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			Chapter One

			Mothering Sunday Approaches

			After the upheavals of the previous year, normality of a sort had returned to the north London flat shared by the young Kirrins. Workplaces were attended, gyms visited, Sundays dissatisfyingly frittered through a mild haze of hangover. Vague plans were taken up – to engage in long-term fiscal planning, to be more healthy and to take up internet dating once and for all – only to be quickly cast aside again. Which is to say that life, in general, resumed its former monotonous trot.

			There was only one landmark on the horizon that threatened the new peace. It was a matter which had to be broached sooner or later, and which would require some delicacy. It was the ordinarily innocuous feast of Mother’s Day which was presenting George with problems.

			For there was no way, under any circumstances, that Mother’s Day was to be missed this year. It must not be allowed to happen, and therefore George had taken precautions to make sure. She had fixed a calendar on the wall and circled the date; she had set various reminders on her phone and, for the preceding few weeks, had been looking up gifts.

			The problem was that George had succeeded in forgetting to buy her mother a present on several other recent occasions. The first was last year’s Mothering Sunday, which she had clean forgotten, plain and simple.

			She had then neglected to buy her mum a birthday present, a Christmas present and also to make any acknowledgement of her parents’ wedding anniversary. On each occasion, she had naturally felt worse and worse, and cursed herself ever more violently. But it didn’t make any difference how much you apologized afterwards. The fact remained that you had forgotten on the day.

			This Mothering Sunday, then, had taken on an almost totemic importance. George was starting to fear that, if she failed to observe one more occasion, her relationship with her mum would be permanently tarnished – altered in some subtle way that it might never be possible to repair.

			George had been thinking about what best to buy her mum, while taking Timmy for a walk around the park, calling out suggestions to him as she threw sticks. Timmy didn’t quite hare off after sticks these days; instead, he rambled at his own gentle speed, rather like the deliberate slowness that old people employ to show their indifference to the passage of time. And so his walks were now executed at an entirely pleasant pace.

			‘How about a walking holiday, with Dad,’ George mused, ‘in the north or something?’

			‘Woof,’ said Timmy indifferently, putting the stick back down on the ground in front of her.
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			The problem was that George had succeeded in forgetting to buy her mother a present on several other recent occasions.

			She threw it again and he trundled away after it. ‘Or a really nice piece of jewellery. A necklace – or a brooch,’ she said.

			‘Woof,’ said Timmy, returning with the stick thirty seconds later, still far from impressed.

			‘Hmm, maybe you’re right,’ George said. ‘After all, I don’t really share her taste. And it would be a lot of money to spend on something she might never use.’ She threw the stick again.

			‘The problem is, there’s one thing which I know she’d love. But it probably involves her coming to stay . . .’

			Timmy dropped the stick and growled at her. This was an extremely rare occurrence and George did not like the sensation one bit.

			‘Don’t worry, don’t worry,’ she reassured him. ‘It won’t happen. I promise. That’s absolutely not on the table . . .’

			*

			George’s relationship with Aunt Fanny (who was so universally referred to by this name that George occasionally used it herself – and, in fact, Fanny sometimes signed notes to her daughter ‘AF’) had never been an entirely easy one. This, really, was down to George. Aunt Fanny could get on with practically everyone, and indeed she did. Ever since her early childhood, however, George had been what might diplomatically be called ‘feisty’ – although ‘spiky’ would be more accurate. She had a sharp and unassuageable sense of justice, which was more important to her than anything; Fanny, meanwhile, simply adored getting on with people and yearned for the quiet life.

			These twin belief systems, each of which seems perfectly reasonable from the outside, brought them into unfortunate and continuous conflict. To put it simply, they just did not understand one another. To Fanny, George’s tempers and passions were entirely inexplicable, and only ever seemed to make her unhappy. To George, Fanny was docile to an almost criminal degree.

			It was one of those relationships, therefore, which is enormously improved by a buffer of about two-hundred-miles’ distance. One knew that one loved the other person, and loved them dearly, so long as this abstract emotion wasn’t tested by physical proximity.

			What George was finding hard to ignore, though, was the obvious truth that the best Mother’s Day present was a ticket to the William Morris Exhibition at the V&A. There was something about middle-aged, middle-class women that made anything with the name ‘William Morris’ on it entirely irresistible. It was like they had been hypnotized. Once he had been mentioned, they could, in George’s experience, talk about him almost endlessly, without once managing to articulate (to someone not suffering under the delusion) what it was about him exactly that one was supposed to give a monkey’s about.

			And now there was a big, handsome, new exhibition of his works which was being talked about as the unmissable hot ticket of the season. Fanny would love it. And George’s desire was that she receive the best Mother’s Day present possible.

			But the problem came when one thought about what would happen next. First, Fanny would come to stay for a few days, because the thought of spending money on a hotel when she might stay with her daughter was understandably abhorrent to her.

			And shortly after she had arrived (possibly within ­minutes rather than hours), they would spectacularly fall out. It was not a matter of likelihood, but certainty. It was an entirely different proposition from George going to visit her parents in Dorset. There, it was understood by both parties that she was on their turf; a certain amount of pampering would be received by one party and, in the opposite direction, a certain amount of patronizing and ill-conceived advice would be tolerated and not over­reacted to.
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			It was one of those relationships which is enormously improved by a buffer of about two-hundred-miles’ distance.

			At George’s place, though, the boot was on the other foot. She prized her independence highly, and lived her life precisely as she wanted to. Yet it is the office of the mother to give advice, whether solicited or not. And, blithely heedless to the many warning signs, Aunt Fanny would undoubtedly deliver considerably more advice than George could endure. (An amount, in fact, which would earn anyone other than her mother a solid sock to the jaw.) Soon after that, the fighting would begin.

			George could recall that specifically loathsome feeling she always got at the end of those rows: the ache of her shoulders as the righteous, Hulk-like rage subsided; the clarity of vision as the red mist of fury dissolved; each of them making room for the incoming tide of self-recrimination.

			It didn’t bear thinking about.

			George threw the stick again, harder this time, as though it might hit William Morris in his beautifully decorated backside. And while Timmy wandered happily away to fetch it, she continued chewing the issue over in her mind . . .
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