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            1.

            Only Ponies Understand

         

         ‘And here we have the pony plate.’ Vik grins through his beard at us all. ‘No prizes for guessing who that one’s for, are there bab?’

         I bristle because I hate it when he calls me bab. Vik spoons a generous portion of onion goulash over the pony pictures and puts it down in front of me. ‘Plenty for you, Natalie, to fuel all that riding you’ll be doing.’

         ‘Smells delicious, doesn’t it, Nat?’ Mum says, trying too hard as always. It does smell delicious, but I would never tell Vik that. I keep my face neutral as if I’m sniffing cardboard.

         She gives up and turns to my older identical twin brothers instead. ‘You two sorted for next week whilst me and Nat are on our little horsey adventure?’

         ‘And Ashlin,’ I remind her.

         ‘Of course, and Ashlin,’ Mum says, and we smile at one another. 2

         Being reminded about the heavenly upcoming Own Your Own Pony Week with Mum and my best friend Ashlin and no Vik, I feel immediately better about things and pick up my fork. It tastes incredible and, feeling Vik’s expectant, rabbit-eyes on me, I have to work very hard to pretend I’m eating air. Just remember, I tell myself, Mission Mum will be in full swing during pony week and, if all goes well, Vik will be history.

         ‘Boys?’ Mum prompts.

         ‘Can’t believe she gets a holiday for her birthday,’ Adam grumps.

         ‘It’s for Christmas too,’ I remind him. ‘And we got a special deal.’

         Mum grimaces. ‘I’ve seen the weather forecast. I guess that’s the reason it was going cheap.’

         ‘Still though, we never got a holiday,’ Aaron complains.

         Not this again.

         ‘You get plenty. Now then, tell me, is next week sorted?’ Mum persists.

         ‘Yup, sorted.’ Aaron takes an enormous forkful of goulash. ‘Pretty good, Vik.’

         ‘Why thank you, good sir,’ Vik replies, replacing his Birmingham accent for his fake posh one. He does a comedy bow and takes off his novelty apron. 3

         ‘Details required, boys.’ Mum pushes. ‘Will you be staying in Norwich? At least tell me that.’

         ‘Yeah, because the Mighty Mo will be welcoming us both into his humble abode,’ Adam clarifies.

         ‘Nice,’ Mum says. ‘And what about you, love?’

         My skin prickles. I hate it when Mum calls Vik love.

         With everyone served, Vik finally sits down to start eating. ‘Well, Lydia, thanks for asking.’ He is so annoying. Why does he do that? Just answer the question. ‘I shall be spending the week catching up on marking papers and looking for a new flat.’

         Good.

         Mum sighs. ‘I don’t know how many times I have to invite you. Just move in here. We want you to come and live with us, don’t we kids?’

         I stare at my food. Say nothing. Eyes down. Do.Not.Be.Drawn.In.

         ‘May as well,’ Aaron says.

         ‘Yeah,’ Adam agrees. ‘You’re here all the time anyway.’ Traitors. ‘And so is all your stuff.’

         I lift my gaze to see Adam wave a hand, gesturing to the rack stacked with unpronounceable spices, partially hidden by Vik’s novelty apron of a muscle man’s torso which he’d tossed there moments before.

         I’ve fallen into the trap – lifted my head and now 4I’m caught in those headlamp tractor-beam eyes. Vik pleads at me with them, like Thumper from Bambi and I’m cornered. I know he’s waiting for my permission, my invitation. I know he’s been waiting for a long time, but I will never give it. This is my home. My family. She is my mum not his girlfriend. He can never move in because then he will take over completely and I’ll lose Mum forever. He isn’t going to win. I won’t let him. And there’s the other reason too. If Vik moves in then he will find out about My Shameful Secret and nobody can know about that, not after last time at Amy’s house.

         I tear myself away from his pitiful gaze and look back down at my plate.

         Everyone is quiet. I can feel the heaviness of nobody talking. Sounds of cutlery against plates, a slight cough. A sniff. They’re all waiting for me. They all want me to give Vik my permission. Nobody ever sees it from my point of view. They only ever care about Vik and what he wants.

         ‘How about this,’ Mum says eventually. ‘If you’ve not found anywhere else by the end of the week you move in with us.’

         The silence is long, and I feel those wide eyes burning holes into my head.

         ‘I’m sure I’ll find somewhere,’ Vik mutters. 5

         ‘But if you don’t…’ Mum pushes again.

         Vik sighs and I know his gaze has lifted. ‘Only temporarily,’ he concedes. ‘As a very last resort.’

         ‘Charming,’ Adam says.

         ‘I don’t mean…’ Vik starts.

         ‘Just messing with you, man,’ Adam interrupts.

         This is all wrong. He shouldn’t be here. Why is he always here?

         ‘I’m not hungry,’ I lie, pushing the pony plate away and fleeing from the table.

         ‘She’ll come round,’ I hear Mum say and hot tears spring into my eyes as I canter up the stairs to be with my poster ponies that line my bedroom walls.

         I slump down onto my bed and my ponies gaze down at me with their beautiful, empathetic eyes. They know that if Vik moves in it will be forever; I’ll never get my mum back and my life will be over.

         Only ponies understand.
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            2.

            Vik, Part One

         

         I lay straight-backed on top of my pony quilt cover that matches Ashlin’s and I’m remembering the first time I met Vik. Mum called us downstairs into the living room for what I thought was a family talk. I galloped in through the door, but pulled up sharp, shocked by the sight of a strange man, all beard and hair and eyebrows standing beside Mum. I hung back, near the curtains, to study this stranger, feeling the worry seeping into my skin. Underneath Vik’s hair sat a slightly wonky nose and enormous, almost black, startled rabbit-eyes. He was shorter and younger than Mum. Our family are tall and lean, like spindly saplings. It made me wonder if this man had used his energy to grow hair instead of height.

         ‘Aaron, Adam, Nat, I’d like you to meet Vik, my, well … sounds funny saying boyfriend but there we are.’ 7

         My heart fired up. Thump. Thump. Thump. Boyfriend? There had never been a boyfriend before.

         Warily, I watched Vik rub the palms of his hands on his jeans and pull at the T-shirt he was wearing. It was black and had a strange picture of a wasp on a lead.

         Boyfriend? What did that mean for me? Aaron and Adam had each other and that had always left Mum and me. There wasn’t room for this Vik. Then I had another horrible thought: did he want to be our dad?

         ‘Hello, kids.’ Vik half-waved and flashed a toothy smile through his beard. I wanted a wand to vanish him away. Whoosh! I’d brandish the wand again, creating magic that would make us forget he’d ever existed.

         My older twin brothers asked Vik the wrong kind of questions, like why he sounded funny when he spoke.

         ‘I’m a Brummie,’ he said and beamed at my brother’s blank faces. ‘Y’know? From Birmingham. Moved here for the lecturing job at UEA. And the Norwich music scene obviously.’ He stretched out his T-shirt. ‘Pet Wasp? Come on! Tell me you’ve heard of the best band on the planet?’ My brothers leaned on one another, like they always do, and shook their floppy, matching haircuts about. ‘What? How old are you?’ 8

         ‘Almost fourteen. How old are you?’ Adam asked.

         ‘Yeah, aren’t you too young for Mum?’ Aaron added.

         Mum straightened. ‘You cheeky devils,’ she said, and her cheeks flushed.

         ‘I’m thirty-six,’ Vik said, and he grinned again as if it was all a joke.

         Adam said, ‘Ten years younger? Is that legal?’

         ‘Lots of women are with younger men,’ Mum said. ‘Did you know that Agatha Christie married an archaeologist ten years her junior? And that was decades ago.’

         It all carried on like this, in the wrong direction, and I couldn’t speak to change it. I wanted my brothers to ask Vik what he was doing in our house and when he was going to leave. This man, being in our living room, made everything feel different. Uncomfortable and unfamiliar. It was like I was the stranger. Like, I was the one in the wrong place. It felt like I no longer belonged.

         Then Aaron asked, ‘Are you going out with Mum then?’

         I stepped forward, listening hard for Vik’s answer.

         ‘Yeah. As long as you’re okay with it. Are you okay with me going out with your mum?’ Vik used those big, wide rabbit-eyes, switching them between us like 9headlamps. I still couldn’t say anything even though the word NO was bouncing around inside my brain in huge capital letters. The twins shrugged and in unison said, ‘S’alright.’

         Vik stared at me. It was like he could see right inside. ‘What about you, Nat?’

         I should’ve screamed right there and then that, no, it wasn’t alright and that him being there was doing horrible things to my insides, and he should just go away and never come back. I should’ve said that Mum was our mum and not his girlfriend. I should’ve said that we’d never had a dad and we didn’t want or need one. I should’ve pulled him away from Mum and flung him out of the front door. Would it have been different if I had? Would he have gone?

         Maybe if I had said and done those things then I wouldn’t be up here, hiding from him, over a year later. Maybe we’d still be listening to the radio instead of his ‘extensive vinyl collection’ on his ‘portable vintage record player’. Maybe our junk drawer would still be messy, our plates stacked illogically, and our house would smell like our house and not Vik’s cooking.

         But I couldn’t do or say any of those things. Instead in my small way, I asked what I always do whenever I meet someone new, ‘Do you like horses?’

         Adam said, ‘He loves them.’ 10

         Which set it up for Aaron’s punchline. ‘But he couldn’t eat a whole one.’

         The twins laughed together like they always do. I watched the tight pair of my brothers. There was never any room for anyone else. Especially not a little sister.

         ‘Actually, I’m vegan,’ Vik said.

         My brothers stopped laughing so fast it was like turning off a tap.

         Vik gazed off somewhere over my shoulder. I turned round to see he was staring at Mum’s inspirational quote. She’d made it out of cut-up feathers when she was feeling ‘spiritual’: Being honest makes you interesting.

         ‘I’ve never seen a real horse up close,’ Vik said.

         ‘Never?’ The word popped out like a cork because I couldn’t believe that.

         Vik shook his head. ‘Don’t get many horses in Birmingham, unless you go to the games.’

         ‘Football? Don’t tell me you support Villa?’

         Sport talk started and I listened long enough to hear that Vik knew nothing about football. Then the reality of Vik as Mum’s boyfriend began to get bigger inside my head. It grew and grew until I felt sick. A boyfriend? I didn’t want Mum to have a boyfriend. There would be no room for me if Vik was there. 11He would take over and swallow Mum up whole. I couldn’t lose her. But what could I do? Nobody ever listened to me. I thought then that maybe if I did lots of nice things for Mum and got her to spend all her time with me, then she might just forget about Vik. This felt like a good plan, and Mission Mum was launched.

         Thinking of Mission Mum reminds me of what I have to do. I sit up and, out loud, I address the ponies and horses who watch me from my bedroom walls with attentive eyes.

         ‘Listen up,’ I say to them. ‘Let’s do a quick reminder of the plan for next week.’ They all agree that this is a fantastic idea. ‘First, we get Mum to love horses as much as Ashlin and I do. That should be easy. Then she learns to ride. Those two kind of go together I suppose. Being with me and Ashlin and all the ponies and horses on the holiday, Mum will remember what it’s like when it was just me and her. She’ll forget all about Vik.’ I go off now into a deeper wish list. Forgetting about Vik is the main thing, but there are other things I’ve planned too and that’s where Project Pony comes in. ‘Once Mum sees that ponies are everything and Vik is nothing, she’ll definitely agree to my volunteering at Trotters.’ The beautiful bay in the buttercup field poster totally agrees with me. 12‘After the Own Your Own Pony holiday, Mum might even help persuade Patrick to get Ashlin a new pony. That would be incredible! Then both Mission Mum and Project Pony will be complete.’

         Happier, I scramble up, kiss my fingers and touch the faces of all my poster ponies to thank them for listening, just like Ashlin does.

         Only two more sleeps to go!
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            3.

            The Sleepover of Nightmares

         

         The next morning, Ashlin and I are deeply into our game of galloping ponies on our way to the last day of school before the half-term holiday. My imaginary pony, Dancer, skitters underneath me, blowing puffs of steam into the cold February air. She’s wild after our gallop across the wind-swept moors.

         ‘Don’t slow down!’ Ashlin shouts over her shoulder, galloping ahead astride her black stallion, Danger. Ashlin’s school backpack bounces against her puffy spotted coat. ‘We need momentum if we’re going to cross the ravine!’

         Pushing with my legs, Dancer willingly leaps back into action. We speak to one another without words. My rainbow-striped scarf flaps loose from my matching coat. I let it trail out behind me as we charge to catch up.

         I feel the power of Dancer as she tears up the ground 14and closes the distance within seconds. Ashlin and I canter side by side snatching grins from one another, breathless with joy and the magic of our ponies.

         We jump the frost patches. We dance sideways over iced puddles.

         ‘My pony had oats for breakfast,’ I call to Ashlin. ‘That’s why she’s so frisky.’

         ‘Danger is always frisky!’

         The ravine looms ahead; the cars are terrifying beasts gnashing their teeth and thrashing their scaly tails. We must be fearless and put our trust in our faithful steeds. If we believe in them then Danger and Dancer will guide us safely across the ravine.

         We steer them towards the bright fluorescent uniform. A beacon of hope that shines into the frost-filled morning. Reaching the neutral zone, Dancer trots on the spot and, as soon as we get the nod, Ashlin and I race and leap our way across the ravine.

         ‘Walk across the road please, girls!’ Lollypop Lil shouts after us.

         We race on, laughing at the ferocious beasts halted by Lil’s fluorescent glare. Thwarted once again the terrible creatures grind their teeth and roar in frustration as we leave them far behind. Laughing and leaping and pushing our ponies onwards, we ride until we see nothing but the 15blur of the world whizzing by and hear only the thundering of hooves.

         ‘Clip clop!’

         The voice is sharper than the cold air.

         ‘Neigh. Giddy up, Dobbin.’

         The spiked corners of Amy’s words pierce into our game, bursting our beautiful imaginary world like a soap bubble.

         ‘You two are soooo babyish.’

         I feel myself shrinking. Tinier and tinier until I’m almost nothing again.

         ‘Bet that’s what you’ll be doing all half-term. Pretending you’re horses is pathetic.’

         I want to hold onto the game of galloping ponies with Ashlin but it’s gone. Ruined.

         ‘We’re not pretending to be horses, just pretending to ride them.’ Ashlin is defiant but, like me, she’s walking normally towards school now.

         Amy makes a weak attempt to mimic Ashlin’s Irish accent and giggles burst from Jasmine and Emily’s fur-lined hoods. Nadine keeps her eyes on her boots.

         Ashlin straightens her back like she does when she’s riding for real. She’s a magnificent rider and Project Pony is all for her. ‘We’re practising for tomorrow. Nat’s mum is taking us on an Own Your Own Pony holiday.’ 16

         My insides twist. Ashlin is the only one who hasn’t heard what happened at the Sleepover of Nightmares and now Amy has her opening. With growing dread, I secretly watch Amy’s sly smile spread like an oil spill.

         ‘Overnight? Good luck with that.’

         Catching her meaning, Jasmine and Emily snigger again. Nadine flicks a ‘sorry’ smile in my direction before hurrying after them into school. I remember Nadine’s kindness on the morning after the Sleepover of Nightmares. She’d tried to keep My Shameful Secret, but Amy had already seen my soaked nightie. Amy was not kind. She said I’d spoiled everything. She called me a ‘disgusting little bedwetter’ and told me to get out of her house. Finally, Mum arrived, all blusters and apologies to Amy’s mum: ‘I should’ve made her take her night pants. She’s not had an accident for ages. I thought she was over it.’

         The memory of three months ago is so raw it sets my face on fire. I’ve barely spoken to any of them since.

         Then, immediately after, came Ashlin, arriving at my school like a miraculous rainbow. She can’t know My Shameful Secret. It won’t happen whilst we’re away on our pony adventure.

         It can’t. 17
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         Later, when we’re settling into class, Mr Hemmings passes back my homework book. I glance up to thank him and see a tiny distorted me reflected in his round gold-framed glasses. I’m practically microscopic, so small I could become lost in a pocket in amongst empty sweet wrappers and used tissues.

         Our teacher moves to the next table. Ashlin feverishly flicks through the pages of her book searching for his comments. Her face lights up and I read Mr Hemmings’ familiar green-inked writing: This is wonderful, Ashlin. BCP (Best Copy Please).

         Glowing, Ashlin grabs fresh paper and starts drawing a border with a long ruler, making her work ready for the classroom wall. With a sinking stomach I flick to the correct page in my own homework book. I can’t remember the last time I saw the initials BCP.

         Mr Hemmings has written: I’m sure you have more to say, Natalie.

         Ashlin has seen. She’s read my poor attempt at answering the question.

         ‘Here,’ she says, sliding her homework book towards me. ‘Might help?’

         She busies herself with decorating her border with horseshoes and so I read: If I Could Have Anything by 18Ashlin, age ten. If I could have anything it would be to have my very own pony again. When we left County Kildare we sold my pony, Smidge, to my friend for her little sister to learn to ride on. Lots of people have horses there and I used to go riding all the time. Mummy is from Lagos in Nigeria and didn’t grow up with horses, like Daddy did. She doesn’t understand why I love them so much, but Daddy does. We moved to Norwich for Mummy’s job and I don’t think she was sad to leave Ireland behind, or Smidge. Daddy says I’d got too big for Smidge anyway and it was a good time to sell her, but I miss her. I miss Ireland. If I had my own pony, then Norwich might feel more like home to me. I’ve worked it all out. I could keep my pony at Trotters and share it with my best friend Nat, but Dad says ponies are too expensive in England. It doesn’t stop me and Nat wishing and dreaming. Nat calls it Project Pony. I know it is a big wish, but if I could have anything then it would be to have my own pony. The end.

         It’s a wonder to me how Ashlin can just lay herself out like that, like a cat rolling over to let you tickle its tender belly. And now, to write it out neatly and stick it on the wall for everyone in our class to read, even Amy, feels as far away from me as the stars.

         ‘You could write about the free rides thing at Trotters.’ Ashlin shrugs. ‘I know Project Pony is also 19about getting your mum into horses too, so you can write about that maybe?’

         The words I’ve written are pathetic compared to Ashlin’s: If I Could Have Anything by Natalie Price, aged almost ten. If I could have anything it would be for Project Pony to be a success.

         Mr Hemmings is right, there is more to say, like getting rid of Vik via Mission Mum and Holey Polo Water and My Shameful Secret. There’s lots more to say. But even if I wanted to, I don’t know where I would begin.
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            4.

            Ashlin’s House for Tea

         

         It should be Mum, but it’s Vik who comes to collect me and Ashlin after school. I’d rather ride imaginary horses home, with my best friend at my side, but here’s Vik, pulling up in his creaky old car.

         He opens the window and the latest song by his favourite Norwich rock band, Pet Wasp blares out. ‘Hop in, bab and you Ashlin. It’s freezing.’

         I slide in the back seat and shuffle along to make room for Ashlin. ‘Where’s Mum?’

         ‘She’s covering extra yoga classes so probably in downward-dog position.’ Vik turns down the music. ‘Or mountain pose.’

         ‘Can you turn it back up please, Mr Footman?’ Ashlin asks. ‘I love this one.’

         Vik grins at her over his shoulder. ‘Happy to crank up the tunes m’lady, but how many times do I have to tell you to call me Vik? Mr Footman is my dad!’ 21

         Ashlin chuckles. They sing through the chorus shaking their heads about, ‘Nuke it, nuke it, nuke that Pot Noodle.’ Ashlin nudges me to join in, but I don’t.

         Instead, I look out of the window and I see myself riding. I’m cantering alongside the car on a leggy dapple-grey with a flowing mane. I gallop along pavements, jumping roads and cars, shops and houses. I dodge lampposts and leap over walls. Onwards I fly until we pull up sharply next to my brothers. My horse is not happy to no longer be running free and wild. She paws at the dirt on the verge next to Aaron and Adam before disappearing.

         My brothers are carrying a strange art creation. One either side. It’s like them: a tangled mess of long, wiry limbs made from twisted barbed wire, with floppy tufts of unruly brown hair.

         Once the ‘Representation of the Industrial Revolution’ is squished into the boot, Aaron gets in the front, and Adam, the back. The car fills with the stale, fusty smell of them and their school.

         Adam leans forward. ‘What’s for tea?’
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