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For Isaac, in the hope he will always know where he belongs
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There must be a list on the Internet of what to buy when you’re running away, but my phone is typically dead, like I swear it just passes out whenever things get stressful. It’s unconscious in my pocket so I can’t look up a list of essential items for life on the road, but a children’s torch in the shape of a goldfish seems a very sensible choice. It looks friendly enough with its little orange face and definitely I could use a mate right about now, so into the basket it goes where it sits in the corner, gazing at me with shiny black eyes as I pick up tampons, tissues, two chocolate bars and a magazine. 

It’s a two hour train journey from Manchester to London, so I’ll need something to read as well as something to hide behind because knowing my luck Jack will alert the police when he realises I’m gone. By the time I pull into Euston station, there will be pictures of me plastered over the loos with the caption Find My Tessie-T in extra large bold letters. Let’s face it, Jack isn’t the type to downplay a drama, and a child going missing must be the worst thing that could happen to any parent. This realisation makes me want to drop the basket and run back home, so I remind myself that my so-called dad is now my number one enemy after what I saw on his computer. My heart still aches though when I think about the expression on his face as he stares at my empty bed with its Star Wars duvet, which I bought last year, pretending it was some snigger-worthy ironic statement when actually I just wanted to sleep with Luke Skywalker, and who can really blame me when you think about how he handles his lightsaber. 

Mum will shout, ‘Jack, come here!’ with her voice more strained than it should be at seven o’clock in the morning when she always bursts into my room with a cup of tea, like a cuckoo in a Grandfather clock that, yes, is reliable, but also quite irritating. I’m not even kidding, I haven’t drunk that tea for three years. It just seems too hard to lift my head off the pillow at that ungodly hour, but I am grateful and Mum knows it, squeezing my foot when I croak, ‘Thank you.’ That is love, making endless tea for someone who never drinks it, just in case this is the one morning they might actually want a sip, and I want to throw the tea back in Mum’s face but also savour it, and I can’t do either of these things because I will never see her again. In about an hour’s time she will realise I’m gone, gazing in horror at my empty bed where Jedi will jump up to give me a lick, whimpering when he sees I’m not there.

And I whimper too, walking up and down aisles on feet that throb in silver Dr Martens because this is the most amount of exercise my legs have done for give-or-take four years. Once upon a time it was the best thing in the world to sprint with the wind whistling through the gap in my front teeth. I would stretch out my arms and fly like a fat butterfly and oh God I remember my dazzling colours, but then they faded and now I plod. I’ve been plodding since ten past two this morning when I crept out of my house, needing to feel solid ground beneath my feet, to know the Earth was still there though my world had just crumbled. I wandered familiar streets feeling lost in the darkness, too scared of the stuff inside my head to be afraid of anything outside it. And now I am here with a plan that involves a goldfish, who looks shocked because this is not at all what he thought was going to happen when he woke up this morning next to the bottles of de-icer in the Texaco Garage that is the only home he’s ever known.

My eyeballs swell like rain clouds. There’s going to be a downpour and no one wants to see that now, do they, so I pretend to be someone else, someone in their thirties with their life sorted and a train to catch for an important meeting in the centre of London, rather than a fifteen-year-old with dyed black hair, bad roots, and no dad. I say no dad, but he could be over there, working behind the till, though that man doesn’t look the type to have fathered large offspring. No offence to myself, but I do have big bones with a fair bit of beef and that man is lean chicken with a hen-like face. He stares straight through me as I put my basket on the counter then pecks at the till with a scrawny hand, typing in the price of the goldfish because it doesn’t have a barcode. 

‘Sorry,’ I say, as if it’s my fault. The man doesn’t acknowledge my apology, which is bad manners or what have you, but I don’t really mind because it is better for everyone if I don’t exist.

I know what planet I am, thank you very much, and I am sick of trying to bump myself up the solar system when my true position is obvious, just ask my old dinner lady, who spotted it a mile off. At primary school when people tried to find friends, I tried to find space that my imagination could fill with whatever it wanted, nearly always butterflies because to me they were perfection, like real life fairies with prettier wings. At playtime I turned myself into them, not just one butterfly but hundreds of them, my arms a kaleidoscope of colours as I danced across the wet grass while my class played tag, chasing each other round a few metres of tarmac. I didn’t understand it, like wasn’t it too crowded I asked them all the time in my head. 

‘Don’t you worry, cherub,’ the dinner lady said when she caught me watching the other children in confusion. ‘You’re Pluto. Happiest away from the heat of the action.’ She smiled a wrinkly smile. ‘Nothing wrong with that.’ 

I believed her until the start of high school, when there was a welcome disco for Year Seven with a DJ who wasn’t even somebody’s dad but an actual teenage boy with a tattoo of a Chinese symbol on his bicep. 

‘Kung Pao Chicken,’ I replied when two wide-eyed girls asked me what I thought it meant, ‘with egg fried rice.’ They frowned and danced off so I escaped the noise of the hall for the room where the teachers were selling sweets, and oh goodness the chocolate bars were in such a mess that I had no choice but to stack them in neat piles for Mrs Miller, and then I disappeared outside to sit on a wall beneath a tree. 

At home, Jack asked me if I’d had a good time, sounding as if he already knew the answer to that one, but I defied the odds and nodded, thinking of the way moonlight had shone through the branches to make silver patterns on my skin. 

‘You did?’ His voice perked up, his face too. ‘Really? That’s great, Tessie-T. Really great. New school and everything. New start. What did you do?’ 

‘I sat under a tree,’ I told him and his face fell.

‘With a friend? Tell me you were with a friend, Tess. We’ve talked about this.’ 

I examined my toes through my tights. Before the disco, Mum had painted my nails bright pink even though no one would see. 

‘Tess?’ she said, half-hidden by a pile of marking in the armchair. ‘Dad’s talking to you. Did you go outside with a friend?’ 

‘’Course she did,’ Jack replied. ‘She remembers our discussion, don’t you, Tessie-T? About the importance of fitting in? That’s what you’re doing, isn’t it? Fitting in?’ 

There was only one right answer, that much was obvious. They didn’t want a Pluto. They wanted a Mercury or a Venus at least. I nodded, my head going straight up and down then jolting forward as Jack slapped me on the shoulder blade where my left butterfly wing used to be. 

‘Atta girl!’ he said, and if his voice had perked up before, it positively soared now, high high high above the fear I would always struggle to fit in. ‘Tell us about her. Or is it a him?’ he said, giving me a wink as he pulled me onto the sofa. It creaked like always and we had to adjust the cushions like always and we both did this exaggerated groan when Mum squeezed in on the other side. She poked us with a red pen before saying, ‘Go on, Tess. Give us a name.’

‘Anna,’ I said, not even caring it was a fib. They were glancing at each other over my head with these eyes that were full of a thing I didn’t recognise, and then it dawned on me that it was pride. I was surrounded by it, warm and full of hope, this golden cocoon promising to transform me into something more desirable than even a butterfly. When I went to bed, I knelt in front of Jedi and made a solemn vow. I’d try to be an ideal daughter if he’d try to be an ideal pet, and he hung his fluffy white head because he knew that meant no more fighting with Bobbin, his nemesis, who belongs to Andrew next door. 

I raised my hand and he lifted his paw. 

‘May the force be with us.’ 

It sort of was for a few years. Jedi didn’t bite Bobbin for ages, and I made this big effort to fit in, trying to be louder and livelier and more fun than I felt inside, wearing my personality like a clown hat to make everyone laugh. Jack in particular.

Well, not anymore. Not after the words I read on his computer. I’m off the hook, which means Jedi is too, so can someone please tell my dog that the deal is OFF. A leopard can’t change its spots and a dog can’t change its temperament and a planet can’t change its position in the universe. I’m Pluto, which is why I take the receipt in the petrol station without saying anything to the man who’s not saying anything to me, but that takes some effort let me tell you after four years of being the one to fill the awkward silence.
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I wait for the red light to halt the non-existent traffic on this not-so-busy road that actually doesn’t require me to stand on the pavement, hanging around until some machine tells me it’s time to cross. That sort of behaviour belongs to a girl trying desperately to do the right thing, and I am trying desperately to do the wrong thing, so I step out onto the road without looking both ways, ignoring the Green Cross Code because I am that much of a rebel. 

‘Use your bloody eyes!’ a van driver yells, slamming on the brake. Of course I check him to see if he’s the one, but he’s too loud to be my dad, shouting blah blah this and blah blah that because I made him screech to a stop, ruining his brand new bloody tyres that cost a bloody fortune, don’t I know. ‘Look where you’re bloody going next time, love!’ 

My real dad would never be this rude, I just know it. Even if he was angry, he would hold up his hand to apologise. I would hold up my hand to apologise, and he would hold up his hand even higher to take more of the blame, but I would hold up my hand highest of all to show that it was actually my fault. And with our fingers almost scraping the sky we would smile identical smiles then he would gasp, ‘It’s you!’ 

‘Yes!’ I would reply, and then we would embrace, right here in the middle of the road, with everyone clapping and cheering like a film with a happy ending that will never happen in real life, Tess, so don’t go getting any strange ideas.

I make it to the pavement doing a semi-waddle, which is my version of a run these days, and when did that happen, when did this stripy dress that is supposed to be A-line but looks more O-line on my body get so damn tight is what I am asking myself. I’m supposed to care that I’m getting fatter according to Jack, but I am fine with my size, in fact sometimes when I pose in front of the mirror with my boobs in my hands, I think there are a lot of men out there who would pay good money to see my body, and not just the ones with a fat fetish, so there.

I strut along the pavement, belly-first, like bow down and worship at the great altar of Tess is my suddenly awesome vibe as I look out for a taxi to whisk me away on an adventure. I’ve got a load of change in my coat pocket and the prospect of getting in a cab feels sort of magical, like wow I can just fling out a hand to stop a black chariot and pay a few gold coins to go anywhere I want within reason and a nine-pound budget. And the place I want to be is Manchester Piccadilly train station because the place I ultimately want to end up is Finsbury Tower, One-hundred-and-three to One-hundred-and-five Bunhill Row in London, and I chant these words again and again in my head so it’s a surprise to hear my mouth tell the driver my home address when I finally flag one down.

‘That up by Chorlton Grammar School?’ he asks as we do a u-turn. There’s still time to change my mind. I am ready to go and the goldfish is too, but I mutter, ‘That’s it, yeah. The first right after the school. It’s one of the middle terraces about halfway down the road.’

We set off in the opposite direction to the station, and in no time at all we are turning onto my street. Something more should be happening, something big enough to account for the mad beat beat beat of my heart, but no, we’re decelerating, coming to a stop outside my front door. Everything about my house is the same. The same silver number is displayed above the same silver letterbox. The same curtains are hanging in the same lounge window. And this evening no doubt I will be the same girl sitting on the same sofa, watching TV in my tiger-print onesie when a mouse one would be far more appropriate.

‘Six pounds fifty, when you’re ready.’

I hand over some cash but don’t get out, pretending for a few more seconds that I really might do something big and brave for once in my decidedly small and timid life. 

‘This is the one?’

‘Yeah,’ I reply, but I make no move to open the door. The driver almost-but-not-quite turns to look at me. 

‘You are okay, aren’t you?’ 

It’s nice of him to ask, but his voice is heavy with obligation and his eyes are tired, like here’s just another messed up teenage girl wandering the streets after a disastrous evening is the precise look on his face as he half-surveys my own. Maybe if he’d twist a bit further, or cut the ignition, or take his hands off the steering wheel rather than gripping it so tightly, maybe then I’d tell him what I saw last night.

Instead, I pull myself together. ‘I’m fine.’ 

The sky is crying, relieved or disappointed by my return, it’s hard to tell. I stand in the rain, staring up at the house, taking in the fact Mum and Jack’s bedroom curtains are still closed so they will never know I ran away for four hours and thirteen minutes. The cab disappears as I unlock the front door. I tiptoe into the house, wondering why it still feels like home.





 

[image: chap02.tif] 

[image: FISH3.tif] 

The kitchen smells of burned spaghetti, proof that last night happened, there’s absolutely no denying it. Listening out for Mum and Jack, I avoid the creaky floorboards, creeping to the sink to get a glass of water. The cold tap is awkward, but I turn it on the perfect amount to get a good flow without any splash. 

The house is quiet. Not silent exactly, but the noise of it is so familiar it barely registers.  

I listen harder, transforming the creaks and groans and pops into something strange then force myself to look. The door to Jack’s study is open so I can see it from here, just a bog-standard laptop, but somewhere hidden away in the deepest, darkest part of that computer is a file called DCNETWORK BLOG containing six hundred and seventeen secret words. 

And Jack typed them yesterday. 

Jack typed them, and that’s a hard fact sitting in my brain giving me acid indigestion of the mind, particularly behind my right temple, which is throbbing. 

Jack typed them, probably doing his usual sigh as he bedded in for a few hours with a cup of coffee on the Master of the House coaster, which he bought in the foyer of the theatre with the glittering chandeliers because even the ceiling was wearing its best jewellery to see Les Misérables. And wow that was such a good night, but then again, maybe not for Jack. Maybe it was this huge great big effort for him to climb to his feet during the standing ovation where we both grinned at each other, clapping until our hands stung. I elbowed him in an eloquent way, like that jab of my bone on his arm said, This is the best moment of my life. He elbowed me back to say, Mine too, but now I am wondering if actually he was trying to knock me off the balcony because, no doubt about it, he would be happier if I didn’t exist.

Jack’s slippers with the trodden-down backs are still under the desk where I kicked them off when I discovered the truth. Jack’s slippers. Dad’s slippers. Dad’s old familiar slippers I used to put on whenever my feet got cold because dads and daughters can share foot-sweat no problem. I will never wear them again and suddenly that seems the saddest thing of all, like my toes start to grieve, throbbing in my boots as I turn away from the study, unable to believe he wrote that blog. 

When Tess finally emerged after two hours of pushing, all I felt was revulsion, and I could no more easily pretend to love the peculiar creature in my delighted wife’s arms than hide the resentment that burned inside. It wasn’t my daughter. It was her daughter – hers and some sperm donor’s I had never met, but what could I do? She was here and she was my wife’s and I loved my wife even if I didn’t love the ugly red thing gnawing at her –  

‘Oh no! Oh help!’ Mum had shrieked as the smoke alarm had gone off and Jack had burst out of the study as I’d run in from the lounge. Mum was flapping her hands at the sticks of spaghetti jutting out of the pan that had caught fire in the flames of the gas hob. ‘What’s the rule?’

‘Watch yourself, Helen!’

‘What’s the rule?’

‘What are you talking about?’

‘The rule about fires!’ Mum exclaimed as the smoke alarm yelled THERE IS AN EMERGENCY THERE IS AN EMERGENCY THERE IS AN EMERGENCY. ‘You’re not allowed to throw water on certain types of fire. Some of them need an extinguisher. What is it? I can’t remember. Quick! Do we need an extinguisher?’

‘What? We don’t have an extinguisher.’ Jack went over to the awkward tap, turning it on the perfect amount to get a good flow without any splash. He filled a jug of water. 

‘Don’t just throw that on it. It might cause an explosion. Is it gas fires? Is it gas that needs carbon dioxide or something? Does that sound right? We need to check! I think it is gas fires.’

‘You’ve turned off the bloody gas, Helen. It’s not a gas fire. It’s just a fire. Fires need water,’ Jack said, but he was hesitating now, staring at the hob. ‘The gas is off, isn’t it?’

‘The fire’s getting bigger!’ So were Mum’s arm flaps. They were ridiculous and I smirked as I watched the spectacle, ignoring the alarm urging me to LEAVE NOW.

‘I can see that,’ Jack replied. I don’t know how. Mum was practically star-jumping in front of the pan as the alarm got louder, screaming YOU ARE IN DANGER, not that I paid any attention to it. ‘I can see that, but I don’t—’

‘Quick, Jack!’

‘Don’t tell me to be quick. You’re the one slowing—’

‘Just pour!’

‘No, I can’t now. We should check.’

‘We haven’t got time to check.’

‘Just check, will you?’

And that’s what I decided to do, slipping into Jack’s study, normally off-limits, but this was an emergency. Besides, my parents were too busy arguing to notice, all this hot-faced bickering that steamed up the windows. I put on Jack’s slippers that he’d left under his desk then sat in his bum print, bashing a few buttons to wake up his laptop. 

‘Come on,’ I said, wiggling the mouse when nothing happened, almost knocking over the framed poem on his desk – The Road Not Taken by Robert Frost. I stared at the words without seeing them because there was a glorious picture inside my head, and it was of me saving the day, finding out the information in the nick of time.

‘POUR!’ I imagined shouting, a split second before the pan exploded. ‘POUR, DAD! TRUST ME!’

I wanted to impress my dad, that’s why I was drumming my fingers on his notepad, urging his computer to wake the bloody hell up before I missed my chance. I wiggled the mouse again, but the screen stayed black for what felt like ages. I will always remember it, the blissful darkness of not knowing before the harsh glare of reality hit me between the eyes, and the alarm BEEPED and BEEPED and BEEPED because there was an emergency, after all – it just had nothing to do with burned spaghetti.
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Mum doesn’t look at me as she places my favourite pig mug on my Sudoku book, and she doesn’t look at me as she moves my curtains to one side to groan at the rain, and she doesn’t look at me as she takes my lunchbox out of my school bag to wash it out so she can fill it with salad now Jack has banned bread of all types, not just the white stuff. She doesn’t look at me because for the past one thousand mornings when she’s delivered my tea, I have been dead to the world, my face buried in my pillow. 

This morning is different though. 

I am lying on my back with a rigid spine, gripping the duvet with tight fists as I stare up at her. When she finally notices, she jumps out of her skin because there are the whites of my eyes, I can feel them glowing in the darkness.

‘Wonders will never cease. Are you actually awake?’ She is all smiles and long brown hair as she leans over me, checking my pulse with jokey fingers nowhere near the right place in my neck. ‘Well, well, well. Your body must be in shock after such an unprecedented event. Here, let me see.’ She grabs my wrist feeling the pulse there too, pretending to time it tick tock on a nonexistent watch. ‘Yes. Yes. A little fast. Just what I thought. Are you feeling okay?’ she asks in mock concern, and here it is, the perfect opportunity to scream NO at the top of my voice. 

I wait for it to happen, but the word doesn’t even nearly come. 

Mum puts her hand on my forehead. 

‘Slightly raised temperature but that’s hardly surprising. All that effort it must have taken to peel apart your eyelids at this time in the morning. You must be exhausted. Do you want to lie down? Wait. You’re already lying down. Thank goodness! Don’t want you overstraining yourself.’ She grins at her own joke then lifts my tea by the rim of the cup, offering me the handle. ‘Can you manage this for once? Go on. Make my day.’ 

She cheers as I take the cup and I smile, like I actually do this massive grin, and what the Holy Crap is that about I ask myself in disbelief. I’m supposed to be causing a scene, not playing along ever so nicely, but I let Mum plump up my Star Wars pillows then take a sip of tea that tastes really good after my failed attempt to run away. I grip the mug tightly, relieved I am not in the station drinking weak tea from an unfamiliar polystyrene cup, waiting to board a train that will take me away from everything I’ve ever known. 

But then Jack appears around my bedroom door. Tea goes down the wrong way and I start to cough. I can’t stand to look at him, but I can’t take my eyes off him either, so I gaze at him without wanting to, resenting the pull he has over my eyeballs. His red hair is wet from the shower and his pink cheeks are freshly shaved and he looks clean, too clean for someone who writes dark confessions about his so-called daughter to post on the Internet. 

The betrayal hits me again and it takes effort not to double-up and hide under my duvet like I did last night before I ran away. Typing DCNETWORK into my phone, I found that it stands for Donor Conception Network. Holding my breath, I visited their website all about sperm and egg donation where it outlined the procedure and talked about how it felt to conceive a child through assisted fertilisation. Loads of people had written about their experiences, but not one of them had said anything about disgust. Jack obviously spotted a gap and decided to fill it with his story, willing to tell the world his secret, but not me his own flesh and blood – well, not exactly I have to keep reminding myself because the fact he isn’t my real dad still has not sunk in. 

‘Look at this!’ Mum says, meaning me. ‘It’s a miracle.’  

‘Now there’s something you don’t see every day.’

Jack steps into my room, drying his face, but the mask of Perfect Dad does not rub off in the towel. He uses it to grin at me as if he is just so goddamn delighted to find me wide awake in the room he painted when I was ten. I got to choose the colour from a shiny brochure, and of course the only logical choice was the mystical Midnight Blue. I couldn’t wait for Jack to start, jumping up and down when he covered my furniture with sheets to make a den that I sat in even though I was too old to pretend my desk was a cave and I was a troll.

‘Don’t you want to be a princess?’ Jack asked as I scratched my warts then belched, rubbing my belly with a hairy hand. 

‘I eat princesses for breakfast.’ 

Jack shook his head then shooed me outside. I climbed up on the shed roof in the backyard. Craning my neck to peer through my bedroom window, I saw Jack bend down to prepare the paint that I just knew was the exact colour of magic. When he caught me spying, he waggled a finger and I laughed, leaping off the shed because I didn’t want to spoil the surprise, not really.

It was a shock when he said voilà and I burst through my door to my new blue room that wasn’t blue at all but pale yellow. 

‘It’s First Dawn,’ he said as my chest constricted. ‘Not Midnight Blue. I thought it was prettier. Much nicer for a girl. Look how it catches the light, Tessie-T. That blue would have been too dark. This one makes your room look so much bigger, don’t you think?’ 

I nodded even though the walls were caving in, squeezing out oxygen, they must have been, because I couldn’t breathe. Tears teetered on my eyelids, globules of disappointment that I had to hide no matter what because Jack was waiting for me to be delighted. Somehow I managed it, I don’t exactly know how, keeping my eyes open until they stung and saying the words he wanted to hear. 

‘Thanks Dad, I love it.’ 

‘Your old man knows best, eh?’

I have never hated my yellow walls more than I do at this moment as Jack clutches the towel to his chest and pretends to have a heart attack. 

It’s brilliant how he does it, I have to admit it. Mum is in stitches and normally I would be too, maybe even joining in with a companionable cardiac arrest of my own. It takes a lot of willpower, but I make rocks out of my eyes and keep my expression stony as Jack staggers to my desk, clawing at his heart. I watch impassively as he holds out a dying hand to grip the coat I wore to run away last night. It’s damp, it must be, and Jack is surely about to notice – but no. It’s just a prop, and he collapses on my chair and dies with his face pressed against my hood, not even wondering why it’s wet. 

I jolt up suddenly, screwing my anger into a black ball, toying with it so dangerous and powerful in my hands. It’s a grenade that could blow up this ordinary day, shattering the image of my perfect family into a thousand little pieces. All I have to do is let it explode. 

Mum sees me sitting up in bed. She pretends to gasp then nudges Jack and he gasps too. They look at me with eyes precisely the same shade of blue – information I’ve known my whole life that now takes on brand new meaning. Here it is, proof that someone else was involved in my conception because I might not always pay attention in Biology, but I am pretty certain that two blue-eyed parents cannot produce a brown-eyed child.

‘I—’

‘She’s talking,’ Jack says. ‘She’s awake and she’s talking.’

‘I—’

‘Woah, be careful!’ Mum laughs. 

Jack strolls over to my bed. ‘Don’t strain yourself on our account, Tessie-T.’ He touches my shoulder with fingers that typed those six hundred and seventeen words. There is contact between us, and the strange thing is it doesn’t feel strange because he has been my dad for fifteen years and Jack for only twelve hours. ‘Just relax, Tessie-T. Lie back, lie back. Why change the habit of a lifetime, eh?’ 

He pushes me down onto my Star Wars pillows, and I disappear into the familiar universe of them like nothing at all has changed.
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I go through the motions, pretending everything’s okay, which is what I need to do until I can work out what I want to do. I eat the porridge Jack makes every morning as he checks my homework, moving a thin finger across my maths book, not finding any errors even though it only took me twenty minutes because I am that good at trigonometry. He hands it back with a smile that normally I would return then reminds me to pack my flute for a lesson I might not attend if I decide to run away. It’s still a possibility I tell the goldfish inside my head, even though the plan seems ridiculous in the cold light of day. I picture him, impatiently darting about beneath my bed, chanting the address of the Human Fertilisation and Embryology Authority where information about sperm donors is stored. Finsbury Tower, One-hundred-and-three to One-hundred-and-five Bunhill Row in—

‘Tess?’ 

I come round to see Jack finish the last of his porridge then lean back in his chair. 

‘What do you think, then?’  

‘Yes?’ 

Nine times out of ten yes is the right answer. Sure enough, Jack nods then takes our bowls to stack in the dishwasher, strictly his domain. He takes great pleasure in it, putting the plates and the cups in the right order so we can fill the dishwasher completely, twisting his head this way and that, trying to work out where everything should go. 

Today it’s a plastic jug that’s proving tricky. Jedi races in, scampering across the kitchen floor so he can thrust his nose in the cutlery. Jack hates it, but I love it, his pink tongue licking the butter knife with no regard for the rules. 

‘Out of there, boy. Come on. You know the score. Yes, that’s what I thought, Tessie-T. Ask her about it. There’s not a lot of point learning the flute if you don’t do grades, is there? Suzie’s just done one. Do you fancy having a go? We don’t want to hide your light under a bushel, do we? We want to give you chance to shine. Really show what you can do, you know? Stand out.’

‘I thought I was supposed to be trying to fit in,’ I say, surprising myself, but not as much as Jack. He dumps the jug then straightens up.

‘Who wants to fit in? Who wants to be ordinary?’ he asks, sounding genuinely shocked. It’s exhausting, trying to keep up with him, and it’s a relief I don’t have to do it anymore. ‘Do you want to blend into the background, Tess? Is that what you’re telling me?’ 

I mumble the appropriate response, but it’s harder than usual. There’s a scream of protest in my chest where there used to be silence and my eyes are ablaze. This is new, this heat, burning into Jack’s back as he shakes his head then disappears upstairs. 

I get changed in my room, grabbing an old school skirt because my trousers are in the wash, holding it up against my legs to see if it will still fit. Probably not is my guess, given that it was a squeeze six months ago, but with a few pulls and pushes I just about manage to get myself into the green fabric. Shoving my feet into the black Dr Martens I wear for school, I gaze down at my bottom half, telling myself that curves are beautiful until I love the way my bum juts out of the emerald material like some sort of epic green mountain. I am big and I am strong and I am powerful – a girl of Everest proportions who won’t easily be conquered. I brush my hair vigorously then give my teeth an extra-fierce scrub, looking in the bathroom mirror at my face so full of fire. 

Something’s coming. I don’t know what or when, but it’s going to be huge.

‘You ready, Tess?’ Jack calls from the hall. ‘I’ll give you a lift. It looks like it might rain.’

I get my flute and my bag then pick up my salad from the kitchen before slipping on my coat, still wet from an adventure that already seems a million years ago.

‘Miserable, isn’t it?’ Andrew says as he emerges from the house next to ours. ‘But, look at you, Mr Turner. This working lark becoming something of a habit, is it?’ He locks his door with a quick turn of a key.

‘Not really,’ Jack replies, locking ours with more of a fumble.

‘Life not beaten you into submission then, mate?’

‘Not at all, mate.’

Andrew’s proper laugh jars with Jack’s false one. ‘Glad to hear it. So you’ve not yet given up on the great acting dream?’

‘’Fraid not. Still flying the glorious flag, mate.’ Jack points at his suit. ‘This is nothing serious, just a temp job over in Ashton. A bit of pocket money in the run up to Christmas while I wait for my agent to find me a new role.’ All of a sudden it seems pathetic, a forty-five year old man answering phones for a Volvo car dealership, scornful of anyone on the treadmill or in the rat race, turning up his nose at people with theirs pressed to the grindstone as he waits for auditions that never seem to come. ‘Anyway, best be off. Have a good one, eh?’ 

We walk to our car parked in a space on the other side of the road. ‘You spoil her!’ Andrew shouts. ‘School’s only two minutes away. I never give my Suzie a lift.’

‘Yeah, well.’ Jack points at the sky. ‘It’s threatening.’

‘The fresh air does them good! Toughens them up. Bit of exercise before school and all that.’ 

They both glance at me, the same thought pinging into their minds as the button of my skirt almost pings off onto the pavement. The look on Jack’s face makes me feel big, bigger than this car and bigger than this street, bigger even than a country, pretty much the size of Africa if famine had been eradicated. 

‘So, what’ve you been auditioning for recently?’ Andrew asks, ambling over to us. ‘Will we see you in that detective thing again? Morse, was it?’

‘Lewis,’ Jack says, zapping the car. 

‘Lewis. That’s right. They’re going to write you back in it, are they?’ 

‘Nah, I don’t think so. But whatever. It’s good to get some variety on the old CV. I’d turn it down even if I was offered it again,’ Jack lies.  

‘What will it be instead?’ Andrew asks, not taking the hint as Jack climbs into the car and starts the engine. ‘Adverts or something? Will we see you dressed up as the Honey Monster?’

‘Don’t think they have that anymore, do they? Adverts aren’t my thing, really, to tell you the truth. Soulless. I’m concentrating more on theatre work at present. I am in this local pantomime. Helping them out, you know? Starts this weekend, actually. Tomorrow at seven, and then three Saturdays after that. You should check it out, if you get chance. Didsbury Players. Got myself roped in as Captain Hook, didn’t I? Tess is in it too. You’re loving it, aren’t you? I mean, it’s an amateur dramatic thing but it’s quite impressive, isn’t it? High quality?’ 

‘Mmm.’ 

Jack looks at me funny because this is not at all how I usually respond.

‘Half dead this morning,’ he says to Andrew in a voice full of exasperation at the lethargy of teenagers. ‘You know what it’s like.’

‘Suzie’s a morning person, actually. We struck gold there.’

‘Yeah, you did,’ Jack says in a way that makes me feel distinctly bronze. ‘Anyway, there might be one or two tickets left if you’re interested.’

‘Sounds good. I’ll definitely try to make it,’ he says, even though he won’t. 

‘Brilliant,’ Jack replies, meaning the total opposite. ‘See you later, mate.’

‘Yeah, mate. See you later. And you, Tess. Enjoy the lift with your chauffeur – I mean your dad.’
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We wave at Andrew but it’s not him I’m looking at. I can’t take my eyes off our hands. Mine’s broad with short fingers and Jack’s is narrow with long fingers and they make contrasting patterns as they fly through the air like birds definitely not from the same species. There’s a fresh shaving cut on Jack’s chin the complete opposite of my chin that’s too large according to these girls at school. Man Skull they call me on account of my heavy jaw and big nose, bigger than Jack’s I am suddenly realising because nothing about us is similar. He’s thin to my fat, small to my tall, and ginger to my natural blonde. 

Panic flutters in my chest. We’re moving now so I can’t leap out of the car, but I lean away from Jack as far as possible then stare out of the window with eyes that don’t blink. He isn’t my dad. I’m sitting next to a stranger. An imposter. The flutter becomes a swoop that makes the whole world lurch. I grip the seat and try to focus. There’s a pavement. People. Puddles. I see all of it and none of it. Jack tuts and I jump. 

‘That’s one thing Andrew and I do agree upon. This weather’s miserable.’ I open my mouth to reply, but no – I am not going to make small talk with the enemy, let’s be clear about that. I bite my tongue, sitting on my hands until they start to tingle. ‘He won’t come tomorrow, mark my words. Men like Andrew hate the arts. More fool them, right Tessie-T? You did ask Anna if she wanted a ticket, didn’t you? Gran’s too old to cope with it, but I mentioned it to Uncle Paul and Aunt Susan so that’s a couple more if they can make it. You okay, Tess? You’re quiet.’ 

The rest of me tingles too. Skin. Bones. Blood. ‘I’m fine.’ 

Jack slows down as we approach school. He peers into the car park then drives straight past the entrance because Holy Crap he’s going to do it again, even though I’ve told him countless times it’s absolutely not allowed. 

‘That’s ridiculous,’ he said when I held up the letter for him to read as he stirred a pan of some mysterious sauce because he’d swung by the organic shop after work to grab a selection of ingredients, totally at random. ‘Wang us the salt, Helen. This sauce needs a bit of bite to complement the sweetness of the plums. Strictly no cars allowed in the bus park at any time. Mrs Austin is a fantastic Head, but has she seen the car park? It’s always gridlocked. What does she expect me to do?’ 

‘Obey the rules,’ I replied, too quietly for Jack to hear, not that it would have made any difference to him. It’s not just recipes that are for other people, it’s rules as well.

He turns left then stops slap bang in the middle of the bus park because there’s nowhere to pull in. Anger floods my face, washing over my body in a red hot tsunami. 

‘So, this isn’t bad, eh, Tessie-T?’ he says, oblivious to the wave of fury moving in his direction. It’s going to knock him off his feet any second now, I swear to God. I wait for it to happen, but there’s not even the quietest splash. ‘Door to door service.’

He looks around for somewhere to drop me off. There’s still nowhere to pull in and no way of reversing out because there’s a bus behind us now, blocking the exit, so we stay where we are for a minute that feels way longer than sixty seconds.

When I was small, being in the car with Jack was up there with going to bed. I loved hiding under my duvet after school. It was a cave. A cocoon. And the car was the same. 

‘Our own little world on wheels,’ Jack used to say, grinning at me in the rear view mirror as I sat with my legs dangling off the booster seat. He’d put on music and sing show tunes, even the female parts, to make me laugh. I’d give anything to hear that falsetto voice now.

At last there is a puff of exhaust fumes as a bus splutters into action. Jack sneaks into the space, ignoring the honk honk from the bus behind us. I go for the door the instant he pulls the handbrake. 

‘Zip up your coat, Tess.’ Normally I would obey this sort of order no problem, but today I hesitate. ‘Come on. Look at that. It’s really starting to come down. You don’t want to sit in a damp uniform all day, do you? You’ll get a cold. We’ve got the pantomime to think about. Opening night tomorrow. You and your old man, eh? You don’t want to come down with flu and miss it,’ he informs me as I picture myself sneezing and smiling about it.

I never wanted to be involved in the first place. Jack heard about the audition from his friend, Derek, who’d been hired as the director, telling me about it as he plonked himself on the coffee table directly in my line of vision. I was watching Embarrassing Bodies and this just so happened to be the good bit where they showed the scrotum they’d mentioned at the start of the show. As Jack banged on, I slowly peered over his shoulder, trying not to be too obvious about it, hating myself a little bit for how much I wanted to see this testicle apparently the size of an orange. 

‘The audition’s this Saturday,’ Jack said, but I wasn’t listening. The thing on the TV was more the size of a melon, I’m not even kidding. ‘Derek’s asked me if I want to be involved, and I said yes. Bit of a favour to help him out. It’s only an amateur thing. No money involved, obviously, not even for a professional. But it will be fun. I haven’t been in anything, theatre-wise, since I played Hamlet. Last year of stage school, that was. Back in the eighties. I had long hair.’

‘I loved your long hair!’ Mum said. ‘Long flowing locks and Shakespeare? My idea of heaven, but then I did have dyed red hair and a flower-stud in my nose.’ She started to laugh and Jack did too. ‘All those lines, darling. I don’t know how you did it. Remember Yorick the mascot?’

‘A fellow of infinite jest and Sellotape.’ I loved the look they gave each other, my mum and dad, still together after all this time. ‘He was terrifying, but he was perfect. Where did you find him again?’ 

‘Some market stall in Oldham where I had that awful teaching placement. God, those kids were tough. I was walking home after school. The play was on just before Halloween, do you remember? I couldn’t believe my luck. A plastic skull on a market stall! He was a little battered and broken, but we patched him up, didn’t we?’

‘And he worked. That show got brilliant reviews.’ 

‘You got brilliant reviews, you mean.’

‘I’ll have to try and find him,’ Jack said. ‘He must be in the attic somewhere.’

‘It will be good to see you on stage again, darling.’

‘Yeah, I am looking forward to it, actually. Especially if it’s a little quiet on the work front. I bet you fancy it too, eh, Tess? Peter Pan? You and your old man? Treading the boards?’ 

He expected me to say yes so I put on my happy face and nodded. That’s how it worked. Jack suggested something and I agreed to it because I had a vow to honour, a vow I’d made when I was eleven years old with music from a school disco ringing in my ears. I’d made a promise to a fluffy white dog to be a better kind of girl, a more perfect kind of daughter for my perfect dad, so I chiselled away at myself, trying to become a chip off the old block, but no matter how much I shaped myself, I never quite got it right.

And now I know why.

‘I won’t say it again, Tess. And don’t look at me like that, please. You’re the one who chose to wear a skirt in this weather. It’s ridiculous. It’s not exactly skirt-weather, is it, and besides, it’s—’ he stops dead and clears his throat ‘—it’s a bit too short for my liking.’ 

I look at my skirt. It almost comes down to my knees. 

‘Did you pick up your salad?’ he asks, proof, not that I need it, that it’s the tightness of my skirt, not the length of it he’s thinking about. ‘I don’t want you going hungry, that’s all.’ 

Usually I’d be appeased by this lie, but today I see it for what it is – manipulation, pure and simple, because he does want me going hungry, that’s the whole point of giving me salad rather than sandwiches. 

He smiles. ‘I put some pineapple in it.’ Pause. ‘It’s just that, well, kids can be mean, can’t they? They can say things. That skirt. I don’t want you standing out, that’s all. Becoming too much of a target.’ I snort loudly. ‘What?’ 

The rain doubles in force. It’s spectacular, the noise it makes on the roof of the car and the amount of water on the windows. We both fall silent and watch it for a while, letting the awkwardness fade between us, and then I zip up my coat before Jack can tell me again so that it’s absolutely my decision to do it.

‘Remind me what subjects you’ve got on today. Geography first, is it?’

‘Yeah.’ I don’t want to talk but my mouth isn’t obeying my brain. 

‘You enjoying it?’

‘Yeah,’ I say again, even though I’m not. 

‘Good. That’s good.’

There’s nothing good about it, and I long to be in London rather than stuck outside school. In twenty minutes’ time, I am going to open my exercise book and write down the date as if this is just an ordinary Friday morning rather than the very first day of the rest of my life. I need a new timescale because there’s a before and after now, and if the Christians were allowed to invent a new calendar after the birth of a baby in a stable, so am I after the rebirth of myself, Tess Turner, a Pluto in the solar system of life, who no longer needs to impress Jack or answer his questions I have to keep telling myself because it’s going to take some getting used to.

‘Still on volcanoes?’ 

‘No. We’re starting a new topic today.’

‘Precipitation by any chance?’ He elbows me in the ribs. ‘Don’t need to study precipitation when we have a first class example like this. Put up your hood, Tess. What is it then? Footpath erosion? Tourism?’ The rain’s not going anywhere so I open the door without looking at him. ‘Glaciation?’  

I set off, biting my lip to keep from answering. 

‘Tessie-T?’ He sounds baffled because I am leaving without saying goodbye. ‘Sweetheart?’

I spin round. ‘Oxbow lakes, okay?’ 

‘Ah, my favourite! Enjoy, Tessie-T. Have fun with Anna – though not too much fun, mind. I know what you girls are like. You’re at school to work, remember? Ask her if she wants tickets for tomorrow. And ask your flute teacher about those grades, okay? Right. You got everything? You sure? Good. See you tonight then,’ he says, and I nod resignedly because in all likelihood he will.
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