do you organise your social life?’

I wasn’t in the mood for this. For some reason my eyes were pricking – perhaps it was the harsh overhead lighting. I explained, briskly, that I had no desire to maintain contact with people I’d had a fleeting connection with many years ago, and that I kept my life very simple. If he felt compelled to inform me of office get-togethers or an important piece of workplace intelligence, he should email me. I could have suggested that he walk the fifteen paces from his own desk to mine, but I don’t like to encourage that sort of thing. 

Just after one o’clock, as I was binning the white-bread-and-butter sandwich that I’d hoped I’d be able to tolerate, and struggling once more to corral my thoughts, I was irritated by the sight of Lydia – a recently single thirty-something colleague – striding around the perimeter of the room. Every minute or so she peered at a wristband. I needed to begin work on analysing a table of figures I’d printed out before my short break, but my colleague’s perambulations were making it impossible.

‘Lydia, are you being deliberately infuriating?’ I snapped, the fourth time she passed my desk. 

She told me she’d been given an activity tracker for her birthday and was doing her ten thousand steps a day. She needed to get in shape, now she was back ‘on the market’ – not words I would choose to describe our shared status as single women. On her fifth approach, I asked why she wasn’t walking outside, like any normal person. Apparently she couldn’t; she had a blind date that evening, and didn’t want to end up covered in sweat and grime from pounding the streets. At the sixth time of passing, she said I seemed so interested in what she was doing that I might like to join her. I declined. Circuit number seven, and I felt like throttling the woman. I was in desperate need of silence and calm so I could focus on getting through this gruesome day. I suggested she try walking up and down the stairs; that way she’d shift the excess pounds from her rear twice as fast.

‘Getting the message, Susan,’ she snorted, altering her course and pushing through the swing doors. I’m sure I couldn’t have been the only one to breathe a sigh of relief.

Mid-afternoon, and Tom – vying with Lydia for the title of most annoying colleague of the day – sidled up to my desk. I tried ignoring him, but it seemed he was determined to stand and wait until I acknowledged his presence.

‘I’m doing a charity pub crawl next month, and wondered if you’d sponsor me,’ he said. ‘I can email you the fundraising link direct, seeing as you’re not joining the twenty-first century any time soon.’

‘What charity is it for?’ I asked, throwing down my pen.

‘I haven’t decided yet. I just know I need to do something meaningful with my life. I might do it for pandas – I love pandas – or I might do it to stop global warming, ’cos that’s something I really care about at the moment. There are so many good causes, though. Where should a guy start?’ He pulled an exaggeratedly sad face.

‘I hear the Stroke Association does very good work,’ I said. I don’t know why, but my eyes started to prick again.

‘Maybe, but it’s not very sexy. And anyway, I think my mate shaved his beard off for stroke victims last year. I want to do something different.’

‘Well, come back and see me when you’ve made up your mind,’ I said, swivelling my chair away from him.

Everyone’s raising money in my office these days. It used to be a once- or twice-a-year thing, but now it’s a constant stream of charity-this, sponsored-that: walking, running, cycling, swimming, climbing, abseiling, trekking, wading through mud. This isn’t a complaint, you understand. I wholeheartedly approve of people using their energies for the good of others rather than for themselves – well, if you don’t count the associated health benefits and impression of virtue. Having said that, though, the personal interactions that seem to be part and parcel of these things do have an impact on office productivity. I decided I should have a word with my line manager, Trudy, even though I wasn’t really up to it. I wished I hadn’t bothered; she turned out to be yet another source of frustration. 

Trudy joined the department on the same day, and at the same level, as I did, more years ago than I care to think about. At first she would nag me to join her for a cup of coffee in our lunch break or for a glass of wine after work, but she soon realised she was wasting her time. Since then, Trudy’s clawed her way up to the dizzying heights of team management, while also having four interludes of maternity leave. Photographs of the end products of those interludes were prominently displayed on her desk, in all their buck-toothed, freckle-faced glory.

While she leaned back in her chair and smiled indulgently, I explained how it would make sense, in terms of efficiency, to have a single allotted time every month at which colleagues could promote their charity, sign up sponsors and collect any real physical money. Trudy, who I assume was trying to be amusing, said it would make more sense in terms of efficiency to have a single allotted time every month at which I was allowed to make my productivity-enhancing suggestions. She chuckled; I didn’t. Perhaps she sensed my dissatisfaction with her reaction, because her expression changed from one of mirth to one of concern. She asked if I was all right, if I’d caught the summer cold that was doing the rounds. As she proffered her box of tissues, I made my excuses and left her room.

Six-thirty. The only sound was the distant buzzing of the vacuum cleaner, getting louder as it approached the now-empty office, and unruly thoughts were jostling their way back into my head. I was switching off my computer and putting my phone in my bag, when our Romanian cleaner, Constanta, pushed open the door and came huffing in. I braced myself for our usual exchange.

‘Evening, Susan. How are you today?’

‘Excellent,’ I lied. ‘You?’

‘Good, good. I always good. You last person in office?’

‘As usual.’

‘Ah, you hard worker, Susan, like me. Not like other lazy layabouts.’

She came over to my desk, and bent down to whisper conspiratorially, her breath hot on my ear.

‘That one over there. He drop dirty tissues on floor. Tissues full of snot and bogies. Yuk. And that one over there. She leave mugs all over her desk, covered in thick, greasy lipstick. Why she not put them back in kitchen? She got half a cupboardful. I used to clear desk for her, now I not bother. I’m not her mama. Big babies.’ She straightened up. ‘So, Susan, you still not got husband?’ If it was anyone else, I’d tell them to mind their own business, but she and I have the same conversation every day, and I’ve learned my lines. I told her she must be joking.

‘Very sensible lady. Men! We slave away to earn money, then get home and start slaving there too. And what do they do when they finish work? Put their feet up and expect to be waited on, or disappear God knows where with their wages and come back with empty pockets. My own husband, Gheorghe, he vanished, just like smoke – poof. Left me with four daughters to bring up. They all married now, all their husbands waste of spaces too. I got three cleaning jobs so I can send money back to them. I tell them to hide it under the floorboards.’

‘They’re lucky to have a mother like you,’ I trotted out, checking I had my Oyster card in my pocket and switching off my fan. I stopped; the words felt different today.

Constanta was beaming. ‘We the same, you and me. We know what we want from life and we know how to get it. We not care what other people think. You a good person, Susan.’

She went to pinch my cheek, remembered that I always dodge such physical contact, then headed across the room to plug in her vacuum cleaner. As I left the office building and was assaulted once more by the heat radiating up from the paving slabs, I was pleased with the front I’d managed to put up all day, despite the constant onslaught from my colleagues. No one would ever have guessed what had happened that morning. But, then again, I have no difficulty concealing my feelings from others. You’ll see: it’s a talent I have.

Once home, I called Edward. It was odd to be conversing with him twice in one day, and to be doing so civilly for once. Circumstances dictated that we had to heave our sizeable differences to one side and work together, at least until the funeral had taken place and the estate had been dealt with. He informed me that the undertakers had been, and that he’d provisionally arranged the funeral for Friday of the following week. A cremation, he said. I had no objection to that; it’s beyond me why someone would want their family member’s body to putrefy in the sodden earth, or why they would want a shrine to frequent, as though the soul of the deceased might perch on the headstone waiting for a visit and a chat. So, good; we were in agreement.

‘I don’t expect she left a will,’ I continued. ‘She never mentioned anything. There’ll just be the proceeds of the sale of the house and some savings to be divided between the two of us. I’ll deal with all that.’

A pause. ‘She did write a will, actually, Suze. A few weeks ago. She’d heard some programme on the radio about how everyone should have one. I told her I didn’t think she needed it, but you know what she was like.’ I remember a defensive tone entering his voice, or is that just hindsight?

‘Really? She didn’t mention anything to me.’

He’d already contacted the solicitors to inform them of our mother’s death, which I thought showed remarkable practicality on the part of my brother, whose executive skills generally went no further than placing an accumulator bet or ordering a pizza.

‘They told me they’d dig out the will and be in touch with us. I’m leaving it all in their hands. I don’t know anything about this kind of thing.’

I was going to be tied up at work that week so was forced, very much against my better judgement, to rely on Edward. I gave him meticulous instructions concerning the registration of the death; provided a list of suitable venues for the wake; and directed him to my mother’s address book for details of friends who should be notified. He snorted when I asked if he was capable of doing all that.

It was nine o’clock by the time I finished speaking to Edward. I’d had nothing to eat all day, apart from two Rich Tea biscuits for breakfast, and I felt dizzy. I cooked a small portion of plain rice and sat down at the kitchen table to conquer the rising queasiness. The French windows to my courtyard garden were ajar, and the howls of upstairs’ new baby and the reek of next door’s bins drifted in. I should explain, I live in a flat – the ground floor of a converted Victorian terrace – in South London. I rented it for over ten years until the landlord decided to sell, by which time I’d saved up enough from my measly civil service salary for the deposit. So I’m now a property owner, or, more significantly, the holder of a colossal mortgage.

While I summoned the willpower to raise fork to mouth, I watched my neighbour’s cat Winston, a sturdy ginger tom, meticulously grooming himself on my terracotta paving tiles. I’m not usually fond of cats; I dislike the way they scuttle under parked cars or squeeze through railings when you make friendly overtures. Winston, though, is an exception. He stands his ground when you approach him, and tolerates stroking and petting until he’s had enough, at which point he yawns, stretches and pads away at his leisure. He’s intimidated by no one and feels no need to ingratiate himself. He calls to mind Kipling’s ‘The Cat that Walked by Himself’, one of my favourite stories as a child. I remember my father, in his more lucid moments, sitting me on his lap and reading it to me from a battered volume of the Just So Stories. As I watched Winston, I wondered where that book was now. Probably in a forgotten box in the loft of the family home, which reminded me of the work that lay ahead in clearing it for sale. That thought, in my present condition, was overwhelming.

When I called Edward a few days later to check on his progress with my list of tasks, the phone rang for an inordinately long time. I was about to hang up when a voice that wasn’t Edward’s mumbled, ‘H’lo?’. I hesitated, apologised for dialling the wrong number and ended the call, before remembering I’d rung my mother’s number on speed dial. I immediately phoned back. Again, the same offhand greeting.

‘I rang a moment ago. Is this the Green household? Patricia Green – the late Patricia Green – and her son Edward?’

‘Yeah, it is.’

‘This is Edward’s sister, Susan. I’d like to speak to him immediately.’

‘Oh, Susan. Yeah, er, right. I’ll just see if he’s around.’ 

The sound of murmuring, followed by an unnaturally cheery ‘Hi, Suze, how’re you doing?’

‘Edward, who’s that man, and why’s he answering our mother’s phone?’

‘Oh, it’s just Rob. I said he could doss down for a few weeks while he sorts himself out. He’s just got back from travelling. He’s a great guy.’

‘I don’t care how great he is. I don’t want strangers staying in our mother’s house. Tell him he’ll have to leave. She’s only been dead for five minutes, and the house is full of her valuables.’

‘Look, Suze—’

‘Susan.’

‘Look, I’ve known Rob since college. You’ve met him yourself a few times, years back. He needs a bit of help at the moment. He was there for me when I was going through a tough time and now I’m there for him. I’m not turfing him out – he’s got nowhere to go.’ My brother’s loyalty to his drinking pals is really quite touching. 

I decided to pursue the matter in person on my visit to Birmingham. It wouldn’t take me long to have this Rob character back on the streets. I turned the conversation to the more pressing matter of the funeral arrangements. Edward told me I’d be pleased to hear the wake was sorted; he’d hired the back room at a pub called The Bull’s Head.

‘We can bring our own food if we want, and have a tab behind the bar,’ he said with pride in his voice.

I explained that that was completely inappropriate; he’d have to cancel the booking immediately. ‘Mum was teetotal. She would’ve been horrified to think her wake would be in a pub.’

‘Bollocks. She wasn’t teetotal. She liked a sherry or a half of shandy from time to time. And she’d want to know people were enjoying themselves, which they will at The Bull’s Head. She wouldn’t’ve wanted china teacups and polite conversation.’

‘That’s exactly what she would’ve wanted. That’s the sort of person she was. She wasn’t a pints-of-beer-and-a-knees-up kind of woman.’

‘Well, that’s what it’s going to be, Suze, and everyone’s going to have a good time, and swap funny stories about her, and get a bit pissed if they want to. And if you don’t like it you can bugger off.’
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