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      Sunday 11th March

      We had Nanny for the summer before she took out her oxygen for the last time. For six months after, my uncle did everything he could to make our lives a living hell, but now, after a year of peace, Mum and I have finally been able to start the grieving process. The main issue my uncle had was that Nanny left everything to the grandchildren so me, April (who you might remember as Bee), Harry (on the condition that he cleaned up his act) and my Scottish cousin all got small lump sums, and my uncle got nothing. I think his extraordinary behaviour in those six months was exacerbated by the divorce papers that came through his door not long before Nanny went to a better place. It took me a while to read the letter in the locket she gave me on her last Christmas with us, but when I did, I regretted not doing it sooner. It said:

      
        
        To my dear granddaughter,

      

        

      
        There is no easy way to say goodbye so I’m not going to because I will always be there and nothing can change that. I am so proud of you and want more than anything for you to be proud of yourself. Look at this when you need me and know that when you do, I am reading it with you over your shoulder.

      

        

      
        Your Nanny x

      

      

      I feel her watching over me. It might just be desperate hope from a woman going through grief, but I like to think what I believe is real. Since Nanny’s miserable, but life-changing eightieth birthday party nearly two years ago, so much has changed. It’s almost spring and absolutely freezing, but at least the sun tricks you into thinking it’s warmer than it is and makes Nanny’s grave look less gloomy. I don’t go there much. I prefer to remember her by sitting in the park where the swans are. That’s where I am at the moment and feel her so strongly I can almost hear her laughter.

      I’m visiting Mum for a couple of days from London where I live now. I work long, but fulfilling hours Tuesday to Saturday in a small fringe theatre with like-minded (albeit, absolutely bonkers) people. The theatre is owned by a widow called Lucinda who has spent the last twenty years dressed head-to-toe in black. She revels in her widowhood and when you ask her why she doesn’t wear another colour, she says, ‘Darling, I’m grieving!’ with a glint in her eye. There are times where she’ll arrive at the theatre in her black veil, cling onto anyone available, and start to wail. Afterwards, there is singing and a shot of vodka, but no one minds because we all love her. She is as kind-hearted as she is dramatic and when I came to work for her eight months ago, she took me under the batwing sleeve of her black dress and looked after me, especially when she found out I was newly single. Yes, Chris and I split up because, well … something bad happened, and to this day, I try not to think about it because I still don’t understand.

      I suppose I was waiting for something to go wrong and when it didn’t, I must have made it happen. I just wish I could make sense of it all. The split was one of the main reasons I moved to London – I needed to leave because everything reminded me of him. At first, I was scared to be away from Mum after twenty-eight years, but I did it anyway, and with the small amount Nanny left me, plus some savings, I was able to put down a deposit on a studio flat in an up-and-coming part of London – ‘up-and-coming’ meaning at present, it is a very run-down crime-heavy area. Regardless of that, it’s mine, and all I own is a bed, a small clothes rail and a chest of drawers. I don’t have many clothes now, but I like them and they fit me. I think my body has settled at a size that is right for me, laying to rest the idea that I will ever have a thigh gap.

      If you were wondering about my poor, battered eyebrows, they now have more gaps and holes in them than a colander, but I can happily report that I haven’t plucked or picked them since I threw out my old tweezers. Over time, a few fell out naturally in protest at the years of abuse they suffered under my hands. A bit like my relationship with Chris; I can’t expect to do something bad and just get away with it. At least one good thing that came out of our failed relationship is that my Auntie Judith is dating Chris’ dad, Clive. They got together the same year Nanny left us, and Clive has managed to bring out a side of Judith that Chris somehow brought out in me … I miss him – no, ignore that, I’ve moved on. It’s fine.

      Thinking about what happened always hurts and I see that this time I have taken it out on the grass in the park and a pile of short blades lie broken by my side. I’ve thought of it all again as Mum and I are having dinner with Judith and Clive tonight. I’ll have to sit there trying to ignore how Clive feels about me because he thinks I cheated on his son ten months ago.

      At least April will be there; my beautiful sixteen-year-old cousin who shines even brighter than her golden hair these days. Judith moved in with Clive last summer and naturally, so did April, who bonded with him in seconds. Bless her, she has tried so hard to make him feel differently towards me, but as of yet, she hasn’t had much luck.

      Judith opens the door. She’s glowing and it makes me feel better for a moment until I see Clive walk up behind her. He kisses Mum on the cheek then nods quickly in my direction – I don’t blame him either.

      
        
        ♥

      

      

      We are sitting around the dining table listening to April talk in a million colours about her upcoming work experience placement at the aquarium. As always, the meal looks delicious, but I can’t taste any of it. All I see is Chris and everything I had, gone like the food I’ve just eaten.

      When we finish dessert, Clive takes Judith’s hand. ‘We actually asked you over tonight for a reason.’ He looks at Judith. ‘I asked this wonderful woman to marry me and she said yes.’

      Mum and I exchange a quick glance before we say at the same time, ‘Congratulations!’ I ask, ‘When is the big day?’

      Judith looks at me and says, ‘Well, we were thinking about your nan’s anniversary and wanted to ask you both how you feel about it?’

      So it would be on the sixteenth of September; two years to the day since we lost her. I can’t speak for a moment as the thought of it brings a painful lump to my throat, but luckily I don’t need to as Mum says, ‘I think that’s a lovely idea and a perfect way to mark the day.’ I nod in agreement.

      Judith looks overjoyed. ‘I’m so pleased.’ She turns to me. ‘Now, I really want you to be my bridesmaid. I’m only having you and April as the wedding is just going to be close friends and family.’

      I’m still finding it hard to talk, but I tell her, ‘Definitely, I would love to.’

      Clive says quickly, ‘Just so you know, my best man is Chris.’

      The lump in my throat comes back instantly. I’m going to see Chris again.

      

      Monday 12th March

      I don’t see how I can go to the wedding, let alone be Judith’s bridesmaid. I just can’t see Chris. You are probably wondering why when I had the perfect boyfriend did I decide to screw it up by cheating on him – I’ll tell you why, I don’t know, I have no idea, although I know for sure that I would never have willingly done anything to hurt him, and definitely not cheat on him. I have tried to rationalise that maybe I was just feeling really bad about myself. I was able to suppress my inner demons for a while, but when everything happened with Nanny and my uncle, it loosened the bars on those monsters and they escaped to wreak havoc on my self-esteem once more. Chris helping me through that whole awful period only made it worse – the kinder he was, the more convinced I became that something terrible would happen. And it did:

      It was a hot night in May ten months ago and one of my friends was having a huge party – I remember I wore a light yellow dress. It was fine at first, but part of me was still broken inside from everything that had happened. Nanny leaving us was hard enough, but my uncle stole part of me in those six months that he was still giving back to me in small pieces. Chris was away at a conference, but said he would pick me up in the morning so I was there on my own, my friends were scattered about and I just remember feeling vulnerable. I don’t drink much and when I do, I am a pretty appalling lightweight – there was an incident when I was much younger involving two single gin and tonics that my friends still bring up now. Well, by that point, I’d had two large glasses of wine.

      When the drink had kicked in, I felt a little confined in the house so went to the garden and sat on the patio. I hadn’t been there long when someone behind me said, ‘Hello stranger,’ and I turned to see my ex-boyfriend standing there, looking at me. ‘You OK?’ he asked, sitting down next to me, uninvited. I remember my first reaction to seeing him again was, What was I thinking?! He wasn’t a bad guy, but my pre-Chris type, so a bit of an idiot – when we were dating he said that everyone kept asking him out (they didn’t). In hindsight, I think he only said it because he felt insecure. So we started chatting and he was really sweet, until he tried to kiss me. I pushed him off and told him I had a boyfriend, but instead of accepting that, he said, ‘I don’t know what I was thinking anyway – you weren’t much then and you’re not much now.’ When he walked away, I didn’t cry, I just got myself another drink and made sure it was a double.

      This is where everything from that night is confused and I’m not sure what did and didn’t happen … there was definitely dancing at some point then, later on, an awful feeling when I moved that I was going to fall over. There were lots of faces – some I knew, some I didn’t – all meshed together in one giant blur, and the last thing I remember was a large bed. I woke up the next morning feeling worse than I have ever felt and saw Chris standing by the bedroom door with his arms folded … I will never forget the look on his face. At first, I couldn’t understand and said, ‘Chris, what’s wrong?’

      He looked at me like he couldn’t believe what I was saying then pinched the top of his nose with his fingers and breathed in loudly. ‘You just asked me “what’s wrong”.’

      ‘But I don’t–’

      His voice was colder than ice when he said, ‘Maybe you should look around and that might explain “what’s wrong”.’

      I turned and had to stop myself from screaming out loud; my shirtless ex-boyfriend was lying next to me. I started shaking my head as I couldn’t believe what I was seeing was real. ‘But Chris, I would never. I have no idea why–’

      He cut me off. ‘Really, I don’t think there is anything you can say to me now or ever again.’ He then stormed out of the room.

      I was still so confused that it took me a moment to get out of bed and into action. My head was pounding and I went as fast as I could, but by the time I got to the front door, Chris had driven away, and I never saw him again.
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