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To the ones who felt they weren’t enough.






Skogsfräken

180 Nights

Josh’s back is a hairless white wall with seven moles – four on the left shoulder and three down the spine. If you stare at it long enough, you can make out the Big Dipper or a square-bodied sperm. He’s spooning his Swedish lover, Skogsfräken. When we bought the easy-care IKEA pillow last summer, I didn’t expect it would be something I had to compete with, but mornings like these make me feel jealous of the machine-washable Scandinavian.

It hasn’t always been this way. When we were two scrappy students, we’d wake up and find each other under the thin duvet, and I’d get so close to him that his skin became blurry. I guess it’s only natural after 10 years for the novelty of my body to wear off. 

Josh’s alarm goes off, which means it’s six on the dot. There isn’t a sound on earth that I hate more than Apple’s Radar alarm. He wriggles, stretches and flips over. 

‘How’s the head, Lab Rat?’ he asks. His smile is too big for this time of morning. 

‘Why didn’t you stop me?’ My voice comes out like a fuzzy radio. It was meant to be a quiet local New Year’s Eve in Clapham Junction with Pete and Nina, but cheap Prosecco and other forces (sambuca) ended that. I can sort of remember Nina and me singing Aretha Franklin’s ‘Respect’ into wine bottles and Pete challenging Josh to a press-up competition in the middle of Northcote Records. The rest is a little hazy. 

Josh jumps out of bed, picks up a pair of boxers from the folded pile on the drawers and gives them a big, long sniff. 

‘They’re clean,’ I groan. 

‘Clean boxers, what a beautiful start to the year.’ He pulls them up, then puts his gym shorts on and tightens them around his branchy hips.

‘Are you actually going to the gym on New Year’s Day?’ I ask in disgust. 

‘It’s Chest Day,’ he says, offended. ‘Muscles don’t read calendars, Amy.’

I roll my eyes at the ceiling. It began with the Joe Rogan podcast, followed by a gym membership, and now I’m living with a man who seems to be training for war. I’ve never heard so many motivational quotes in my life. At any given opportunity, he will slip one into a conversation, even when not requested (they are never requested). Another element of this new lifestyle is that the days of the week are now named after body parts. Today is Monday, which means Chest Day. Tomorrow will be Back Day, Wednesday is Leg Day, and so forth. I didn’t want this gym routine to be burnt into my brain, taking up space, but that’s where we are. 

Josh begins lunging in the middle of our bedroom floor.

‘Mum’s going to ask us a favour today,’ he says.

‘If it’s to look after Gary again, then please, please, please, can we not say yes?’ 

‘What’s wrong with Gary?’ he says, frowning.

‘Don’t you remember? He barked at everything all day, every day.’

‘Gary is great.’

I bite my lip. I refuse to spend the first morning of 2025 listing reasons why Gary, the chaotic Springer Spaniel, is not great. ‘So, you think that’s the favour, dog sitting?’ 



He shrugs mid-lunge and gives me that dimpled smile that has escorted him through life. Josh is blessed with the elements of a good-looking man; he has the dark hair, the watery blue eyes, the thick beard. His only insecurity is that he wishes he was six foot, not five foot ten. It doesn’t bother me in the slightest as he’s still way taller than me, but men are funny about those things. 

‘Right, let the gains begin,’ he shouts, bouncing up into the air. He kisses me on the forehead and dashes off like he’s late for a train.

I’m left with his grubby grey imprint next to me. We really need to buy new sheets this year. On his bedside table is a photo of us, gifted by me and put there by me. It was taken in the Alps during an après-ski session almost two years ago to the day. We are puffed out in skiwear with his arm over my shoulder and we have identical grins. He had proposed only an hour before in a cable car that we were sharing with a couple from Ohio. ‘Oh my Ghad!’, ‘Oh my Ghad!’, ‘Oh my Ghad!’ was the background noise to that intimate moment. 

I get my notebook (not journal) from the drawer in my bedside table. It was bought so I could plan our wedding in it. On the first page, I’ve written, ‘Amy and Josh’s Wedding’; beneath it is a long list with nothing checked off. We quickly realised that if we wanted to save for a deposit for our dream countryside cottage life and afford our dream wedding venue, which is one of those rustic barns (I know, it’s cliché), we would need some time to save. So that’s what we’re doing now – saving. I flick to the back of the notebook, where the page is filled with tally marks. I draw a diagonal stick to make another set of five. That makes 180 sexless nights in a row. 

There are prison sentences shorter than this.

I sort myself out. Porn is too on the nose for me. Instead, I have Graham Moores, the astrophysicist podcaster, who talks about the universe in a husky, Southern drawl. The cover is of him staring up at the night sky. He’s on a horse wearing a black cowboy hat, his thick thighs are bursting out of his jeans.

I pop in my earbuds and take off my star-patterned pyjama bottoms. Graham’s voice goes into my ears and down my body. ‘The mean orbit velocity which is the average speed of an entire orbit of Pluto is around 10,444 mph. Y’all know this is a snail’s pace compared to Earth, which orbits at 66,622 mph . . .’ 

Under the covers, I let out a tiny moan as I climax. I lie there, arms spread out, enjoying that blissful minute as my body recovers. Graham. What a man.

Right. Now, I can start the new year.

I get to the bathroom before Fifi gets there first. Fifi is our flatmate who hibernates in her bedroom, only appearing to heat up bowls of Heinz Cream of Tomato soup. When our paths do cross, the conversation is staggered and awkward, and neither of us enjoys the interaction. However, she pays her rent, she’s tidy and she doesn’t throw drug parties. That’s all anyone needs from a London flatmate.

I rinse off the hangover and then try to make myself presentable for the world.

Unlike Josh, there isn’t anything gravitating about my appearance. I am that mousey-haired pale British woman you see on every Tube ride. Over the years, people have told me I’ve got nice eyes. They are brown with a hint of gold. Can’t complain. Josh likes my eyes too. He has also said that I have good skin and a cute nose. Like a lot of men, he’s sparing with his compliments. I could do more with what I’ve got; learn how to do make-up properly, maybe get manicures, and I really should go to the gym. Now and again, I get inspired to buy something on-trend, like high-waisted flared jeans. Everyone seems to be wearing high-waisted flared jeans. So, I’ll try them on, only to look like Humpty-Dumpty at a disco. At 29, I’m resigning to the fact I’m just not that woman, and that’s okay. I bring other qualities to the table.

I towel-dry my hair and put on my trusty black jumper dress. Done. 

By the time I’m ready, Josh is back from the gym and in the kitchen, whisking a post-workout protein shake, a bright pink goo that matches the colour of his cheeks. 

‘Ready for The Big Butterses’ New Year’s Day Lunch?’ he says. No, I’m not ready to force leftover beef and stale mince pies into my mouth to please your mum. I don’t say this.

‘After coffee,’ I murmur as I reach for the kettle. 

‘Caffeine.’ He tuts and shakes his head. This is the same man who survived on flat whites for most of our relationship, but since he’s been sucked into the fitness cult, he believes caffeine is on par with heroin. 

‘Your ring is here, by the way.’ He holds up my engagement ring, aka his dead Grandma’s engagement ring. It’s a battered silver band with a humongous amethyst gem. When he opened the velvet box in the cable car that day, a tiny voice in my mind screamed, WHAT ON EARTH IS THAT? Then he asked me the question, and I cried as he slipped it on. Happy tears, of course. 

‘Oh! I must have taken it off to wash up . . . again,’ I say, putting the bright purple diamond back on. 







Gramps

No matter what is happening in the world, you can always rely on The Butters Family to be consistent. 

Josh always parks behind his dad’s white van in the driveway. Gary goes berserk as soon as the engine is cut, and then the red door of the terrace house opens, and Josh’s parents appear arm in arm. His dad, Jason Butters, is bald with a surprisingly gentle face. He lives for Man United, ­Saturday fry-ups and his kids. Linda Butters was born to be a mother. She is cuddly, floral and likes her tea milky with three sugars. She may have had wild nights in the eighties, but there are no signs of them now. 

‘I hope you guys are hungry,’ Linda calls out from the doorstep. And I get that feeling that I always get when I see Josh’s family, of being wrapped in a crochet blanket.

Their home is a shrine to the Butters Family. As you walk in, you are met with the hall of fame of family moments from the last three decades. There is a framed photo of 16-year-old Josh eating a burger at a family BBQ, and another of his older sister Laura sitting in a tree as a toddler. Then there are more typical photos, like Josh’s graduation and Laura and Ray’s wedding. Laura is almost reaching Ray’s height with her hair in a huge up-do, whilst Ray is staring intensely into the camera through his glasses as if he’s there against his will. Linda and Jason are next to Laura and look so proud that they could burst into a thousand confetti pieces. I am next to Josh – sunburnt and distracted by something off-camera. There is also a photo of Josh and me at his dad’s sixtieth birthday. His arm is over my shoulder, and this time I’m looking at the camera and smiling. I remember when I first saw it hanging there and felt warmed that the family didn’t mind seeing my face every day on their wall. 

I wasn’t used to seeing myself in a frame. My parents were never the type to capture and cherish memories. The family photos we did have were kept in a photo album on a shelf in the dining room, next to the encyclopaedia set. The walls of our house were used to display The Elmans’ achievements. Mum’s dentistry certificate was in the lounge. Dad’s Gynaecologist certificate was awkwardly placed in our kitchen. Where there wasn’t a certificate, there was an oil painting of a landscape. Dad would find them in antique stores and charity shops and prided himself on having a ‘good eye’. Mum silently disagreed, and when they broke up, she found great joy in throwing all the landscapes away. 

I go into the  kitchen and, as always, it’s alive and kicking. Empty New Year’s Eve Prosecco bottles line the bench and gold confetti pieces in the shape of 2025 are sprinkled across the floor. The Christmas tree is struggling in the corner, and Robbie Willims is playing. Jason believes nineties pop was the best era of music. I don’t fully disagree with him. 

‘Hot! Hot! Hot!’ Laura’s husband, Ray, shouts as he rushes past me. He squeezes a tray of brown balls onto the kitchen table, which is already full of food. There are different-­sized sausages, a half-eaten classic dip selection, a plate of bashed-in mince pies, slices of dried-up beef, broken-up pieces of bread and a bowl of Pringles. On every place mat, there is a Christmas cracker ready to be cracked.

‘What’s that?’ Laura asks, gesturing towards the cabbage in Josh’s hand. She is sitting at the end of the table on her phone. Laura likes nothing more than scrolling through videos on Instagram, most likely titled things like, ‘POV: You’re Married’ or ‘POV: You Hate Your Job’. She met Ray on a dating app and moved him from Kent to Maidenhead so she could be close to her parents. He paints Warhammer figures and earns a heck of a lot of money in IT. Laura works as an HR person for a pharmaceutical company. She hates every second of it but is staying for the maternity leave package. Recently, she dyed her hair blonde and cut it into a bob, turning her straight into her mum.

‘Our contribution to the lunch,’ Josh says, proudly lifting the cabbage. It was the only thing we had other than protein bars.

‘A cabbage? You are useless. My stuff is from M&S,’ she says and looks back down at her phone.

Linda takes my arm. ‘I need your help, Amy. It was Jason’s job, but the football seems to have taken him again.’ She pulls me to the cooker, where there is a tower of M&S boxes. She takes one from the top and squints. ‘Prawns . . . in . . . blankets. What is this world coming to?’ She examines the cooking instructions for a second and then gets flustered. ‘Oh, I don’t know.’ 

‘Leave it with me,’ I say. It’s not that Linda is incapable of heating canapés, she just can’t be bothered. 

She pulls me into one of her peach-potpourri-scented hugs.

‘You’re a star. What would we do without you?’ 

‘Mum. What do you want to do with the cabbage?’ Josh says, demanding her attention.

‘Just put it on the side, dear. We’ll erm . . .’ She stares into space. ‘Actually, Joshy, can you use your new big muscles to mash the potatoes?’ 

Josh hesitates for a second. ‘I . . . was about to catch the end of the match, if that’s okay?’ He gives her his dimpled smile.

Linda puts her hands on her hips and sighs warmly at her son. ‘Oh, go on then.’

Josh escapes the kitchen. A moment later, I hear him with his dad in the living room, shouting profanities at the referee. Classic.



I begin sliding the trays into the oven in order of duration. Ray has been given the potatoes to mash, along with opening the wine and putting the dishwasher on. An animal cheer comes from the lounge; Man United must have scored. Is it bad that my fiancé makes more noise while watching football than in our bed? 

‘Where’s Ellie?’ a croaky, small voice says. I turn to see Gramps staring vacantly around the kitchen. Gramps hasn’t been ‘with it’ since Grandma Ellie died five years ago. He looks about 105. There’s a white crust around his mouth, a ring of cloudy hair from ear to ear, and he is practically blue from all the veins poking out from his skin. He always wears a suit and tie, and today his tie has a dancing penguin on it.

‘I hope you like M&S food, Gramps,’ Laura says. Gramps squints like he can’t detect where the voice has come from. 

‘Where’s Ellie?’ he repeats. 

‘Let’s sit you down, Dad.’ Linda parks him at the end of the table. I open the oven door to put the chicken doughnuts in. 

‘Who’s that girl over there, the one with the big ­bottom?’ Gramps yells. 

‘Dad, don’t say things like that,’ Linda loudly whispers.

‘Who is it, though?’

‘That’s Amy, Josh’s fiancée.’ Still loudly whispering. ‘You’re not allowed to say things like that anymore.’ I carry on as if I haven’t heard anything, but turn away so that my bum is out of Gramp’s eyeline. Josh and Jason pile back into the kitchen on a high. Man United won. Good for them. Josh comes over, peers at what I’m doing, and picks up one of the M&S canapé boxes.

‘Did you know there are 200 calories in that chicken doughnut?’ he says.

‘Joshy! Please, I do not want to hear a word about calories or carbs or that macro malarky,’ Linda says, pointing at her son with a spoon. ‘And you, Mr . . .’ She turns to Jason, who is taking a can of Budweiser out of the fridge. ‘Slow down. We don’t want a dizzy Butters on our hands.’ 

There is a loud bang. I jump, Linda yelps and Gary barks. Gramps is unpacking his now-cracked cracker. He inspects a tiny pack of cards with dissatisfaction and then places a purple paper crown on his head. 

‘I want to eat now,’ he says.

Ray’s OCD doesn’t let us sit until all the food has been arranged properly. Eventually, after a lot of slotting here and there, everything just about fits. Just. Linda digs in first, poking a podgy cocktail sausage with her fork. 

‘Diet starts tomorrow,’ she announces to everybody. The smell of experimental canapés wafts up my nose and stirs up the warm puddle of last night’s Prosecco in my stomach. 

‘Beef ?’ Josh asks, hovering a slightly grey slice over my plate. I shake my head, feeling sick, and then tear off a chunk of stale baguette. 

‘Where’s the turkey?’ Gramps asks.

‘Dad, we ate the turkey,’ Linda replies. 

Gramps chuckles in disbelief. ‘What kind of woman doesn’t have a turkey at Christmas?’ 

Linda sighs and puts her knife and fork down to explain. ‘We had Christmas, Dad. I got you that penguin tie you’re wearing right now. This is The New Year’s Leftover Lunch. Mum used to do it, remember?’ She picks up her fork again and stabs another sausage.

Gramps looks down at his plate like it’s a puzzle. To be fair to him, considering there is a pile of mash, two balls of stuffing, a prawn-in-blanket and a couple of Ferrero Rochers, I would be confused too. 

‘Why don’t you try an M&S blue cheese ball?’ Linda says and puts one on his plate. Gramps tries to scoop it up with his fork, but instead, he pushes it off the plate and it rolls onto the floor. Gary eats it.

‘What was that favour you wanted to ask, Mum?’ Josh says. 

Gramps slams his fist on the table. ‘Where’s the turkey?’ 

‘Dad,’ Linda moans. Gramps stands up. ‘Dad. Dad. Sit down. Here, have a chicken doughnut.’ 

‘No.’ He shuffles out of the kitchen and continues his rant down the hallway. ‘I won’t have this family going without a turkey this Christmas.’

Josh gets up. 

‘Leave him,’ Linda says, waving her son down. ‘He usually goes to the end of the road and comes back.’ The front door slams, and the only noise left is Robbie singing ‘Old Before I Die’.

The song ends. A pause, and then ‘Angels’ starts to play. Jason gets up. ‘I’ll go find him,’ he says. Josh stands again but is waved down once more. ‘Stay, Josh. Your mum needs to talk to you.’ Jason pats Linda on the shoulder before leaving the kitchen. ‘Ray, come,’ he demands from the hallway. Ray’s only protest is a small sigh before he leaves the table. As soon as the front door closes, Linda bursts into tears. 

‘Mum, are you okay? What’s wrong?’ Josh asks. It’s as if it’s the first time he has seen his mum cry, which is odd because she cries at everything: a royal parade, The Bake Off final, or having to parallel park on a busy street.

‘Sorry. Sorry. Oh dear. This is not how we want to start the new year now, is it?’ She wipes her cheeks, but then begins sobbing again. 

‘Mum, I think you should just ask them,’ Laura says. 

‘Ask what?’ Josh says.

‘Go for it, Mum,’ Laura says encouragingly. Linda takes a long, shaky inhale through her nose. I stare at the torn-up piece of bread on my plate, mentally preparing myself for whatever this may be. 



Linda sniffs. ‘I have one wish, and that is to see Dad . . . see my son . . . get married.’ 

‘We are getting married,’ Josh says, confused. We give each other a sideways glance, and he adds, ‘Eventually.’ This seems to infuriate Laura.

‘When is “eventually”, though?’ she says, waving her hands about. I didn’t realise this was such an emotional topic.

Josh shrugs. ‘Like next year or the year after.’ Linda starts crying even more. Josh and I look at each other, alarmed. ‘Why? What’s happening? Is something wrong?’ 

Laura looks pained as she rubs her mum’s back. I have a bad, bad feeling about this.

‘Gramps is getting worse by the day. This morning, he thought Ray was our cleaner,’ she says. I want to say that this is an easy assumption to make because Ray is always either tidying things up or cooking, so it’s not fair to judge Gramps for making this mistake. ‘We all think the wedding needs to be sooner.’ 

‘How soon?’ Josh asks, but I jump in before Laura can answer. I’ve already explained this a few times to The ­Butters Family, but here we go again. 

‘We would get married sooner, but like we’ve said before, we really want our wedding in The Chipping Barn, and we also need to save for our dream home in the country. We both think it’s more important to get on the property ladder before we spend money on our wedding. If we stick to my budget . . .’ I eyeball Josh, because he’s not been very good at this. ‘We’ll move next year, and the wedding will be a year after that. Right, Josh?’ 

He nods.

To my surprise, Laura breathes out a sigh of relief. ‘Phew, we were hoping it was only the financial issues.’ She smiles at her mum and back at us. ‘To speed things along, we are going to pay for The Chipping Barn. Mum, Dad, Ray and I.’ 



Josh’s mouth falls open. 

‘You’re going to pay for the venue?’ he says, excited as a child on Christmas Day. He shakes my arm, but I am too suspicious to share his excitement. The Butters Family are excellent at together time and TV quizzes. They are not so good at forward thinking. The year after university, when I was in teacher training and Josh was still figuring out what to do, we all went on a family holiday to Cornwall . . . in January. Josh had toyed with becoming a surfing barista, so Linda surprised us with a surf lesson. We spent an hour falling off surfboards into ice-cold Cornish seas. Consequently, we both got sick, and spent the rest of the holiday snuggled under a duvet, having snotty sex. That was far better than the original itinerary of crab fishing with his parents. It also, thankfully, put a pin in Josh’s surfer dream.

‘Ray’s boss has given him a huge bonus, and Mum and Dad are happy to help,’ Laura says. 

‘Gosh. That’s so kind,’ I say, careful not to sound patronising. ‘But it’s more expensive than what people think. Not crazy expensive, but not the amount you would expect.’

Laura smiles. ‘We know how expensive it is, because we popped in and spoke to them.’ 

‘You popped in and spoke to them?’ 

‘It’s only down the road . . .’ Laura adds, as if the distance was my biggest concern. 

‘Okay,’ I say, trying to make sense of this in my head. ‘But, even if we had all the money in the world, it’s an 18-month waiting list.’ They shift when I say this, suddenly looking uncomfortable. Linda watches her hands intensely as her fingers dance around each other.

‘What is it, Mum?’ Josh says.



Linda opens her mouth and says, slowly, ‘Yes . . . they are completely booked up . . . But there is a cancellation on the 22nd February.’

‘Next year? That’s doable. I guess. Although, we kind of wanted a summer wed—’

‘This year,’ Laura interrupts. 

‘This year?’ I blurt out. ‘As in seven weeks? You want us to have a wedding in seven weeks? In February?’ Josh squeezes my thigh to shut me up. Linda begins to sob, really sob. 

‘I knew it – I knew it would be too much to ask,’ she wails. 

‘No, Mum, we can get married—’ Josh goes to say, but I cut him off before he says anything detrimental. I go for a softer approach.

‘Look, we would get married then, we would. But it’s almost impossible for my family to make it with such short notice. Dad and Jean-Ivy will likely be busy on holiday, and Mum will be cruising in the Adriatic Sea.’ 

Laura jumps in. ‘Well, we thought about that, so we called them, and your mum said she’ll cancel her cruise if needed, and your dad and his wife can make it, so . . .’ 

‘Wow. Isn’t that great, Amy?’ Josh says, shaking my leg. I realise then that I’m a one-man army rapidly running out of ammo.

‘Okay, well, my family may be able to make it, but what about my bridesmaids? Rebecca has a baby now, and Abi is busy with her lab experiments. Nina is a workaholic. They’re busy women.’ 

Laura flashes a victory smile, and my heart drops. I already know what she’s going to say. ‘They all said yes. The good thing about having a wedding in February is that everybody is free.’ She claps to herself. 

‘Everybody is free because nobody plans anything in ­February . . . because it’s February,’ I say bluntly. I feel Josh’s arm around my shoulder.



‘February is not a bad month, Amy. With global warming, we’ll probably have a heatwave.’ The family laughs. They all have the same tone of laughter, like a cartoon family—a bubbly titter. He then adds, ‘Come on, Ames. Why not?’

‘Why not? Because . . .’ They wait for me to finish my sentence. Linda has her hands clasped like she’s begging for her life. This is absurd. I can’t fast-track my wedding for next month.

There is so much to do, that’s why people give themselves at least a year to plan it. More importantly, I’m not sure if getting married in the middle of our ‘dry spell’ is appropriate. I was hoping our ‘situation’ would be solved and long forgotten by the time I was walking down the aisle. What happens if we don’t have sex on our wedding night? I’m sure I read somewhere that that’s bad luck. The front door slams. Gramps comes into the kitchen holding a humongous uncooked turkey.

‘I have saved Christmas,’ he announces, and Linda begins to sob again. 

*

Cheers, Gramps, you frail blue twit. Josh is waving frantically from the car at his family. They’re all standing on the doorstep, grinning and waving in sync. He beeps the horn and speeds away. 

‘That was fun, wasn’t it?’ he says. I twist away to face the window with my arms crossed. ‘I ate too much beef, though. I’d better burn that off tomorrow.’ My arms tighten. He continues, oblivious to the woman about to explode in his car. ‘Still, it’s good for protein. Did you know, 100 grams of beef is like eating three eggs? So that means I’ve had—’

‘Josh, our wedding is in seven weeks.’ 



He turns to me, then turns back to the road, back to me again, and back to the road. ‘You said it was fine. You said . . .’ I throw my arms up. 

‘In what world would our wedding in seven weeks be fine?’ We stay silent as the information processes in his brain. I carry on. ‘Are we even ready for this?’ Again, there is a silence.

‘Why wouldn’t we be ready?’ he laughs. ‘The venue is going to be booked, they’re sorting the food . . .’

‘But are we ready, considering . . .?’ I start waving my hand around my lap, so I don’t have to say the words. Are we ready to marry if we’re not having sex? I want to say, but instead, I go for something more vague. ‘Considering the state we’re in?’

Josh turns down the air conditioning. ‘I’m glad you’ve said something, because I was worried about that too.’ He sounds serious. I can’t look at him. The air feels heavy now. We’ve never spoken about our situation before; we’ve just left it as an elephant in the room. I swallow. 

‘Right. What can we do about it?’ I ask, my throat feels tight, scared of what he may say. 

‘Well,’ Josh exhales. ‘If we want to be in the best shape for our wedding, we will have to do an extreme health kick. No booze. No carbs. Gym every day, but we can do it.’ 

I twist to look at him. 

‘Wait. What?’

‘Our wedding bodies,’ he says, as if it’s obvious that’s what we’re talking about. 

‘I’m sorry. Are you saying I need a health kick?’

‘No. No. No,’ he says quickly, realising we’re not on the same page. ‘But you’re welcome to join me if you want to. I’ll call it “The Seven-Week Wedding Body Blitz”!’ 

I don’t know what to say. I am here, petrified that our sex life is dead, whilst he’s concerned about the title for a gym routine. Maybe he doesn’t think it’s a big deal that we haven’t had sex since last summer. Josh doesn’t spend a second worrying about life, because he believes everything will work itself out. This can be infuriating, today being a top example, but other times, it’s comforting. So, maybe that’s how he sees our dry spell – something that will work itself out. I hope so.

‘So, you think we’ll be okay?’ I inspect his face for clues. 

‘Why wouldn’t we be?’ 

‘I don’t know.’ 

‘Is Lab Rat overthinking again?’

‘Mmm.’ I change my tone. ‘On the bright side, if The Chipping Barn is being paid for, we can move to the country quicker, right?’ I say, convincing myself that this fast-track wedding isn’t the craziest idea in the world. Josh hits the indicator and moves into the fast lane. 

‘Yeah. Right.’

The great countryside migration! We have always agreed to do London while we’re young, and then move to the countryside to settle down. I’m aware it’s not the most unique life plan, but we’re not trying to reinvent the wheel here. We know exactly what we want. We want to live in a cottage made of stone, which has a log fire in the lounge and jars full of seeds in the kitchen. Josh wants to mimic his dad and have an outdoor space with a BBQ so we can host summer parties. We’ll have a king-sized bed and wake up to a view of cornfields. (This may be too much to ask for.) There will be a guest bedroom and another room for, hopefully, a baby or two. We don’t know precisely where this cottage will be in the countryside, but Josh wants to stay as close to London as possible and be close to his family in Maidenhead, so ideally, a village in Berkshire. I just want to be far away from a flatshare in London.

‘But is it possible to make a wedding happen in seven weeks?’ I say, backtracking. 



‘We’ve got everything pretty much sorted. Don’t we?’ Josh asks.

‘Sorted?’ I raise my voice. This is exasperating. I am exasperated. ‘What about the cake? Hen party. Or . . . or . . . my dress?’ 

Josh shrugs as if these are simple things to be solved. ‘We can choose a cake in a matter of seconds. We can get one from that bakery you love in Clapham Junction.’

‘Clapcake.’

‘Right. Make it a Victoria sponge, three tiers, white icing, with a bride and groom on top. Cake done.’ I whimper at his casualness. ‘And I thought the plan was that you were wearing your mum’s dress?’

‘Okay. Yeah, I am. But what about the invitations? I was going to make handmade ones, but now I don’t have time, do I? Now, we’ll have to do those email ones.’

‘Amy, you were never going to do handmade invitations. You can’t even put a stamp on straight.’ He affectionately shakes my leg. I brush him off and then make a show of getting out my phone. 

‘I suppose I’d better text my bridesmaids then. How’s this? Thanks for the heads-up that I’m getting married next month. Can’t wait. Kiss. Kiss. Kiss. Kiss.’ There is a pause between us, the only sound is the engine rumbling. I peer over to Josh. He looks deflated. ‘Josh?’

‘You do want to get married still, don’t you?’ He bites his lip, and glances at me. 

‘Of course I do. I just don’t want a shit wedding, that’s all. Like, remember Rebecca and Tight Tim’s wedding? Everyone remembers it being shit. I would hate that.’ 

Rebecca, my best friend from school, fell in love with the tightest man in England (affectionately named Tight Tim). The stingy wedding budget had us painting ceramics in Barnet for the hen party. The worst part was the wedding day; we drank cava instead of champagne, and she arrived at her reception in a Ford Fiesta.

‘For starters, you’re not Rebecca, thank God. And I’m not Tight Tim, thank God. It’s us, so it won’t be shit. Just as long as you don’t do handmade invitations, Lab Rat.’ He laughs and shakes my leg again. 

We arrive home to the usual sound of Fifi, our flatmate, hurrying down the hallway and shutting her bedroom door. Josh flops on the sofa and sets up the next episode of Making a Murderer. We didn’t watch it when everyone else did, so now we’re furiously catching up. I settle on my side of the sofa with my notebook. 

‘Why have you got your journal out?’ Josh asks.

‘It’s not my journal. It’s my notebook. I’m starting our wedding to-do list.’

‘Good plan,’ he says, and presses play. ‘Let me know if you want me to do anything.’

Josh and Amy’s Wedding 2025

To Do:

Let your bridesmaids and parents know you’re aware of your surprise wedding.

Design and email invitations to guests.

Visit The Chipping Barn.

Talk to Rebecca about bridesmaids’ dresses.

Talk to Rebecca about the hen party.

Talk to Rebecca about wedding flowers.

Give Josh the job of finding the band.

Taste wedding cakes at Clapcake.

Try on Mum’s wedding dress.



First things first, I send a (not sarcastic) text to my bridesmaids and family. 

Hello!!! Josh’s family announced the surprise today! [image: Images]

All confirmed for 22nd February. Can’t wait!!! [image: Images]

Nina 

Bring on 2025! See you tomorrow [image: Images]. Still on for the pub quiz? 

Rebecca 

FINALLY!!!! Let’s plan the hen party! Are you free Saturday?

Will bring Benny [image: Images]

Abi 

Yaaaaay xxxxx

Mum 

OK. Will call when in Salvador. x

Dad

Jean-Ivy and I have a surprise. We’ll tell you on her birthday.

Shui, Berkeley Square, Mayfair, 7 pm. C U then.

Oh, please, no more surprises.







Satsuma

181 Nights

The first workday of the year. The country is united in one big groan as they plod out from the holidays. My first task – attach a papier mâché Mars onto a bike trailer. I’ve been trying to do this for the last 10 minutes on the pavement outside the flat. It’s frickin’ freezing. Office workers are giving dirty looks as they manoeuvre around me. I try to explain to them that it’s Mars, but that doesn’t seem to help. I try attaching it again, pulling the elastic high and stretching it over the red ball. It pings back and catches my finger.

‘Fuck!’ My finger turns the same colour as the Red Planet. Josh appears above me, sweaty from his workout.

‘I got it,’ he says, and pulls the elastic across the ball in one motion. He stands back and stares at it for a long time.

‘What? What is it?’ I say, sensing his judgment.

‘Nothing. I’m just wondering why you’re bringing a satsuma to work.’ 

‘Satsuma?’ I say with exasperation. ‘It’s Mars. See.’ Josh squints as if he’s trying to see what I see. I give him a small push and he laughs. ‘Go get ready! We need to leave soon! This thing will slow me down, and we really, really, REALLY, can’t be late for the staff meeting.’ 

‘We won’t be late,’ he says. His relaxed tone makes me more nervous. There are many upsides to teaching in the same school as Josh, but a downside is trying to leave the house together at the same time every morning. Our problem lies in the fact that he’s a time optimist and I am not. 

‘Twenty minutes and we need to be gone!’

‘It’s fine . . .’

‘You’re not even showered yet!’

‘Amy, if it doesn’t challenge you, it doesn’t change you.’ He rubs my hair affectionately and runs inside. I am left staring at my YouTube project strapped up in its trailer. Eight hours . . . and I made a giant piece of fruit. Great. When I chose to be a physics teacher, I had visions of myself in a sparkly white lab coat, surrounded by wide-eyed teenagers fascinated by the wonders of science. It hasn’t quite worked out like that.

Surprise, surprise . . . we are going to be late. Josh couldn’t find his Year 9 workbooks, so we both had to turn the house upside down to search for them. Well, I say both. Josh walked into each room and immediately concluded that the books were not there. I eventually found them by the sofa under a Men’s Health magazine. We get on our bikes, and he reassures me again that we won’t be late, then cycles off, leaving me wobbling behind with my planet. 

‘Wha’ the fuck is that?’ I’m stuck behind a red light, and a group of teenage boys are pointing at my trailer. ‘Is it an infected bollock? Lady? Oi, Lady?’ The lights turn green, and I pedal as fast as I can, leaving them laughing behind. After receiving a middle finger from a tradesman who thought I was going too slow and upsetting a collie dog on The Common, I finally see the white sign for Clapham High for Girls.

It’s known for being one of the more friendly independent girls schools in Southwest London. History, Drama and English are the top subjects. Science still has a way to go, but we’re slowly getting there. Yvonne Thompson got accepted into Cambridge last year. She was the first pupil at Clapham High ever to do a science at Oxbridge, and guess whose pupil she was? Mine. Not that this was acknowledged by the headmistress, Dr Therone. This would be almost bearable if she hadn’t made such a song and dance about Josh’s volcano display. She even gave him a book voucher as an award. Did I get a book voucher when Yvonne got into Cambridge? Did I hell. Don’t get me wrong, it was a good display, and Josh deserved his book voucher (I spent it in the end), but the favouritism is shocking. 

I wheel my bike to the shed, where Josh is hopping from one foot to another. 

‘What happened to you?’ he asks. I stop and give him daggers. ‘Oh,’ he says, only just realising he left me behind. ‘Here, let me . . .’ He unclips Mars from the trailer and hands it over. 

We open the staffroom door and Dr Therone is in mid-speech. Nina, my work bestie, waves at the back and points to the seats she has saved for us. 

‘Miss Elman, what do you think?’ Dr Therone says. I freeze halfway between the door and the safety of my chair. 

Josh begins to speak. ‘Sorry, Dr Therone . . .’

‘Mr Butters, please sit. I was asking Miss Elman,’ she says in a sweeter voice, then tilts her head at me like an unhinged doll. After a moment of hesitation, Josh does as he’s told and goes to sit next to Nina. This is the favouritism I am talking about. I’m sure it can’t be legal. ‘Miss Elman?’ 

‘Sorry. I don’t know,’ I say sheepishly. 

‘You don’t know because you were three minutes late. Why?’

I hold up Mars. ‘I had to cycle with this, and it slowed me down.’

Dr Therone glares at Mars like it’s a bag of manure. 

‘What is it?’ 

‘It’s Mars.’

‘It’s like something I’ve seen in my fruit bowl.’ 



‘It’s for my space display. It’s—’

‘Just sit down, Miss Elman.’

I stumble over the feet of other staff members to get to the chair in-between Josh and Nina. Nina squeezes my arm, and Josh mouths an apology. 

Dr Therone is pacing up and down with a deep frown. There is nothing soft about her. Her dyed black hair is sliced into a sharp pixie cut, and her eyeliner shapes her eyes to make them look almost cat-like. Every day, she wears a ­different-coloured suit tailored to her toned 6ft frame. Today, it’s lemon sherbet-coloured, designed to make you think she’s a happy-go-lucky woman. She is not. She came fresh out of the Ministry of Defence, goodness knows why she decided to teach at an all-girls school, considering she doesn’t seem to like women very much.

She begins to speak again. ‘My goal is to improve the performance of this school, and I am determined to achieve it. We need higher grades, and we need to win. Mrs Redson, could you tell me why we didn’t win a single netball game last term?’

‘B-bad luck?’ Mrs Redson, the PE teacher, says.

‘Bad luck or a bad coach?’ Dr Therone says and walks away. Mrs Redson shrinks in her chair. ‘Miss Elman, maybe you’ll have better chances in science. Your job is to win this competition.’ She drops a flyer onto my lap. 

Imperial College and Science for Teens

Presents:

The Great Science Awareness Contest 2025

WHAT’S WRONG WITH THE WORLD?

Come and present your topic to a panel of Imperial College researchers.

7th February 2025. 

The winning school will receive:



£5,000 for their science department. 

£5,000 fund towards researching the winning topic. 

Year 10 Only.

Please visit www.ScienceForTeensLondon.co.uk for more information.

My heart sinks. I sense Nina reading it over my shoulder. She makes an excited squeak in my ear. She loves extracurricular activities like this, but that’s because the pupils enjoy history and adore her as a teacher. Whereas, I discovered early on in my career, that teenage girls rarely get excited about physics and firmly believe that I’m a bitch for trying to teach it to them. I swear my Year 10 class want to cut me up and stuff me into a test tube. This is going to be torturous. 

‘Speaking of competition,’ Dr Therone continues, ‘Our Head of Humanities, Mr Grim, and our Head of Science, Mrs Lector, are leaving us at the end of the academic year, which means there will be an internal promotion opportunity for both departments. If you would like to be considered for the role, book in your interview by the end of the week.’ A promotion? I could almost dance. Almost. Mrs Lector, nice lady, but it’s time for her to go. She has been sitting as head of science like a goose guarding the golden egg since the early 2000s. I already know how I could instantly improve the department, and let’s not forget the money, a £10,000 pay rise at least. That will go straight into the deposit pot, which means our countryside life can begin even sooner, especially now we don’t have to fork out a load for our wedding. 

I look at Nina, who is buzzing just as much as I am. She will definitely get the promotion to Head of Humanities, so we will be heads of departments together. #HeadofDepartmentGirls.

Josh whispers in my ear. ‘Can you imagine if we both get it?’ 



I smile and pat his leg. 

Obviously, it would be ideal if Josh were promoted to Head of Humanities, as this would mean more money, but he’s up against Nina, who lives and breathes her job. Josh has great rapport with the pupils because he makes geography fun and, let’s face it, he’s the only good-looking man around. But he does what he needs to do and goes home, and that’s fine, but it’s never going to get him a promotion. I’m surprised he’s even going to give it a shot.

‘Any announcements?’ Dr Therone asks the room. Nina shoots up her hand, and Dr Therone acknowledges her with a groan. ‘Miss Pascoe?’ 

Nina opens her notebook. ‘As always, I will be taking my sixth formers to the Million Women Rise march on Saturday 8th March, where we will be protesting against men’s violence towards women. I look forward to seeing many of you there. What else? Oh, Harriett Boldman, the sweet redhead in Year 9, is having some issues at home, so please be kind to her, and . . .’ She flips over the page. ‘I’m still collecting clothes for the homeless women’s shelter. Keep donating! You do not need all the clothes you have in your wardrobe. And . . . that’s it.’ Nina closes her notebook and smiles at the room. Dr Therone rolls her eyes. 

‘Anyone else? No? Good. I look forward to seeing your applications in my inbox.’ She heads towards the door.

‘Dr Therone,’ I say, catching up with her. She turns, reluctantly. ‘I need to, if you wouldn’t mind, I need to talk about this science contest.’

‘Yes?’ she says.

‘Well, I noticed that the presentation is only four weeks away.’ I wait for her to realise how ridiculous this deadline is. 

‘And?’ she says. 

‘And this gives me no time to organise my Year 10 class. They are already behind on their grades, so I would love to use the time to focus on that. And although my private life shouldn’t interfere with my career, I have a wedding to organise in seven weeks’ time.’

‘Whose wedding?’ 

‘Mine and Josh’s.’

She stares at me for a long second and then snaps back, ‘You’re right, Miss Elman. Your personal life shouldn’t interfere with your career. I’ll be checking in to see how the science contest is progressing.’ And she’s off down the hallway.

‘Here comes the bride. Here comes the bride,’ Nina sings from behind. She looks terribly cool as always, with her wide linen trousers and braids flowing down one shoulder to her waist. She’s got her coffee in one hand and a pile of American history textbooks under her arm. 

‘Oh God, don’t.’

‘Woah. Come on, it’s the new year! You’re getting married, you have a science contest, a potential promotion . . . 2025 is full of possibilities. It’s going to be grand.’

‘Hopefully.’

‘Not hopefully. Say it, 2025 is going to be grand.’

‘2025 is going to be grand,’ I repeat in a monotone voice.

‘Smashing. We need all that positive energy if we’re going for the full 30 tonight.’ She paces off. Josh comes over with his mug of hot water and lemon.

‘If we both get promoted, that’s £20,000 at least,’ he says.

‘So, you’re going to apply?’ I ask, not meaning to sound so surprised. He laughs and frowns at the same time. 

‘Why wouldn’t I apply?’ 

‘Oh, just Nina, you know. She’s very passionate, and you’re . . . you know,’ I say. He seems confused. 

‘Are you going to apply?’ he asks.

‘Course. I’m up against Mr Rawlinson . . .’ I gesture towards Mr Rawlinson, who is currently sleeping in the corner of the staffroom. He is a gentle elderly man but comes across as if he has sniffed far too many lab chemicals in his career. I add, ‘It’s a done deal.’

‘We could squeeze an extra ski trip in if we both get it,’ Josh says.

‘Or move to the country sooner,’ I say.

‘Or that,’ Josh says, less enthused. He finds saving for adult stuff boring. If it weren’t for me, he wouldn’t have a penny to his name, but if it weren’t for him, we wouldn’t do fun things like skiing. Yin and Yang and all that. ‘I’ll see you at lunch, Lab Rat.’ He wanders down the hallway, high-­fiving the pupils as he goes.

*

I’ve hung Mars in the space display. I hoped it would make more sense with the solar system poster next to it, but the lab lighting makes it look even more like a satsuma. I feed my neon tetras and wish them a Happy New Year. They dart up the tank and suck each flake into their wiggly silvery bodies. Then the bell goes, and I feel the weight of the next hour crashing on my shoulders. 

‘Wish me luck,’ I say to the fish.

Year 10 comes straggling in, dumping their bags and screeching their stools. They really do have a way of dampening the atmosphere of my lab. As always, Beatrice sits at the front with her two plaits that dangle down like hound dog ears. She smiles at me and wishes me a Happy New Year. She’s all I have in the world during this hour. I take a big breath and begin the class.

‘Right, Year 10s, I have an exciting announcement.’ I’m interrupted by Arabella Hartford’s late arrival. She waltzes in with her tote bag and manicure. Last summer, she went viral on TikTok, which means she’s basically a celebrity. ‘You’re late,’ I say, but she’s not paying attention to me. Instead, she’s scowling at my space display. 

‘Why is there a piece of fruit hanging from the ceiling?’ she asks. 

‘It’s not a piece of fruit.’

‘Wait. Wait. Wait. Is that Mars?’ She begins to giggle, and like a contagious virus, the whole class begins giggling too. 

‘Why are you late?’ I ask in my most stern voice. 

‘Mr Butters wanted to catch up. I told him I would be late, but he kept talking and talking.’ This is the game she plays, the one where she likes to make me think that my fiancé is crushing on her. I’m a grown woman, so her games do not get to me. (Although, I have the occasional thought of dipping her head into my fish tank.)

I turn back to the class. ‘Now, who wants to win this department £٥,000?’ I raise my hand and say in a high-pitched voice, ‘I do.’ Twelve zombie faces stare at me. I clear my throat. ‘So, we’re entering a science contest. We will pick a scientific issue that needs more awareness and pitch it to a panel of judges from Imperial College. If we win, they’ll fund the research and give this school £٥,000. Exciting, right?’ Ashwini shoots up her hand, and I know what she is going to ask. ‘Yes, it’s compulsory.’ She drops her hand, and the class lets out a gigantic moan. ‘As it’s so soon, we will have to work during our Wednesday lunch breaks.’ Another moan erupts. ‘What’s really fun, though, is that you get to decide what topic you’re passionate about. I’m assuming something about the environment, like plastic in the ocean, saving the turtles from straws. That kind of thing?’ Beatrice is the only one nodding; the rest seem dead. Ophelia puts up her hand. ‘Yes?’

‘I am interested in how the Pill affects the brain,’ she says. The class suddenly comes alive, backing her up with a chorus of ‘Yeaaaaahs’.



‘No,’ I say as I massage my temples.

‘Why not?’ Someone yells. I’m already getting a headache, and it hasn’t even been 15 minutes of the first class of the first year. 

‘We can’t do a presentation on contraception because we’re representing this school.’

Ophelia argues back. ‘It’s not contraception. It’s the ­woman’s body, it’s the menstrual cycle. It’s basically ­biology.’

‘It’s not basically biology . . . it is biology. We’re not doing it. We’ll do plastic and how it kills turtles.’ The class is silent and miserable again. ‘Right, space time.’ I hit the space bar to play my slideshow. The letters ‘Expanding Universe’ bounce across the screen. The only good thing about teaching Year 10 is that I get to talk about space. I open my mouth to begin, but then I hear Arabella giggling in the back. ‘What is it?’ I say through a big exhale. She can’t talk through her giggles. ‘Come on,’ I snap. She doesn’t stop. I march over and see a white note under her hand. ‘Give it,’ I say. 

‘It’s nothing,’ she mutters, stuffing it in her sleeve.

‘Give it,’ I yell.

She nervously hands it over, and I unravel it just enough to see what it says. 

Bet she only does missionary

Poor Mr Butters [image: Images]

The words cut through me like a knife on a frog’s belly. I scrunch the note up, throw it into the bin and go back to the front of my lab.

‘The expanding universe . . .’
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