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Praise for CLEAN

Written with verve and wit … 
it’s one to just enjoy – STYLIST

An emotional freight train of a novel – HEAT

Addictive – THE POOL

As bold and gritty as it is fabulously 
glossy and readable, it’s a provocative, 

important read – OBSERVER

Compulsively readable – GUARDIAN

Gossip Girl goes to rehab…

Clean hits the spot – i NEWSPAPER

Sharp, gripping and tender – ATTITUDE
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Hard-hitting and unapologetic – SUN

Praise for MEAT MARKET

Guaranteed to be your summer read – GLAMOUR

Combines blockbuster appeal with piercing commentary 
on modelling, body image and consent – OBSERVER

A powerful counterweight to light-hearted 
literature that still portrays modelling as

the stuff of dreams – GUARDIAN

Heartbreaking, painful, and worth every second … 
you won’t be able to put it down

– HAPPIFUL MAGAZINE

Praise for WONDERLAND

A radical re-telling of 
Alice in Wonderland

– COSMOPOLITAN

An addictive and 
immersive read – THE SCOTSMAN

… much-needed escapism while expertly 
tackling serious themes like self-harm, 
suicide, addiction, gender and sexuality … 
dive head-first down a hedonistic

fictional rabbit hole – STYLIST

A vicious, dark delight – HEAT
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AUTHOR NOTE

This book is a work of fiction but includes subject matter that some readers may find triggering, including conversations about eating disorders and self-harm.

Further guidance can be found at the back of the novel.
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The house on Arboretum Road had seen 120 Christmases since its completion. With the ever-shortening days and a chill about its square shoulders, it knew another could not be far away.

Sure enough, as a milky winter sun set behind the rooftops of Edinburgh, for the first time that year, the house’s lights came on. Ping, ping, ping! First the trees in its front garden, and then a crown of white pearls strung along its guttering, and a final set around the door. Well, didn’t that look enchanting?

The house held its breath. 

Perhaps, this year, the children would be coming home again.

What a sombre and muted affair last Christmas had been, maybe the worst the house could recall.

The current occupiers of the house on Arboretum Road traditionally put up their lights on December twenty-first each year. That could mean only one thing: it was four more sleeps till Christmas.
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FERN

… WE ARE PREPARING YOUR SERVICE … PLEASE WAIT ON THE CONCOURSE …

Nice try, Kings Cross, do I look like a rookie? Eyes on the prize, and I can see the train on the other side of the ticket barriers. So close, but out of reach. It has to be that one. It’s always platform 3. That said, we don’t want to inadvertently end up in Leeds.

Outside the station, the Salvation Army belt out a chirpy rendition of ‘God Rest Ye Merry Gentlemen’, but the mood inside is bleak midwinter, despite a canopy of twinkly white lights with which the ceiling is festooned.

We’re like lemmings; surrounded on all sides by fellow travellers, chins all tilted at the same angle towards the information boards. Lots of twitchy suitcases, ready to roll, and we don’t have seat reservations together because someone didn’t book the tickets soon enough. I gave him ONE JOB.

‘Come on,’ I say to Thom. Gosh, my jaw is achy from clenching too hard. ‘Let’s wait on the other side of the barrier.’

‘What’s the hurry? They haven’t said yet …’

‘It’s that one, trust me.’

Thom sighs. ‘Yeah, but if it’s not, we’ll have to get the guy to let us back and it’ll be well awkward …’

Tongue pressed against the side of my cheek, I give him a piquant DON’T QUESTION ME glare. He’s pretty used to it by now. He knows what these bulging eyes mean. Thom Simpkins is so consistently, infuriatingly chill, that I have to stress for both of us. That’s how it works. It keeps us alive, I like to think.

‘Don’t you wanna go to the Harry Potter store?’

I grimace. ‘No, obviously not. One – because we’ll miss the train, and two – Rowan would crucify me.’

Thom rolls his eyes. ‘We have like twenty minutes to kill …’

Amateur. ‘And the train doors close up to two minutes before departure. Let’s roll, kiddo.’ I clutch the handle of my suitcase in one hand and a Selfridge’s bag full of gifts in the other. There’s something pleasingly oxymoronic about buying my parents gifts with money they’ve given me, but it was that or no gifts. Studying in London is bankrupting us all. The gift exchange is purely symbolic, and one day I’ll pay them back with a top-flight care home.

We slot our tickets through the barrier – I could really use a third arm at this point. Thom is mere inches through the gate when that strange robot voice blasts out of the speakers: The 13.02 service to Edinburgh Waverley will depart from platform 3 …

My tummy drops. ‘Shit! Run!’ I cry. Our head start is shot to shit as a seasonal mass exodus surges towards us like a scene from the Walking Dead. ‘Go!’

We weren’t the only people to pre-empt the announcement. I already see bodies boarding our service.

‘Which coach is unclassified?’ Thom asks, running ahead of me on long, winger’s legs.

‘I don’t know! U? Or F sometimes?’

The only clue is the white cards poking out of the top of the seats. I wonder what the odds are of getting two seats together – preferably with a table – four days before Christmas. I could kill Thom for not booking the tickets sooner.

I suppose some kind soul might take pity on us, though looking around, it seems unlikely. You’d think people would be nicer, high on Christmas spirit, but the grim faces swarming towards us look murderous. At best.

And that’s when one of the handles on my Selfridge’s bag snaps and the top few presents spill on to the platform. ‘SHIT. KEEP GOING. GET US SEATS.’ I stop and scoop them up, unceremoniously thrusting them back in and cradling the lot like a dead body in my arms. Presents are replaceable. Standing in a draughty vestibule for the next six hours and forty minutes is not an option.




ROWAN

‘I think it’s time for another wee gin in a tin, don’t you?’ It had been buy-three-get-one-free. So we got twelve for the train ride. That’s the kind of mathematics I like.

‘Rude not to,’ Syd says.

I could do with ice and a slice. The tins have matched the unpleasant mouth temperature of the train carriage, but I’m feeling quite merry now – which seems only right for December twenty-second – so I don’t mind so much. I’ll be nicely drunk by the time we reach Edinburgh. They all think I’m a sloppy-lush-mess-queen anyway, and I wouldn’t want to disappoint.

‘Are you sure your parents are down with this?’ Syd asks nervously.

‘For the love of god, yes! Chill!’ I say for at least the millionth time. ‘For one thing, my mother is very into Christmas, and would never turn a stray out into the cold, but also I think they think you’re my boyfriend.’

They laugh heartily. ‘A theyfriend?’

Ew. ‘Is that a thing?’

‘Well, Rowan,’ they say in the style of Ms Randolph, our fustiest lecturer, ‘speaking for my people, we tend to say “I’m your person”.’

‘OK, that’s cute.’

‘I know, right?’ The thought of shagging Syd is ludicrous. Pure comedy. They’re my ride-or-die, and I wouldn’t ever fuck with someone I minded losing. And I have repeatedly told my parents that we’re just friends, but they seem to think I’m lying. Why would I lie? They’d be delighted to have me married off.

My parents are not sitcom-level bad. It’s not going to be some zany Ricky Gervais moment of falling over themselves to appear woke and getting it wrong with hilarious results, but I suspect they’re going to Ask Polite Questions, and that can be just as cringe.

The train pulls out of Newcastle which means we’re not too far away. Thank fuck. I’ve been low-key dreading going home, but I also need off this train. Vaping into the toilet bowl to avoid setting off the alarm is as glamorous as it sounds. It feels like we’ve been on this train for ever. We live here now. This is home. This seat smells of me: Tom Ford Tobacco Vanille and butt-sweat.

Staying in Bristol was not an option. With everything that was going down with Willow last year, Christmas was pretty much cancelled – cancel culture has gone mad – so no one minded that I escaped to France for the season. This year, attendance is mandatory, so I’m Joseph schlepping back to Bethlehem for the motherfucking census. Again, it’s not that my parents are fascists, it’s that they’re dull. Back in Bristol, Jojo, Timo and Raheem are doing this whole ‘Orphans’ Christmas Dinner’ and I kinda wish I was an orphan.

At least I have Syd as a comfort blanket from my new Found Family.

‘They know I’m non-binary, right?’

If they didn’t, they’d probably figure it out from the shaved head, hand-poked tattoos and nose ring. ‘They do, but neither of them has been so bold as to ask if you were born a girl or a boy …’

Syd groans wearily. ‘Bitch, I was born a baby.’

I laugh, and shove another handful of Tangfastics in my mouth. The perfect amuse-bouche to accompany my M&S Slimline Gin and Tonic. Fizzy cola bottles are god tier. My Grindr alerts keep going off. It’s the best road-trip game: regional snapshots of dick in the UK. So far, the highlight was skimming up against the green, green valleys of the Wales/Hereford border. Lonely farmers. Shame I’m just passing through.

Syd plucks the Haribo out of my hands. ‘So fill me in. Who am I meeting?’ 

I roll my eyes. They’re all so aggressively drab, I might as well just use a nude eyeshadow palette for reference. God, how to describe my family? ‘You know those tumours that grow hair and teeth? Just imagine one of those but it’s a mass of cishet white people who shop at Next.’

They’re not that bad. But the next six days are still going to be a challenge. I haven’t told Syd all that much about my little sister. Willow McAllister: the world’s lightest demolition ball.

All around us in the packed, moist train carriage, people are drinking and laughing, slipping nicely into holiday mode, and I’m like, what idyllic Christmas-card families are these people going home to? Are they happy or something? Though I suppose my family do look like a Christmas card at a distance. It’s only when you get close enough that the hairline cracks show.

You know what? I need to be a lot drunker. I down the rest of my gin.



WILLOW

I’m sure I used to like Christmas. I must have done. I remember, I think, the fizz of excitement post-Bonfire night; going through the Argos catalogue with a pen to circle things; writing a letter to Santa; giving a shit.

It got dark at half-three today.

The sky from my bedroom window is orange-black, like it might snow. If it snows, maybe I’ll be able to get it up. It never snows at Christmas, even in Scotland. We’ve been lied to. My breath fogs up the glass, obscuring the view of the botanic gardens. It’s too cold for this window seat, as much as I love it. The second Fern left for London, I took over her room, just for this spot. Jane Eyre fantasies.

I’m so cold. All the time. That’s the worst thing. I just can’t get warm, not ever. All my heat has to come from without, I’m making none within. My biological central heating is broken. I climb out of the window seat and pull an XXL hoodie out of the bottom drawer and put it on over my sweater. Layers help.

I hear the front door close downstairs. Dad shouts; says he’s off to get the others. I can’t remember who’s arriving first – Fern or Rowan. I’m excited to see them, that’s the good part, but it means the BIG DAY is almost here. My heart skitters and my stomach cramps.

Of course Mum is cooking a big dinner to welcome them home. I can smell it from up here. Chickpea and spinach curry (to be fair, only three hundred calories), but someone will be watching, waiting, observing my hands and mouth. They always are, because I cannot be trusted. There’ll be an expectation that I get some rice (130 calories) or some naan bread (500 fucking calories – why don’t I just inject some butter into my veins and have done with it).

Get some bread, Willow.

You get some fucking bread, you heifers.

It’s so weird, it’s like they want the demon to come out. We’re not exactly new to this, they know what happens if they push me, and yet we do the dance.

Three times a day.

The cycle: dread, fear, panic, guilt, dread, fear, panic, guilt.

At least I’m home this Christmas. That’s something. Being force-fed bone dry turkey by a nurse in a Santa hat was pretty wild. Six very thin girls chewing four-minute mouthfuls. Merry Christmas.

WAIT.

Welcome the intrusive thought. Acknowledge its presence. Interrogate your thought patterns. Turn it into a positive.

OK. Positives: I genuinely can’t wait to see my brother and sister. Rowan is as funny as Fern is wise. I’m looking forward to meeting Thom and Syd, and watching how Mum and Dad fuck up Syd’s pronouns. I will also get presents. Not mad at that.

Yeah, but you’ll have to eat a fucking mountain of food and fucking Auntie Shelly is going to ask why you don’t ‘just eat a bit more’.

I want to scream. Everyone else is so excited. I envy them. They make it look very easy. If I could take a pill and wake up on January second, I’d swallow the whole bottle.

Or throw myself through the glass and faceplant the drive below. If I hurt myself, I wonder if they’d make me eat in the hospital?

I WAIT some more.

   

ROWAN

How do I forget EVERY SINGLE YEAR how fucking cold Scotland is? Bristol has a whole other subtropical climate, I swear. My satin baseball jacket isn’t going to cut it. By the time we find Dad parked up in the drop-off zone, my bones have permafrost on them. Dad whacks up the heating in the people carrier. It smells of burned toast. ‘Thanks for the lift, Dad.’

‘You are quite welcome.’ I am quantifiably shook because he is starting to look OLD, middle age descending on him like a progressive facial disease. Like, when I left Edinburgh a little over a year ago, he was handsomely craggy, now he’s teetering perilously close to saggy. It’s not my fault, I did tell him exactly where he could get Botox and he laughed like it was the maddest suggestion in the world.

I, personally, can’t wait to grow old disgracefully. I want that scarily taut Real Housewives facelift look; collagen fillers injected directly into a piece of cheap ham. ‘Are we not waiting for Fern and her fella?’ I ask Dad.

‘No, she’ll not be here for a few hours yet.’ He concentrates as he pulls out of the frantic station car park.

I swivel in the passenger seat so as not to exclude Syd. ‘Mum was like “get a cab”, LOL. Do you have any idea how many hand jobs I’d have to sell to be able to afford that?’

Syd snorts from the back seat and Dad briefly takes his eyes off the road to see if I’m kidding. ‘I hope that’s a joke.’

‘Dad!’ I grin. ‘As if I bother with hand jobs. Not worth the effort.’

He half grimaces. ‘You’ll get out and walk in a minute. I don’t know why you can’t get a part-time job like your sister.’

I blink pointedly in his direction. ‘Father, unlike Fern, I have to work on my craft outside workshops you know.’ This is a lie. I am not acting outside of my course at all. I definitely could get a job, but it’d have to be on a Saturday or Sunday and then I wouldn’t be able to go out on Fridays or Saturdays, so I’d literally rather shit in my hands and clap.

I’d be a wonderful wee sex worker, as it happens. I’m good at two things: acting and sex. So far neither have made me any money whatsoever. I’ve had a variety of shite customer-facing jobs over the holidays. Being a sex worker is probably more dignified than the summer I did at Pets at Home. You haven’t lived until you’ve milked a Pomeranian’s anal glands.

It’s only a short drive from Edinburgh to Inverleith. On the way, we pass the grim Gothic turrets of Finnians, the prison, or ‘school’, I was held captive at for seven years. It doesn’t matter that almost three years have passed since I was last there, I still get antsy as it comes into view. I point it out to Syd, who mutters condolences under their breath. Could have been worse, at least we didn’t have to board. Doubt I’d have survived that.

A few minutes later and Dad pulls the car into the drive. There’s cosiness in familiarity, I guess. Home is where the home is. For the next week I don’t have to worry about cooking, or cleaning, or check my bank balance. From the backseat, I hear an awed gasp from Syd. ‘Ro … you said your house was big, you didn’t say it was a castle.’

I make a weird lip puff I won’t be trialling again. I both do and don’t want them to be impressed, but I certainly don’t want Syd to feel like some fucking Little Dorrit orphan. ‘Haaaardly,’ I drawl, already twenty per cent more Scottish after five minutes in the presence of my father.

‘Rowan, it’s a mansion …’

‘I wouldn’t go that far,’ Dad says. ‘But it’s been in my family for over a century.’

I suppose it is fairly imposing from the outside, set back off the road with its sweeping drive and tower room, although the Christmas lights soften it. If I hadn’t lived here pretty much my whole life, I’d be like, Fuck this haunted house, I’ll be down the Premier Inn. ‘My dad’s family are pure evil,’ I tell Syd. I lean in close as we step out of the car. ‘They were slavers,’ I hiss.

‘Thank you, Rowan,’ Dad huffs. ‘We don’t know that.’

WE DO, I mouth at Syd, and they make an appropriately horrified face. ‘What do you do, Mr McAllister?’

‘Oh god, please, call me Dale. I can’t handle “Mr McAllister” for the next week. I’m at Holyrood.’

Syd looks confused, so I step in. ‘My father is that most perverse of beasts, a Scottish Tory.’

‘Ew!’ Syd exclaims, almost a reflex, and I howl with laughter. ‘Sorry … I mean …’

‘It’s fine! There’s nothing you can say that’d be worse than I’ve already heard from Rowan.’ He’s at the boot, unloading our suitcases and my very small FUCK TERFS tote bag filled with presents. I actually put a lot of thought into everyone’s second-hand books. And, hell, at least I’m here this year. Bitches, I am the gift. Last Christmas must have been … well, the less said about that the better.

‘Thank you so much for letting me come,’ Syd tells Dad.

‘Not at all. Any friend of Rowan’s is a friend of ours. He talks about you all the time.’

‘We’re not together, Dad, let it go,’ I shout as I plough through the front door. Each year the wreath gets more elaborately bland. I’m a fan of Bad Taste Christmas: white plastic trees, glittery Virgin Marys, and metres of threadbare tinsel. Mum favours a uniform colour scheme, and the wreath tells me this year is purple and gold. Christmas at Cadburys.

As soon as I step inside, I smell fresh pine and the nasal tit-punch of Yankee cinnamon candles, and also, faintly, curry. Ah fuck it, it’s Christmas. I can’t be mad at a time of year where people thrust alcoholic beverages in your hand from sunrise to sunset. A glorious mistletoe bough hangs over the door in the hall. Syd, again, is wowed. I wonder what Christmas would be like round theirs?

‘Mum?’ I call.

‘My favourite son …’ She blows out of the kitchen at the end of the corridor to greet me, all beads and bangles as ever. Was she always this tiny? I loom over her like a skinny gay ogre and get a lungful of Jo Malone as I squeeze her hard. ‘Is that good for your hair?’ She reaches up and fingers my peroxide silver hair.

‘You’re one to talk.’ Not one among us can remember her natural hair colour, except, shudder, Dad who can check if the curtains match the drapes.

‘And this must be Syd …’ she says, and I take a step back to see if there’s a reaction. Mum lectures at the university so she’s not quite as clueless as Dad, exposed to vaguely interesting people daily. That said, there’s a certain type that studies at Edinburgh; and it must suck to not get into Cambridge, Oxford or Durham …

‘Nice to meet you, Dr McAllister.’ Syd steps forward and offers a much-scarred, much-tattooed arm.

Mum gives their hand a firm shake. ‘An absolute pleasure. Please call me Chris, everyone does, even at work.’

‘I can’t thank you enough for this. It was here or … well I don’t know where else I’d have gone,’ Syd says sincerely. They’re being polite. This is a mercy mission for me. Syd would have been just fine at the Orphans’ Dinner. 

Mum shakes her head. ‘Not another word. It’s Christmas, and our home is your home for the next six days.’ I’m dead inside, obviously, but I’m actually quite proud of her. When I asked if Syd could come, she didn’t hesitate to say yes. Didn’t even need the extended Britain’s Got Talent sob story.

‘Dale, will you show Syd up to their room?’ She got their pronouns right first time. She must have been practising. ‘I’m afraid you’ve got the box room …’

‘Seriously, the sofa would have been amazing.’

Syd follows Dad upstairs, taking my bag too. Willow emerges from the shadows on the staircase, all pale and tragic, some gothic attic secret. She shies away from Syd like a nervy sparrow, only offering a timid hi. ‘This is our youngest, Willow,’ Dad saves me the introduction.

‘Good to meet you.’ Syd gives a hearty nod as they cross.

Willow blushes, tucks her mermaid-length hair behind her ears and continues to the hall. She looks like pure shite. I fight the urge to give Mum an accusatory look. A head’s up would’ve been nice. You wouldn’t think it humanly possible but she somehow looks even thinner than she did over the summer, drowning in a tent of a hoodie we could all comfortably camp in. It’s always fucking one step forward, two steps back.

‘You may enter my personal space.’ I beckon my sister towards me with a forced grin. I fold her frail bird bones into a gentle hug. You’d snap her. ‘Yum, you smell of Dead Nana.’

She laughs. ‘It’s lavender body cream!’

I tell her I like it. I don’t tell her that her eyes are too fucking big for her head and I can see her skull through her peach-fuzz skin. Eat, you mad bitch, eat. ‘I like your hair,’ she says. ‘You really outgayed yourself.’

‘You have no idea. I can barely sit down.’

‘For heaven’s sake!’ Mum slaps my arm. ‘Can we not, Rowan?’ She leads me towards the kitchen. ‘And you didn’t tell me Syd was Asian …’

I give her my finest WHAT THE FUCK? face. ‘Relax, Mum, they’re from Runcorn, they do celebrate Christmas there …’

Willow laughs, and Mum rolls her eyes. ‘Oh, you know what I meant.’

‘I literally don’t, but whatever. Maybe later we can play an excruciating parlour game where you all try to guess where they’re really from?’ The answer, by the way, is their grandparents are Nepalese, but I’m not going to explain my friend’s origin story to my mother.

‘Oh, give over, I never said that.’

We reach the kitchen and I grab a Quality Street out of the decorative bowl she’s decanted them into. She slaps my hand. ‘Ow!’

‘Don’t spoil your dinner,’ she says, attending to a vat of curry on the stove. It’s one of those hugely aspirational Pinterest kitchens, designed to be a buzzing hive for a big family, with a hunky rustic table and enough room on the range to prepare a feast. SMEG Fridge and La Creuset pots proudly on display. What will Mum and Dad do once Willow leaves – if she ever does? They’ll be haunting this place like ghosts. ‘We’ll wait for Fern and Thom to eat. They get in around eight.’

I shake my head and make a great show of putting a fudge in my mouth. ‘A finger of fudge, LOL. We’re meeting some people at CC Blooms at nine.’

‘You’re going out?’ Willow asks sadly.

‘Rowan!’

‘What?’

I know what Mum’s about to say, it’s one of her stock phrases. ‘You’ve been home all of two minutes and you’re already escaping?’

I shrug. Of course I’m going out. I’ve been escaping since the day I was born. Syd gets it – FOMO. It’s real. I feel it, a physical affliction, like a panicky skitter in my chest, that there are memories being made without me. There’s a world out there, just writhing with neon potential, and it’s not gonna leak through the letterbox into this house, is it? In fact, it would actively swerve this place.

I’ve always felt this itchiness in my bones – the need to get away. I don’t even know what it is I need to get away from, or what it is I’m looking for, but I know it’s out there, somewhere, waiting for me.

I just don’t know exactly what it is.

But if I don’t go hunting, I’ll never find out.




FERN

As Dad pulls into the driveway, a taxi pulls out, and I briefly make out the shape of my brother – his hair now bleached – in the backseat. I crane to look out of the back window. ‘Was that Rowan?’

‘Yes,’ Dad says. ‘He’s meeting some friends in town.’

A jolt of pure red rage passes through me. ‘He couldn’t even wait to say hello to his twin sister? I haven’t seen him since September!’

‘He’s here for the next week, Fern, you’ll be sick of the sight of him by tomorrow.’

‘You always defend him,’ I say sorely, although he almost certainly has a point.

‘Wow, is this your house?’ Thom asks from the backseat.

I grin, and twist around to look at him. ‘I told you I grew up in a haunted house.’

‘Seriously?’ Thom – for someone very sensible – can’t cope with horror films or ghost stories.

‘Oh aye. Haunted by middle-class guilt and bad wallpaper.’

‘Oi!’ Dad protests. ‘Your nana picked that wallpaper, God rest her soul.’

‘It’s a mansion,’ Thom says, still in awe. I’ve been to his mum’s place in Hounslow – a perfectly pleasant three-bed bungalow, which – with London prices – probably costs about the same as ours in Edinburgh.

‘Come on in,’ Dad says. It’s weird – or maybe I’ve been away too long – but I swear he’s looking older, like legitimately middle-aged now: grey in his beard and deep lines around his eyes. Does that mean I’m officially a grown-up? Or maybe it’s just that he’s lost a little weight. ‘I hope you two are hungry. Your mum’s prepared a veritable feast.’

And it’s not like Willow’s eating any of it, I think to myself, slightly dreading what we’re about to walk into.

What we’re walking into is a brick wall of central heating. I’d forgotten what it was like to a) have central heating and b) be able to afford it. My room in Finsbury Park is heated by a crap electric heater that smells of smoke, and my housemates and I are in a standoff over who can use them the least to keep the electric bill down. 

Now the hideous train journey is out of the way, Christmas can begin. I mentally twist a valve in my head and let all the excitement flood to my brain. It is CHRISTMAS.

Good lord, my eyeballs feel like they’re melting. I pull my scarf off as quickly as I can. There’s a plethora of Christmas cards on the side table in the hall, and I wonder who still bothers with them. There’s no way my parents actually have this many friends. The house smells strongly of scented candles. And also curry.

Mum swoops out of the kitchen. ‘There she is!’

She embraces me tightly for a second before pulling back to survey me. I wonder what she won’t like this time. Last year, my eyebrows were a bit much. ‘You cut off your lovely hair?’

She reaches out for the end of my new-ish bob. ‘I did.’

‘It’s very short,’ she says. She clearly hates it. ‘And this must be Thom! Gosh, you’re a tall one, aren’t you!’ She hugs him too. She is a hugger. Thom obliges. He is tall – six four, and a little self-conscious about it. I hold my breath, praying Mum doesn’t do or say anything racist: touching his hair or commenting on the colour of his skin. If she does, I will die. Neither of my parents are Trump-level evil, but they are both … inadvertently incorrect on occasion. A Christmas with a mixed-race boyfriend and a non-binary and mixed-race best friend is a potential minefield. Where are you from? But where are you really from?

Luckily the hug ends without drama. Thom says it’s good to meet her, and offers up the bag of presents. ‘I come bearing gifts …’

‘Wonderful. Fern, why don’t you put them around the tree while I plate up? I hope you’re hungry! Dale, do you want to take their things up to the big guest room?’

I’m still sour over losing my bedroom to Willow the second I left for London. I note that the attic remains a shrine to the wonder that is Rowan, while I’m now relegated to ‘guest’. Figures. As much as I whine, being the Kelly to Rowan’s Beyoncé has its merits. He always craved the spotlight in a way I didn’t, and you can’t turn it off once it’s on. I’ll settle for the quiet life, and anyway, while he was pulling focus, I came up on the outside and overtook him academically. That was fun. I’ll gladly take The Smart One.

I lead Thom off down the hall and through concertina doors to the drawing room. I gasp as we enter, my hand flying to my heart. ‘Oh wow!’ The tree is so beautiful this year. Mum’s outdone herself. I didn’t think I’d like the purple and gold theme, but it looks regal, majestic. There’s a luxuriant matching garland over the fireplace with our stockings hanging beneath. I see Mum has also bought personalised ones for Thom and Syd too, which is adorable. I make a mental note to thank her later. A fire is dwindling in the hearth. There’s nothing like an open fire, and I feel my shoulders drop about three inches away from my earlobes.

I am home. And the fact I can share it all with Thom this year makes it even more special.

‘Your house is insane,’ Thom says. ‘I hope I don’t spill.’ He grins.

‘I know. We were very privileged. Are very privileged,’ I say, kneeling at the foot of the tree. I still remember when we were little, like before Willow was even born, going to Granny McClane’s flat in Glasgow. We hated going, her estate was genuinely terrifying, but I now fully understand why Mum insisted on dragging us back to where she grew up. Because she wanted us to see how lucky we are. ‘Do you want to pass me the presents?’

He joins me. ‘We didn’t really go in this hard for Christmas, even when we were little. My mum never really had that much money after Dad left.’

I give him a kiss because I know that’s still a sore spot even after fifteen years. His father has a whole second family he scarcely knows. I start to arrange the packages amongst the ones which are already gathered around the base of the tree. I try not to look at the labels because I don’t want any spoilers ahead of Christmas morning.

Willow figured out the Santa lie when she was about six – the danger of having two older siblings – so there was no pretence and our presents are stored around the tree well before Christmas Day. ‘Christmas is like our thing, I think.’ I start to reminisce. I nod at the baby grand piano waiting patiently in the bay window. ‘We are Christmas People.’

Thom crinkles his nose. ‘I don’t get it.’

I look at him as if he were a lunatic. ‘Are you kidding?’

He smiles. ‘I mean I like Christmas, a normal amount, but you have been talking about this trip for months …’

I think about it for a second. What’s the difference between Thom and me? And then the toffee penny drops. ‘Ah, your mum goes to church.’

‘What does that have to do with anything?’

I roll my eyes. ‘Well, she believes in a magical sky man all year round, we only have Santa, so Christmas is singular.’

He laughs. ‘OK, that actually makes total sense. In our house, Jesus’s birthday comes first, Santa second.’

I have a special little hearth in my heart and I light it in December. I twiddle my favourite bauble on the tree – an old one of Nana’s, shaped like a spindle. In fact, I move it to a more premium spot with a better eyeline.

I don’t know how to explain this feeling to someone who’s apparently DEAD INSIDE. I spin the bauble around so it catches the light from the fire. ‘Christmas is magic. It is. Can’t you feel it?’ He shrugs again. ‘It’s hard to explain. I love everything about it: the build-up, the anticipation, opening the little windows on the advent calendar.’

‘See that’s what I don’t like,’ Thom says. ‘Loads of foreplay, and then it’s like … meh.’

I shake my head. ‘No! Every year since we were little, Mum and Dad host a beautiful Christmas Eve party. Drinks and nibbles; the neighbours come over some years, or we had friends from school or whatever. Dad plays the piano and we sing carols. It’s just … the best. It doesn’t matter what squabbles we were having, we all called a truce for three days over Christmas. The most perfect happiness I’ve ever felt. Sorry, that probably sounds really disgusting. Like the end of a Hallmark movie or something.’

‘It doesn’t sound disgusting,’ Thom says with a warm smile. He has such flawless teeth. He swears he never had braces, but they seem too good to be true. ‘It sounds like how Christmas is supposed to be.’

True, I’m sad for people who can’t have Christmas like we do. I don’t mean moneywise – though of course we are super lucky in that respect – I mean people who just don’t go there festively. How awful to not let the joy in. ‘And Mum ramped up Christmaspalooza when Rowan and I left home. This is the only time of year when we’re all together now so she’s really stepped it up a notch –’ I lower my voice – ‘and last Christmas was a total write-off, so …’

Willow enters at precisely the worst moment. Fuck a Peking duck. How much of that did she hear?

‘Hey!’ I say, standing. I rush over to greet her, overcompensating for my gaffe. ‘How are you?’ Stupid question, but hey-ho. She looks like a walking corpse.

‘I’m OK. I like your hair.’ That’s one-all on the bob.

‘Thanks! Willow … this is my boyfriend, Thom. Thom, this is my little sister.’

They greet each other and my heart sinks as I get a proper look at her. She doesn’t look any better whatsoever. I live in hope that each time I come home there’ll have been some sort of miracle. ‘Mum says to go wash up.’ There’s a deer-in-the- headlights look in her saucer eyes. ‘Dinner’s ready.’

Oh good. I’m so psyched Thom gets to witness a McAllister mealtime. I wonder if the demon will be joining us tonight.




WILLOW

I hate this room. And not just because of the decorative teapots we inherited from Nana. They all watch me, sassy, one hand on hip.

Wish we were a family who have their supper on trays in front of the TV. But no. For me, eating is An Essential Part of my Routine. We have breakfast and lunch at the little table in the kitchen, and supper in the dining room every single day. No exceptions. It’s fucked. If I was allowed to eat in private, I think I’d do better. Mum and Dad on either side; thumbscrews.

Dr Finch says I can’t be trusted. I am a liar. I am deceptive. He didn’t say either of those things to my face, but because I am deceptive, I read my notes in the clinic when no one was looking. My weight has dipped back down to six stone nine since I left the clinic. This means I am Clinically Underweight.

I do not feel underweight. I feel like a bin bag, full of garbage and bin juice.

I have to be in this room for thirty minutes. I must consume at least 800 calories in that time before I can leave.

I’m tired.

Everything in this room feels uncannily big, all the wrong size, like that fucking Cats movie. The table, the chairs, all tower over me, and I’m a shrunken gremlin, too small for everything, the knife and fork too big for my body. Almost on autopilot, I slot myself under the table.

I’m aware of Thom. I don’t want him to see the demon.

‘When do Auntie Shelly and Kara arrive?’ Fern asks, home five minutes and already trying to schedule us, no doubt. She’s got this fucking obsession about Christmas. People think I’m unwell, but she sends out a Christmas list in August.

‘Tomorrow,’ Dad tells her, and I internally shriek. I don’t see how it’s our problem that Uncle Rabbie had an affair with his twenty-one-year-old student (he was a driving instructor) and fled Glasgow to avoid her raging father. In fairness to Uncle Rabbie, if I was married to Auntie Shelly, I’d flee too.

‘We’re not fancy,’ Mum explains for Thom’s benefit, ‘everyone tuck in.’ There are serving dishes full of curry, daal, rice and naan before us, like a yellow-brown swamp. If Thom wasn’t here, there’s no fucking way I’d be trusted to serve myself. They don’t want to embarrass me. We had a summit this morning.

I must not ruin Christmas for everyone else.

Everyone else dives for the serving spoons. Everything here is veggie, but not vegan. I’m not allowed to be vegan because that was how I first massively started avoiding calories. No one questions I CAN’T EAT THAT if you’re vegan. Great way to dodge food.

I am frozen. A tiny Alice drowning in curry. ‘Willow …?’ Mum prompts.

‘Yes,’ I mutter, and reach for the rice spoon. I scoop a gelatinous blob on to my plate. Fuck, it’s a lot, but I can’t put any back. Not allowed.

‘So, Thom, tell us about yourself,’ Dad says, dribbling daal over his curry. I see fat globules float on the surface, ready to burrow their way into my flesh. ‘You’re on the same course as Fern?’

‘I am, yes,’ Thom says, ripping apart a naan bread with his hands like a fucking king or something. ‘Politics and Economics. Pretty dry, to be fair.’ He’s really cute, I can see what Fern sees in him. Very tall, very sporty looking, real sporty, not gym and steroids sporty. I should have asked to see a picture. I guess he’s all over her social media, but I’m not allowed Instagram because it is Detrimental To My Recovery.

‘Any idea yet what you want to do with it?’

‘God, Dad!’ Fern interjects, popping an onion bhaji in her mouth as if it didn’t contain 200 million calories. It’s like watching a circus magician. How do they do that? Make it disappear so casually? What is the secret? ‘Straight in with the big life questions!’

Dad feigns innocence. ‘Just taking an interest …’

‘I honestly don’t know,’ Thom says. ‘Probably not politics or economics.’

Everyone laughs. Is that funny? ‘And what about you, Fern?’

‘Get some curry, please,’ Mum says quietly on my left. She has a specific tone of voice for when she wants to tell me to eat that she seems to think is a dog-whistle only I can hear.

‘I am,’ I hiss.

‘I’m not sure,’ Fern says. Fern and Ro are good at pretending they don’t hear Mum’s instructions, but Thom won’t be. In this house it’s really normal that I get fed like a toddler.

Fern goes on. ‘It’d be cool to do something in policy, but I want to enjoy second year before I give it any serious thought in third year.’

Dad talks with his mouth full. It’s honestly disgusting. They all morph into clothed hogs in my mind, chomping and slobbering through their troughs of gruel. ‘Well, you can always come shadow me up here for a while if you want.’

Fern sips her wine, again, like it was air. Red wine might as well be a glass of olive oil. ‘I know, but I want to do things on merit, not nepotism, Dad.’

‘You’d be the first person in politics to do so,’ Mum says archly. Another knowing titter.

‘I’m still in line for a first if I keep my grade average up,’ Fern says triumphantly.

‘She never stops,’ Thom adds. ‘She puts the rest of us to shame.’

We’re all very proud of her,’ Dad says, squeezing her hand over the table. Aye, Fern was on the front page of the Scotsman with some other pretty Finnians girls, jumping for joy on the day she got her Highers results. Cringe. It’s framed in the drawing room. RIP my grades. I don’t imagine I’ll be on any front pages next August, not unless I die.
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