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			Adult

			/ˈadʌlt,əˈdʌlt/

			noun: adult; plural noun: adults

			1. a person who is fully grown or developed. 

			 

			adjective

			2. to be full-grown, perfected and mature.

			Synonyms: ripened, grown-up, in one’s prime
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			Extract from the Happy Forest brochure:

			 

			The Happy Forest is the ideal place to unwind. Open the patio doors of your fully equipped lodge and breathe in the fresh air, away from the stresses and strains of everyday life.

			The perfect trip for your loved ones is just a click away. Here, at the Happy Forest, you’ll make the memories that last a lifetime.

			 

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			Christmas Eve, 14.06 p.m.

			 

			Operator: Emergency, which service?

			Woman: We need an ambulance at the Happy Forest Holiday Park.

			Operator: Are you in danger?

			Woman: Please hurry. We’re in the archery field near Santa’s grotto, opposite the elves’ smoking shelter.

			Operator: It’s important I understand whether you’re in danger now.

			Woman: I’m not in danger but we need an ambulance. He’s been shot. It was an accident.

			Operator: I’ve got help on the way. I need to go through some questions with you but it’s not delaying us, OK?

			Woman: Get them to hurry. There’s so much blood.

			Operator: OK, when you say he’s been shot, what has he been shot by? What can you see?

			Woman: An arrow. An archery arrow.

			Operator: What’s your name?

			Woman: Alex.

			Operator: OK, Alex. Is he conscious?

			Woman: Yes. And no.

			Operator: Is he breathing?

			Woman: Yes, for now. Please come quickly.

			Operator: Like I say, the whole time you’re talking to me, they’re coming with lights and sirens, OK?

			(Wind sounds and background noise cut out suddenly)

			Operator: When did this happen?

			Hello?

			Does he appear to be completely awake and alert, Alex?

			Hello?

			Hello?

			Are you still there? Alex, are you still there?
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			Matt had known about the trip for months before he dropped it into conversation.

			Matt didn’t deliberately keep things from Alex; he just dealt with complicated thoughts like he dealt with his post.

			When letters landed in the hallway, Matt stepped over them or, when they could no longer be ignored, crammed them into any nook he could find. Next to the cooker, on the bookshelf; the letters went anywhere that was easy-reach and tucked away and – most importantly – had no established retrieval system.

			Hence, Matt absolved himself from any sense of urgency and, if the sender tried to contact him again, Matt seemed (and, Alex came to realise, actually was) genuinely surprised the issue hadn’t just gone away.

			Within weeks of Matt moving in, Alex had piles of envelopes in places in her house where there had never been piles before.

			After the first few times she spent pulling letters out of what had once been – unappreciated at the time – empty nooks, Alex gathered the letters all together one afternoon. She laid them out in a Hansel-and-Gretel trail from the front door to the kitchen table.

			Matt came to find her in the bedroom, cradling the letters in his arms. ‘All this post is mine, Al? Really?’

			‘I thought I’d put the letters in one place. Make it easy for you.’

			Matt shrugged, the letters lifting with him. ‘I don’t get the point of post. Who do they expect to read post nowadays?’

			Weeks later, the nooks had filled up again.

			The night Matt told her about the trip, Alex had made a pie – everything from scratch. Except the pastry: Alex wasn’t made of time. At the age of thirty-seven, she still felt like whenever she cooked an actual meal, it was a notable event: that she deserved some kind of award for not just pouring milk onto cereal.

			Alex was washing up after tea when Matt came to find her. He loitered in the doorway, like it had occurred to him to come downstairs on a whim and he hadn’t yet decided whether he was staying.

			‘So. You know what I said about Claire’s idea for Christmas?’

			Alex glanced round. ‘No.’

			He widened his eyes. ‘I definitely haven’t mentioned it?’

			‘You definitely haven’t.’

			Matt blew his dark fringe out of his eyes, as he did twenty times each day. His hairline was impressively youthful for thirty-eight and Alex suspected he might have cultivated the habit to accentuate it. He might have, he might not. Alex meant to ask someone who’d known him longer. Not that it mattered – but Alex was a scientist. Once she’d developed a hypothesis, she wanted to test it. Alex liked her facts clean, boxed.

			‘God, I’m useless, Al.’

			Alex peered at the glass in her hand, checking for soap suds so she didn’t have to reply.

			Matt stayed in the doorway behind her, but reached out to stroke her arm. ‘I suppose I didn’t know how to bring it up. I thought you might get mad.’

			Noting the seamless change of approach from ‘I thought I’d mentioned it’ to ‘I didn’t know how to bring it up’, Alex unpeeled her washing-up gloves and flopped them over the drainer. She turned to face Matt. ‘Am I about to get mad?’

			Matt gestured for her to step towards him. He put his arms around her waist. ‘Understandably mad, of course.’ He kissed her forehead. ‘Completely justifiably mad. Not crazy psycho mad.’

			This did not bode well. ‘Go on.’

			‘So you know I haven’t spent Christmas with Scarlett since Claire and I split up.’

			Alex nodded. ‘Have we got Scarlett this year? I’d like that.’

			‘No, it’s . . . Claire wants us to go on a weekend away together.’

			Alex took a beat to process this. ‘Us?’

			‘Us. All of us. You and me. Her and Patrick. With Scarlett as the guest of honour.’

			Alex stared at Matt. She gestured towards the kitchen table. This was not the kind of conversation Alex wanted to be having with someone who was standing in a doorway. She didn’t want to be having this conversation at all, but if she was going to have to do so, it would be with someone who was actually in the same room as her.

			‘At the Happy Forest holiday park in North Yorkshire.’ Matt leaned on the back of a chair, palms down, like he was too excited to sit. ‘They pull out all the stops at Christmas, festive magic everywhere. Light-up reindeers and fake snow. Santa’s elves wander round the forest singing carols.’

			Alex glanced at the wine rack but made herself look away. She refused to get annoyed. Annoyance led to irrationality, and irrationality was a personal – and professional – failure.

			She lowered herself into a kitchen chair; it creaked. ‘This Christmas? You mean one month’s time Christmas?’

			Matt sank into the chair next to Alex. He leaned forward and picked up one of her spotty-socked feet and placed it on his knee. ‘We’ve talked about it before, haven’t we?’ He stroked her foot. ‘How magical it would be for Scarlett to spend Christmas with both me and Claire.’

			‘But we didn’t discuss it in that way. Not like we were really going to do it.’

			Matt looked down at her foot. ‘But what other way is there?’

			‘We were just being smug about how grown-up and classy we are. It wasn’t a serious conversation.’

			‘It was to me.’

			Alex felt a softening in her chest. Lovely Matt, who thought this kind of thing was a good idea. Who had accepted he would never be a superstar DJ, two years off his fortieth birthday. Who had recently bought a skateboard again, and who was planning to build a half-pipe in the garden – a prospect Alex hadn’t even objected to, knowing there was no chance he would ever get round to it.

			Who thought stroking Alex’s socked foot would make this conversation easier.

			Alex looked down at her lap. ‘Or maybe we meant go for a meal sometime. I’m sure no one meant a holiday.’ She flicked one fingernail against another. ‘Claire can’t possibly think it’s a good idea. She’s a sensible woman.’

			‘She says we all get on fine. She likes you.’

			‘I like her too,’ Alex said in a rush. She tried to get those words in first, when possible. ‘Did you tell her I’d agreed?’

			Matt appeared to concentrate hard on Alex’s foot. He tipped his head forward; his fringe followed.

			Curtains, Alex thought. That’s what they used to call that haircut in the early nineties. When it was worn by more age- and era-appropriate people.

			‘I thought I’d mentioned it, I’m sorry. But we can still make an excuse. Workload. Family clash.’ Matt lifted his head in a question. ‘Dead grandparent?’

			‘I’m trying to understand if you’ve told her I’d agreed.’

			Matt gave an oops smile.

			‘What does Patrick think about not getting to spend Christmas in Nottingham? Won’t he want to be near his own kids?’

			‘They’re teenagers. Claire said they never want to see him anyway.’

			Alex took a deep breath. ‘So. Is the trip actually booked?’

			‘I’m sure we could get a refund. But you know Claire, she’s just so organised. Once she’s got an idea in her head, that’s it.’ Matt shook his head tolerantly. ‘She’s probably packed her case already.’

			Alex pressed her lips together. ‘Do other people do this? Go on holiday with their exes and their new partners?’

			Matt shrugged. ‘Does it matter?’

			‘If we pull out now, I’ll be the bad guy.’

			‘I’m not going to drag you there by the hair, Al.’ Matt lifted her foot up and placed it down on the floor with a pat, as if dismissing an eager pet. ‘If you really don’t want to go, we won’t go.’ He paused. ‘I wouldn’t want to go without you – that would be weird.’

			‘Super-weird.’

			‘But you always said if you’d met Claire in a different way you might be mates.’

			I did, Alex reflected. I said that. But it wasn’t fair of Matt to quote her out of context. Mixing up real, solid conversations and fluffy-cloud, Vaseline-on-the-lens conversations.

			Matt put his hands on the table. ‘I just don’t want to miss another Christmas with Scarlett. She’s seven, Al. She was four the last time I watched her open her stocking.’

			‘Scarlett comes first, of course. But can’t we just have her here one year?’

			‘Claire’s her mum. I can’t take Scarlett away from her at Christmas. It’s not right.’

			Alex closed her eyes. That was Matt all over, in one illogical sentence. So irritatingly respectful and chivalrous.

			She opened her eyes and saw the washing up in the sink. Perhaps not always that chivalrous. But about this kind of thing, he was chivalrous. About what felt, tonight, like exactly the wrong kind of thing.

			Alex watched Matt carefully. ‘Are you sure you’ve thought it through?’

			He gave his mouth a side-twist of thought. ‘What’s to think through?’

			‘Oh, I don’t know. There’s nothing complicated? At all? Nothing that might be awkward?’

			‘Why would there be?’

			Alex looked out of the window. In her garden, the security light flickered, flashing her garden into focus in strobe-like images.

			Flash. Grimy washing line. Flash. Rusty garden chair with the wonky leg. Flash. Tiger-in-a-cape hand puppet strewn across the gravel, the cloth sodden and aged with grime, left over from a friend’s visit with her baby.

			Alex turned back to Matt. She’d always been determined not to infantilise her boyfriend like so many of her friends did, treating their partners like the cack-handed get-nothing-right males who flailed through TV adverts for household products. But he didn’t make it easy for her sometimes. She hated it when he pushed her into this position: making her into the wife from TV adverts, her hands on her aproned hips, lecturing him about brands of kitchen roll.

			Alex leaned forward in her chair, maintaining eye contact. ‘How do you feel – really feel – about spending Christmas with your ex?’

			‘These things are only complicated if you make them that way, Al. It’s all in the mind.’

			‘No lingering emotion or resentment?’

			Matt put his head to one side. ‘I don’t think so.’

			‘Nothing, however small, left unsaid? Your history’s all empty and wipe-clean? The needle’s back on the start of the record and everything’s peachy?’

			Matt sat back in his chair.

			‘I’m just thinking of you,’ Alex added. ‘A lot of people would find the situation hard.’

			Me, she thought. I’d find it hard.

			Matt took a while, visibly giving it some thought. ‘I don’t dislike Claire. I don’t love her and I don’t hate her,’ he said eventually. ‘She’s just . . . Scarlett’s mum now. And we have to find a way to make it work, because she’ll always be Scarlett’s mum.’

			‘Of course.’ Alex jiggled her leg against the table. ‘And Patrick? You want to spend a weekend with him?’

			‘I’m sure he’s fine.’

			Alex leaned forward. ‘He doesn’t have “A black hole of an anti-personality?”’

			‘I was being flippant. Claire likes him anyway, and she always had good taste in men.’ Matt glanced at Alex’s face and held his palms up in response. ‘OK, not today. Sorry, Al. Not funny today.’

			He stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to ponder. I know whatever you decide will be the right thing. Just give me a shout when you’re ready.’

			He scurried upstairs, leaving Alex with the washing up.

			 

			Alex emptied the lukewarm water out of the sink and refilled the bowl.

			The water was too hot but she didn’t add any cold to the mix. The discomfort of her sweating hands was preferable to the more nebulous discomfort going on in her stomach.

			Alex wished she was at work right now. It was easier to forget in the university lab, where there were readings to take, and cells to study. In the lab, Alex could go hours before she raised her head and looked at the trees out of the window. Only then did she look down at her trainers on the scuffed floor, take in the sound of the tinny radio, and remember there was a world other than studying cells taken from diabetes patients.

			But it was different at home. At home, it was just Alex and her thoughts.

			She could refuse to go on the trip, of course. But that wasn’t satisfactory either.

			She didn’t want to go – but she couldn’t not go either. She’d feel petty and churlish, which she definitely, actively – explicitly – wasn’t. Alex had always been very reasonable about the fact Matt got on with his ex, a fact which other people – people who were actually churlish – would have found difficult.

			Alex had overcompensated, if anything. Kissed Claire on the cheek on the occasions they did the Scarlett drop-off. Always had something nice to say about Claire’s skirt, or her hair. Everyone had a past and nothing was personal. And Alex wasn’t a personal person.

			Alex scrubbed at the burnt pastry on the rim of the pie tin.

			Though it was only a month away, Alex hadn’t given much thought to the logistics of Christmas Day. She’d thought she’d see her parents, maybe, or see Matt’s – it didn’t matter. Alex didn’t care about Christmas. It was just a day when the lab was shut.

			But this – this was different.

			And Matt had known for ages and not told her.

			Alex didn’t understand how he did it. Was he able to mentally compartmentalise awkward news? Or was he just putting off the inevitable?

			Alex couldn’t test either hypothesis, which made the situation even more frustrating. Matt had an amazing ability to wrong-foot her, and she ended up agreeing to things she hadn’t meant to. Maybe this was why Matt did well in his job in sales, despite having what Alex considered a questionable work ethic.

			Alex rinsed a plate; she stacked it on the drainer. She heard a scraping sound upstairs: a chair being dragged across the floor.

			Matt was giving her some space. Ostensibly, busy upstairs. In reality, he was just staying out of her way.

			 

			After washing up, Alex looked through the online pictures of what she now thought of as the enchanted forest.

			Not that it looked enchanted in the pictures. There might have been year-round fairy lights to go with the seasonal fake snow, but there were too many plastic barriers and warning signs for the place to look like a proper woodland wonderland.

			Alex pushed her laptop away. She tried again not to look at the wine rack.

			Don’t be silly, she’d said, when Matt suggested getting rid of all the alcohol at home. We can’t be the people everyone avoids because there’s no booze in the house. But some nights she felt more of a pull from the retained wine rack than others. Like tonight. The wine’s subtle pressure was multiplied by the jagged weight of a conversation unfinished.

			Matt would be expecting her to talk about his suggestion tonight. Though he’d avoided the conversation for weeks, he would expect her to be decisive. They’d had an unspoken agreement in the two years they’d been together that bringing things to conclusion was Alex’s role in their relationship.

			So. Should they have a row about the trip? It would take Alex’s mind off the wine, at least. But arguing about something to do with Matt’s ex-wife didn’t fit with Alex’s view of herself. It would just make her existentially depressed.

			No. There was no way she was going to row with Matt about this. That was a given.

			Which meant she had to actually go on this stupid trip.
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			After telling Claire that he had to go into work early to do some papers, Patrick went to the gym at 5.30 a.m. He went to the gym again at lunchtime.

			Twice in a day was a nice balance. Weights in the morning, cardio at lunch. He even did a conference call with a solicitor whilst on the treadmill.

			Here he was – a successful barrister, a forty-three-year-old father of two-and-an-(inherited) half – and Patrick still wore his shirts slim-fit, bought from boys with groomed eyebrows in shops that were officially too young for him (but the staff couldn’t stop him, could they, if the clothes still fitted?).

			 

			Patrick had stepped up his training regime that September. He’d been sitting at a high table in a coffee shop, drinking a superjuice in a domed plastic cup, when an ex-colleague’s familiar haircut floated past the window.

			He hadn’t looked away in time.

			‘Patrick!’ Tom put his case down on Patrick’s table. ‘How’s things?’

			Patrick made himself smile. ‘Hi, Tom. I’m horrendously busy. The clerks at the new place are unforgiving with my diary.’

			‘Bastards.’

			‘And I’ve moved in with Claire now.’ Patrick wondered why he was telling Tom this. ‘You know Claire Petersen, the solicitor?’

			‘Claire Petersen, really?’ Tom shook his head. ‘Punching above your weight again.’

			Patrick knew it was meant to be a compliment, but he didn’t appreciate being reminded who he’d last ‘punched’ with. That Tom saw Lindsay at his chambers every day.

			Tom looked at Patrick’s superjuice. ‘Why are you drinking the contents of a compost heap?’

			Patrick stirred the drink with his straw, feeling the satisfying heft of the whizzed-up vegetables. ‘I’m doing an Ironman next year.’

			Patrick hadn’t even known it himself until then. Yet, as he said goodbye to Tom, he found himself taking up more space at the table.

			 

			Two months later, Patrick still hadn’t worked out how to tell Claire. He knew she thought over-exercising a particularly shallow form of vanity.

			He hid it well, until he happened to be doing some research on his tablet one evening, at a time he thought Claire was upstairs. So when she came up behind him, saying, ‘Patrick, have you seen the big extension plug?’ he flinched.

			He clicked the screen off.

			She grabbed the tablet. ‘What are you hiding?’

			‘Claire, come on! Have some respect.’

			‘Let’s see what kind of porn floats your boat.’

			‘Can’t we just have some privacy?’

			Claire switched the tablet on and looked at the screen.

			Patrick couldn’t help following her – hardening – gaze. The gritted teeth celebrations. The wetsuits; the goggles. The picture of the man in sunglasses, holding up his overly defined arms in self approval.

			Claire let the tablet fall against her leg. ‘You want to do an Ironman?’

			‘I’m thinking about it.’

			‘Dan Smith did an Ironman.’ Claire arched an eyebrow like that should resonate.

			Patrick knew he wasn’t always the best listener. ‘So?’

			‘Don’t you remember what Heather said? All day cycling on Saturdays. All day swimming on Sundays. The kids barely saw him, and he was always checking out his torso in shop windows. None of them could stand him by the end.’

			Claire left a pause for Patrick to reflect.

			Patrick chose not to. ‘Everyone’s different.’

			‘Heather said she couldn’t sleep with someone who fancied himself more than she did.’ Claire held Patrick’s gaze. ‘Dan ended up taking a six-month holiday, Partridge-style, at the Travel Inn on the ring road.’

			‘I feel like a change.’

			‘And what about Amber and Jack?’ Claire said. ‘Lindsay makes it hard enough for you to see them anyway.’

			‘It was just an idea.’

			A good idea, Patrick thought.

			But stealth-exercise would soon be unnecessary. Because a few days ago, as the two stood in puffed-up jackets watching Scarlett play on the climbing frame in the park, Claire gave Patrick the golden ticket.

			She wanted a weekend away. With her ex-husband.

			Patrick spotted the opportunity right away.

			‘Really?’ Claire turned to face Patrick. ‘Really?’

			‘I said fine, didn’t I?’

			Claire widened her eyes. ‘You really don’t mind?’

			Patrick shoved his hands in his pockets. ‘You’re not the only one who wants Scarlett to be happy.’

			She touched his arm. ‘I’m pleased, that’s all.’

			‘What did you expect me to say? It’s clearly something you want to do.’

			‘I thought you’d think it was a terrible idea.’

			Patrick did think it was a terrible idea. ‘I’ll always support you in something you want to do. Even if it means being away from my own kids at Christmas.’ He paused. ‘And those holiday villages have big swimming pool complexes, right?’

			The sex they’d had that night had been particularly enthusiastic.

			So Claire might have been lukewarm about Patrick’s exercise habits. But if he did this – well. The next discussion about Ironman would have to go more smoothly. And Patrick had to register in the next few weeks if he was going to make the next Ironman.

			More pressingly, he needed to find another chair in their lounge. This one was clearly ill-judged: too close to the door. Because here she was again, looking over his shoulder at his tablet.

			‘Archery lessons? But why . . .?’ Claire tailed off.

			Patrick straightened the coaster on the side table. ‘I want to learn what it feels like to shoot something.’

			‘This is about Christmas.’

			‘I’ve never shot anything before.’

			Claire laughed. ‘If you’re going to try to get competitive at Christmas, you won’t have much luck with Matt.’

			Patrick had learnt a lot about Matt over the last two years. The Xbox; the T-shirts. The ridiculous new passion for skateboards. And with each thing he learned, Patrick studied Claire, with her buoyant solicitor’s practice and expressive eyebrows, a woman with a whole wall of personality. He didn’t get it.

			‘You won’t be the best at shooting anyway, even if you have lessons.’ Claire grinned. ‘Unlucky. I shot loads as a child on the farm.’

			Claire squeezed his knee and left the room. Patrick turned back to the screen.

			Deliberately not stopping to think, he flicked onto the Ironman website and clicked the book now button.
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			Alex decided to call Claire before the trip to understand the plan. There was always a risk of error when plans funnelled through Matt.

			Like that time she’d turned up to Matt’s family party to find it was a pool party – a fact Matt had forgotten to mention, along with that he had a family posh enough to own a swimming pool: an even bigger surprise for Alex.

			Matt, of course, stripped off gamely and dived into the pool in his pants. Alex thought about the underwear she was wearing and decided to stay on land.

			 

			Alex rang Claire’s number. She looked at her fingernails and flicked at a bit of jagged nail, wondering why she was visually simulating nonchalance in an empty room.

			When Claire answered the phone, Alex paused.

			‘It’s Alex. Alex Mount.’ She paused. ‘Matt’s partner.’ Then, excruciatingly: ‘Matt Cutler.’

			‘Hey, you! Lovely to hear from you! So how’s tricks?’

			‘Tricks are good. So . . . I’m really looking forward to the trip!’

			‘Are you?’ Claire’s voice carried a hint of a laugh. ‘You don’t think it’s a bit much?’

			‘I’m sure it’ll be fine.’

			‘Well, I thought about it, after Matt suggested the Happy Forest. And if barking royals like Prince Andrew and Fergie can manage it, we should be OK. We’re all normal, right?’

			‘Right.’

			Claire paused. ‘And if it’s a disaster, we never speak of it again.’

			Alex forced her voice upbeat. ‘It will be lovely, I’m sure.’

			‘I know,’ Claire said. ‘I shouldn’t be so sceptical.’

			‘Will Posey be joining us for the trip?’

			Claire paused. ‘It’s inevitable, I’m afraid. If you’d told me before how much effort it would take to accommodate an imaginary rabbit, I wouldn’t have believed you.’

			‘I have noticed.’

			‘Do you think we should shut it down?’

			‘I think . . . you know best.’ Alex had learnt that imaginary rabbits required a surprising level of diplomacy.

			‘Patrick thinks we should shut it down,’ Claire said. ‘But Matt and I have decided we’d be concerned if Scarlett was thirty-five and ordering an extra coffee at Costa, or cueing Posey up to do a double-act in the boardroom. But she’s seven.’

			‘Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that.’ Alex deliberately kept her voice neutral. ‘Posey does seem to have developed in character in the time since I came on the scene.’

			‘Hasn’t he just.’ Claire sighed. ‘And he goes way further back than that, you know. He was originally a real soft toy that Scarlett took everywhere – she was devastated when Matt left him in a hire car in Tenerife. But then Posey came back, imaginary. He looks just the same, apparently. Though he’s a hundred times bigger. And invisible, of course.’

			‘Right.’ Again, perfectly neutral. ‘So, this trip away. Is there a plan? Matt was vague and . . . you know, Matt.’

			‘No plans, we just chill. We’ll have to book a few activities in advance, of course, but Patrick’s sorting that. And I’ll cook some meals – I love cooking, I find it so relaxing on holiday – but we can go out for other meals. Just chill.’

			‘Matt said you’re super-organised.’

			Claire laughed. ‘Erm – no. Compared to him I am. But Patrick thinks I’m a slacker. I think it depends on your starting point.’

			‘Can I do anything to help?’

			Help. Alex hadn’t meant to say it. She had cast herself in the role of sub-adult, and she wasn’t even at the lodge yet. This always happened around parents: like there were proper grown-ups in charge and Alex was an understudy, only a whisker of maturity away from sitting at the children’s table, flipping plastic bacon on a thigh-height Fisher Price stove.

			‘It’s all under control, Alex, you just use the trip as a chance to relax. You deserve it.’

			Alex looked down at her feet in their slipper socks, both resting on the ottoman. She’d been in her pyjamas since getting in from work at seven. ‘If you’re sure. I feel a bit pointless.’

			‘We’re all good, Alex. You could make a Christmas cake, if you want? Or not. Whatever.’

			‘I’ll do the cake. If you’re sure that’s all that’s needed?’

			‘Alex, just chill. You don’t need to be bothering yourself with the tedious parenting stuff. You work so hard.’

			The two said goodbye, and Alex looked at the games console across the room, the buttons on the controllers worn down from the tennis and bowling games she and Matt played in the evenings.

			Did Alex work hard?

			Claire was clearly being kind, but Alex wasn’t sure that phrase applied to her. Was it just one of those things people say to get others onside? Like politicians always referring to hard-working families, because everyone in the world felt they needed more sleep?

			Was Claire over-nicing Alex?

			Alex found Matt in front of the TV in the bedroom. ‘Matt, do you see yourself as hard-working?’

			‘That’s a loaded question.’ He looked up from what he was watching: an endurance-based competitive eating programme. ‘What did I forget to do?’

			‘It’s just what they say, isn’t it?’ Alex said. ‘Everyone thinks they work hard.’

			Matt rolled onto his side on the bed. He looked up at Alex, eyes disarmingly blood-lined from that angle. ‘I’m a lazy arse, Al, you know that. If I’m dressed by lunchtime on a weekend, I’m giving myself a high-five.’

			‘You sound proud. You know that’s the wrong way up, right?’

			‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about. Why everyone has to say they are busy all the time. I mean, what are they atoning for?’

			And there it was: one of the things Alex most adored about Matt. A comment that made her wonder if he was the only person who had life in perspective, all along.

			Matt rolled back into his original position and gestured at the telly. ‘Come and watch, Al. He’s eaten two trays of sausages already and he’s about to vom.’

			Alex sat down next to Matt; he pulled her sideways on the bed in an affectionate chokehold. She watched the man on telly try to force down more sausages, dabbing his mouth with a napkin to stem the outward-flowing juices.

			‘Claire said if I want to help I can make a Christmas cake.’

			‘Cool.’

			‘I don’t like Christmas cake.’

			‘Neither do I. They taste of soil.’

			‘Does Claire like it?’

			‘I don’t think so. No one does, do they?’ Matt gestured at the screen. ‘This guy’s sweating cobs. I hope they’ve got the bucket ready.’

			Alex didn’t say anything. She was still thinking about the conversation with Claire.

			You don’t need to be bothering yourself with the tedious parenting stuff.

			What did that mean? Was it a straight-up, generous statement? Or one of those humblebrags people did to make themselves sound important?

			Or did Claire think Alex was incapable of doing the tedious, actually super-important, parenting stuff?

			If so, she had a point. Alex wasn’t brilliant at it, she knew that. Scarlett didn’t hate her – but she definitely nothing-ed her. On the times they’d met, Scarlett had either whispered constantly with her imaginary rabbit, or she’d been on Matt’s iPhone, playing some inexplicable game that involved building dungeons for chickens.

			Two years with Matt, and Alex wasn’t sure Scarlett could pick her out of a line-up.

			Alex tried to concentrate on the telly. Foodstuffs crossed the screen on a Generation Game travellator, showing how much the man had eaten.

			After Matt suggested the Happy Forest . . .

			‘Claire said you suggested it,’ Alex said. ‘The place where we’re going.’

			Matt nodded at the telly.

			‘But the holiday was definitely Claire’s idea?’ Alex said. ‘In the first place?’

			‘Yep. I was just helping her out. You know me, all-round nice guy.’ Matt pointed at the screen. ‘It’s gonna be game over any second. Ha! Here it comes!’
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			A week before their big Christmas trip, Scarlett sat in the back of the car with Posey. Mum was taking them to the big shopping centre, but it had taken twenty minutes to get from the last roundabout to the first car park. There were too many cars for the roads.

			‘This is disgusting. Disgusting.’ Mum banged her hand against the steering wheel. ‘Commercialism. Ugh.’

			Mum often told Scarlett ‘patience is a virtue’. Scarlett sometimes wondered whether she was saying it to herself as well.

			Mum twisted in her seat to look at Scarlett. ‘This place is everything that’s wrong with the world.’

			When Mum turned back to face the front, Scarlett turned to Posey and rolled her eyes. Posey rolled his eyes back.

			They were both the same height (if you didn’t count Posey’s ears) but Scarlett looked down at Posey on the back seat. Mum said Posey didn’t need a booster seat. Scarlett wanted him to have one, but didn’t argue. It was two against one – Posey didn’t want a booster seat either. The tips of his long purple ears folded sideways against the car roof as it was.

			Mum banged her hand against the steering wheel again. ‘Don’t people feel they have enough stuff?’

			Scarlett read between the lines. ‘Are we still going in, Mum?’

			‘I’ve a good mind to call it a day. But you haven’t got Alex a present yet.’

			That seemed like a silly reason to Scarlett. She barely knew Alex. But Scarlett wanted to go shopping, so she didn’t say anything.

			 

			In the shopping centre, Mum walked quickly, holding Scarlett’s hand. Scarlett still felt herself getting bumped along by the crowd. She held Posey’s hand just as tightly, because people didn’t get out of the way for Posey. Today, people barely got out of the way for Scarlett. Or Mum.

			‘These people are just . . . how can they do this?’ Mum’s blonde fringe stuck to her forehead when she was flustered. ‘How can they be bothered?’

			Scarlett didn’t ask Why are we bothered then? She didn’t need to. It was about Christmas.

			Everything odd at the moment was about Christmas.

			‘The thing is, you can’t just get Alex some gloves or something,’ Mum said. ‘It has to be something meaningful, to show you really care.’

			‘But I don’t care.’

			Mum glared at her.

			Scarlett knew she wasn’t meant to say that out loud. ‘And Alex gets rubbish presents. Remember what she got me last year? A jumper, Mum.’

			‘It was a lovely present.’

			‘It wasn’t even a good jumper. It was green. It had a spaceship on it.’

			‘I thought you wanted to get Alex something.’ Mum’s voice had a warning in it. ‘I thought that’s why we stayed on in all the traffic past the roundabout.’

			Scarlett said nothing.

			Posey let go of Scarlett’s hand. He tilted his head at a shop. ‘I’m just going in there. Don’t wait for me.’

			‘Posey!’ Scarlett’s stomach twisted up. ‘You’ll get lost with all the people!’

			Posey ignored her. His purple furry body disappeared into the crowd and Scarlett watched his white pom-pom tail jiggle as he went. Posey was nearly all purple, apart from his tail and the white patch on his tummy. The only other bit of colour was the red Made in China tag that stuck out of the side of his bum.

			‘Mum! We need to wait for Posey.’

			Mum didn’t even slow down. ‘I don’t have time for this today. He’ll be fine.’

			‘I told Posey to stay with me. He just doesn’t listen!’

			‘He’s a big rabbit.’

			A second later, Posey was back. ‘Like my new gear?’

			Scarlett looked down. She’d only ever seen Posey naked, but now he was wearing silver moon boots.

			Scarlett’s stomach tightened in a different way now. Those were the same boots Scarlett wanted Mum to get her, but Mum said Scarlett was allowed to get them as her main Christmas present or nothing. Scarlett wasn’t wasting her main present on boots.

			Scarlett was sometimes jealous Posey could just get things, with his different rules.

			Scarlett watched Posey’s boots flash as he walked. ‘I didn’t think you wore clothes.’

			Posey shrugged. ‘Everyone wears these kind of boots in China.’

			‘Well, don’t run off again.’ Scarlett sometimes got sick of hearing how good China was. ‘We’ll never find you in this crowd.’

			Across the pathway, a scruffy man with a woolly hat stood outside a pop-up booth, holding a megaphone. The booth was all black and white and covered in photographs.

			Scarlett read the words at the top of the booth. The Society Against . . .

			She didn’t know the last word, so she said it, bit by bit, in her head.

			‘Mum, what’s viv-i-sect-ion?’

			Mum glanced at the booth. ‘It’s like tennis. Come on, let’s dart down here.’ She tried to steer Scarlett down a side street, but Scarlett dawdled. She looked back at the man with the megaphone. He was waving his spare arm around as he shouted.

			‘These pharmaceuticals are tested on animals. Scientists torture animals, often without anaesthetic, for drugs we don’t need . . .’

			Scarlett peered at one picture, of an unhappy-looking rabbit in a cage. The rabbit had metal spiky bits all round its head.

			‘What’s that?’ Posey’s voice went all high.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘What?’ Posey’s voice went higher still. ‘What’s happening to that rabbit in the cage?’

			‘I don’t know. But remember what Mum says, not all people are good ones.’ Scarlett nodded to the side street. ‘Come on Posey, let’s follow Mum.’

			‘. . . Scientists keep animals like monkeys and rabbits in cages. They cause excessive suffering . . .’

			‘But why?’ Posey whined.

			A family in front of them stopped suddenly, pointing at something in a shop window. Mum walked into the back of the woman in the group. The woman scowled at Mum. Mum looked like she wanted to hit the woman.

			‘Right!’ Mum spun to face Scarlett. ‘That’s it, we’ll get something online.’

			‘But I haven’t bought anything,’ Scarlett said.

			Posey looked down. ‘At least I got my boots,’ he whispered.

			Scarlett shook her head. Posey could be selfish sometimes.

			 

			When they got back home, Patrick was in his usual chair in the lounge.

			Mum stood behind Patrick, peering at his screen. ‘Good afternoon?’

			Patrick put his tablet down on the floor in a rush. ‘Not bad. You?’

			Mum threw her handbag onto the sideboard. ‘We were an hour just getting parked up. Then there was a protest going on when we got there, which wasn’t particularly helpful. A vivisection protest. You know, vivisection.’ Mum looked at Patrick hard. ‘Like tennis.’

			Posey crossed his arms. He sat on the floor with an angry bump.

			Scarlett shook her head at him. She didn’t want Mum knowing they’d heard the man shouting. Mum liked to do a good job keeping Scarlett from horrible things, and Scarlett wanted her to think she had.

			‘Do you still need anything for Christmas anyway?’ Patrick asked Mum. ‘Didn’t you say you’ve already bought too much?’

			‘I haven’t got anything for Alex though.’

			‘I thought we weren’t doing presents with Matt and Alex?’

			‘I mean, I haven’t got anything for Scarlett to give to Alex. I forgot.’

			‘Can’t you just get her some toiletries?’

			‘I don’t think so. Alex is a funny one, Patrick. In a good way, but, you know. I don’t think she’s a bath salts person. She’s a scientist, remember?’

			A scientist.

			Scarlett didn’t know she’d been listening to their conversation. But she definitely heard that.

			Slowly, she turned round to face Posey.

			Posey’s wide eyes told Scarlett that he’d heard it too.

			Posey and Scarlett ran upstairs. They sat cross-legged on Scarlett’s bed, staring at each other.

			‘Your dad’s girlfriend’s a scientist,’ Posey hissed.

			Scarlett stroked Posey’s paw. The fur on his paw felt thin, like lots of it had worn away. ‘I know.’

			‘You told me she was a doctor.’

			‘I thought she was. It says Dr Alex something on her credit card.’

			‘Doctors make people well. Scientists torture rabbits.’

			Scarlett smiled calmly. It was her job to be the brave one. ‘She won’t do that.’

			‘The man said so.’ Posey paused. ‘I didn’t realise you could get girl scientists.’

			‘Girls can grow up to be anything they want to be,’ Scarlett said quickly. ‘Astronauts, prime ministers, chief execs.’ Sometimes, words came out Scarlett’s mouth in a flow she didn’t remember putting together. She didn’t even know what a chief exec was. ‘But girl scientists might be different. Maybe girl scientists don’t do the hurting.’

			‘The man in the woolly hat didn’t say anything about girl scientists,’ Posey said. ‘He just said scientists torture animals for no reason. That’s what he said.’

			Scarlett squeezed Posey’s paw. ‘I won’t let her do anything to you.’

			‘You promise?’

			‘I promise.’ Scarlett held Posey’s hand even tighter. ‘But we’ll have to be careful. So let’s both agree to keep a close eye on Dad’s scientist girlfriend this holiday.’
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			Hi Alex,

			I’ve attached a packing list that I’ve put together to plan what we’re taking to the holiday park – thought you might find it useful? Or not. Whatever!

			I’ve also made some suggestions of who brings which communal things. But I don’t mean to be a packing Nazi. Feel free to ignore me, just let me know either way.

			C x

			 

			It was very thoughtful of Claire to send this email, of course. Because Claire was a thoughtful person. (Alex might not know this woman at all, but she was determined her inner monologue would be kind to Claire. That was the way good relations lay.)

			Alex clicked on the email attachment and scanned the list.

			Swimsuit. Wellies. Swimming towel. Waterproofs. Woolly hat, scarf and gloves. Torch.

			Alex looked at the bottom of the list, to the communal things.

			Alex and Matt – kitchen roll, cloths, washing-up liquid, dishwasher tablets, washing powder, tea and coffee and sugar.

			Claire and Patrick – Christmas decorations, toilet roll, candles, salt and pepper, oil and butter, herbs and spices, bread and milk.

			All very reasonable.

			So why did Alex feel so claustrophobic when she read the email? Like she needed to take her jumper off and loosen her hairband and open a window?

			Alex pushed her laptop a fraction away and pinched the top of her nose. She felt the start of that pressure headache she got when a thunderstorm was on the way – like something behind her eyes was pushing outwards. Predicting thunderstorms with her sinuses was Alex’s special superpower, but as powers went it was an annoying one – definitely not comic-book-notable, and never going to save the planet.

			 

			A week before the trip, Matt picked up Alex’s phone when she was in the shower.

			Alex walked into the bedroom, rubbing her hair with the towel. She smiled at Matt.

			‘But it’s not just for kids,’ Matt said into the phone. ‘And it’s got a half-pipe and everything.’

			Matt held the phone out to her. ‘It’s Ruby. For you.’

			Alex looked at the phone, and back at Matt.

			‘Why haven’t you told her about what we’re doing at Christmas?’ Matt asked.

			Alex took the phone. After a long beat, she put the phone to her ear.

			‘Yes, Al,’ the voice on the end of the line was sarcastic, ‘why oh-why haven’t you told me about Christmas?’

			Alex forced a smile at Matt. ‘It must have slipped my mind.’

			Matt smiled back encouragingly.

			‘Yes. Because I’m sure I’d remember that little morsel of insanity. You told me you were going to your parents.’

			‘Did I say that? I don’t remember.’

			‘Or’ – sarcasm made Ruby’s voice sound surprisingly aggressive – ‘it could it be that you were too ashamed to tell me because you know this weekend’s going to go down in a blaze of shit?’

			Alex smiled at Matt again. ‘I’ll take this call downstairs.’

			She hurried down the stairs, listening to the onslaught. You’re clearly not right in the head for agreeing to this, Al, and You need to have a word with yourself and We will definitely be talking about this tomorrow.

			Alex decided to change the subject. ‘Do you know how to make Christmas cake?’

			‘What?’ Ruby’s voice rose to a shriek. ‘Who are you?’

			‘It was just a question,’ Alex said.

			 

			At lunchtime the next day, Alex and Ruby walked outside to their usual bench in the park. There was no eating in the wet lab, and they never wanted to stop for long. Occasionally they couldn’t eat together – university scientists’ lunch schedules weren’t a key factor in dictating surgery times – but, otherwise, it was a punctuation of the working day that Alex had enjoyed since Ruby had joined as a post-doc three years before. There was something so reassuringly twee about their routine: the enjoyable, unspoken predictability of it all.

			‘I can understand why Matt would think it’s a good idea’ – Ruby raised her gaze in reference to Alex’s boyfriend’s la-la world – ‘but why would you humour him?’

			Alex sat next to Ruby on the bench. She stared straight ahead as Ruby opened her bag. ‘Demi Moore and Bruce Willis do it.’

			Ruby opened her foil-wrapped package. ‘You’re not Demi Moore. And Matt’s no Bruce Willis.’

			Alex set her own package on her knee. ‘What do you want from me, Ruby?’

			‘I bet Matt doesn’t even own a vest.’

			Alex pressed her fingertips together. ‘I said I’ll go. I can’t un-agree to go now. Be supportive, please. That’s what mates do.’

			‘It’s going to go down in a blaze of shit.’

			‘Is that a real expression? You seem to be using it a lot.’

			‘Just you wait. It’ll start all “pass the salad” and by the end you’ll be lunging for the razor blades.’ Ruby bit into her sandwich. ‘What’s the poor child meant to think?’

			Alex took a bite of her sandwich. She swallowed with difficulty.

			‘I’ll remind you I told you so,’ Ruby said. ‘I’m not an enabler. I’m not that kind of friend.’

			‘Speaking to your friends when you have things on your mind is meant to make you feel better.’

			Ruby shrugged. ‘Yeah, well.’ My hands are tied, her shoulders said.

			 

			That wasn’t the only conversation about the trip Alex had.

			Before her conversation with Walshy, Alex had always thought of a weekend as a two-day, two-night thing.

			But apparently, that wasn’t the only definition of weekend. At least, not according to Matt (according to Walshy).

			According to Matt (according to Walshy), a weekend was some kind of elastic description to cover any general period of time. And if you asked Matt how long a weekend was, apparently you’d get a shrug and a response like how long is a piece of string?

			In what had turned into a regular Thursday night routine since Matt had moved his skateboard and trainer collection into Alex’s house, Walshy sat on the sofa with Alex while Matt was round the corner, restocking at the expensive emergency off-licence.

			Alex watched Walshy eat the leftover nachos from her plate. Alex had been saving those nachos for later, but Walshy was not a man defeated by a mountain of food. More specifically, he was not a man restricted by the boundaries of other people’s plates. He was, after all, the one who had introduced Matt to their favourite competitive eating programme, and had even been planning to do his own off-brand version on YouTube, until he realised how much all the sausages and pies would set him back.

			‘The thing is’ – Walshy dangled a nacho over his mouth, positioning the ribbon of cheese – ‘Matt’s stitched you up good and proper. Because you’ve agreed to go now. And I bet he hasn’t told you it’s a five-day trip.’

			‘Five days?’ Alex frowned. ‘It’s not five days.’

			‘It is.’ Walshy scooped guacamole onto another of Alex’s chips. ‘I said, “Are you sure Alex knows it’s five days, because I’m sure she told me it was just a weekend?” And he said—’

			‘That he thought he’d told me that already.’

			Walshy jabbed an over-salsa-ed nacho at her. Bingo. Oil ran down Walshy’s chin. ‘It’s a lot to ask, I told him so.’

			‘Do you want me to get you a napkin?’

			‘On the plus side’ – Walshy wiped his chin with the back of his hand – ‘Claire’s a great girl. If I was going to be in a weird situation with anyone, I’d want it to be Claire.’

			Alex fixed her mouth in a smile. ‘Uh-huh.’ She gave a vigorous nod. ‘Claire’s great.’

			‘I was sorry when they split up. I liked having her around. She was great value on a night out. You never quite knew where the night would end up. A diamond lass.’

			Alex gave a tiny cough. ‘How thoughtful of you to say that. To me. Right now.’

			Walshy shovelled another nacho into his mouth. ‘You’re a great girl too, Al.’

			‘Gee. Really? Little old me?’
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