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Author’s Note


Dear reader,


Diolch yn fawr/ thank you very much for picking up my book, which I’m so excited to be sharing with you. Is This It? is the story of Ivy Edwards, our frank, funny and often filthy heroine. It is a novel about big dreams and big love and refusing to settle for a half-lived life.


At the beginning of the novel, Ivy feels like something’s missing. She dreams of a better job, a better life, a better Ivy. The story touches upon themes of loneliness and the never-ending pressure on women to self-improve, which have never felt more timely.


The novel also explores the power of family and is a celebration of the humour and romance of Welsh people, as well as the importance of making a pros and cons list when it comes to life’s biggest decisions. You can find a translation of all the Welsh words and phrases used in Is This It? by flipping to the Glossary at the end of the book.


This novel means the world to me, and I really hope you enjoy it. I can’t wait to hear what you think. If you want to get in touch, you can find me on Instagram @hannahclaretovey.


Cofion gorau/ Best wishes,


Hannah


x
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I drank my hot lemon water and sank back into the sofa. There were fireworks going off in my head, and my stomach was hurling abuse at me.


I can’t possibly look for a job today, I think. I should ring a doctor. I might have a severe underlying health condition that requires urgent medical attention. Maybe it’s hereditary? Some class of rare genetic disorder?


Or, maybe, and much more plausibly, I drank too much last night to escape the fact that I have absolutely no idea what I want to do with my life.


I looked over to the kitchen and saw the boxes of Domino’s – a cold, stark reminder that I drunk-bought £45 worth of pizza last night. When I woke up this morning, I had stacked the boxes in a neat pile, hoping the art of organisation would make me feel better. Spoiler alert: it didn’t. Over my breakfast of pizza, I looked at the receipt. It seems I was swayed by the 3-for-2 offer, which included extra garlic bread and BBQ Big Dip, which was now turned on its side, oozing brown goo onto the kitchen table.


‘That’s it,’ I said, leaping up from the sofa. ‘I can’t do this any more.’


‘You’ve said this before,’ Dilys said.


Dilys was a new acquaintance of mine. The sort of acquaintance that makes you loathe yourself.


‘This time is different, Dilys.’


‘How?’


‘I want a better life. A better job. A better Ivy.’ I looked over at the pizza boxes. ‘Or at least I want to live like an adult.’


‘You don’t even have a job, so … ’


I raised my hand in defiance.


‘I’m not listening to you today, Dilys.’


When you’re in sixth form, and your guidance counsellor asks you where you see yourself at thirty-two, you wouldn’t say unemployed, recently dumped by your fiancé, living in your brother-in-law’s sexist uncle’s one-bed flat. I try to forget that Mark’s uncle is a misogynist, because the rent is cheap and he’s never in the country to check up on me, but Dilys likes to remind me that at my age most women wouldn’t be living alone – they’d be with their partner, have a stable income, and use fabric softener. Dilys likes to tell me a lot of things, most of which I try to ignore. She is blunt and unsympathetic.


She’s also not a real person.


Last week, as I waited to see the hygienist – the true hallmark of being an adult – I read an article in a glossy women’s magazine about the importance of naming the voice in your head – the voice that creeps up on you in the middle of the night and tells you that your worst nightmare is about to become reality. According to the article, if we recognise that the voice exists, we can acknowledge that it isn’t us, and learn to rise above it. By the colourful language I display every time I speak to Dilys, it’s evident that I haven’t yet mastered how to rise above her niggling, incessant criticism. But then again, I am my mother’s daughter, which means I can be childish, oversensitive, and like to bear a grudge.


I got showered and dressed, checked outside my front door to make sure the coast was clear, and ran downstairs to the communal rubbish bin to get rid of the pizza boxes. Then I went back upstairs and decided to make a pros and cons list.




REASONS WHY I AM A DREAM EMPLOYEE


Creative


Good with people


Have a lot of patience


REASONS WHY THINGS ARE A BIT SHIT


I don’t know what I want to be





‘This is useless,’ said Dilys. ‘You’re directionless and you’ve put on at least five pounds. It’s not even Christmas yet and look at your back fat.’


‘I’m off to Spain soon. At least I’ll be tanned.’


‘Fuck tanned, you’re unemployed.’


Over several cigarettes and a multipack of salt and vinegar McCoy’s, it dawned on me that the last time I felt fulfilled at work was over a decade ago, at a summer job at a local school in Bristol, during my university years. The children loved me – we were all fond of penny sweets and toilet humour – and I think I even loved myself.


I saw a slice of salami from the pizza embedded into the carpet and I knew: the time was now. Was I swayed by the long summer holidays? Yes, I like a European jaunt just as much as the next person. But more than that, I wanted to be valued. I wanted to make a difference. I wanted meaning in my life. I wasn’t going to win a Nobel Prize, or an Oscar – I’d never fit into a size-zero red-carpet dress anyway – but I was going to do something significant with my life. No, not something significant … something out-of-this-world explosive-knock-your-socks-off phenomenal.


I threw my dressing gown on the floor and channelled those gifs you see of Mariah Carey draped in diamonds the size of her face. I got up onto my footstool, fell off my footstool, got up again and threw my hands in the air. I was at Wembley Stadium, playing to a crowd of thousands. I grabbed my microphone (a personalised reusable water bottle) and shouted, ‘I am Ivy Edwards, and I have arrived!’


‘You’re pathetic.’


‘Pipe down, Dilys.’


I had to sit down before doing anything else, as prancing around after smoking had made me feel light-headed. Once I recovered from my over-zealous dancing, I googled the school and called the number listed on the website.


‘Hi, my name’s Ivy. I wonder if you can point me in the right direction? I used to help run your arts workshops. Do you think anyone might be able to speak to me about teaching?’


‘Teaching?’


‘Yes. I want to become a teacher.’


‘I’m afraid we don’t have anyone available to speak right now. Can I take your number and ask someone to call you back?’


Nobody called me back. So instead I called every school in London I could get hold of and asked if I could come in and meet with someone – anyone – to pick their brains about routes into teaching. Mr Reid was the first to say yes.


‘This is never going to work,’ Dilys said.


I put on my best Mariah Carey face and told her to fuck off.
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Twenty-four wide-eyed children stared at me. It would have been twenty-five, but Nora had put her hand in the toaster and had to be taken to A&E.


Mr Reid clapped his hands.


‘Everybody, eyes and ears to me, please. I’d like to introduce you to Miss Edwards. She’ll be supporting us in class this week.’


Nobody spoke. I started to chip at my nail polish.


‘Come on, everyone!’ Mr Reid said. ‘That’s not the warm welcome we give our visitors.’


‘Good morning, Miss Edwards,’ they said, in unison. ‘Good morning,’ I said, ‘I’m so excited to be here.’


A hand shot up from the back of the room. It belonged to a small, rotund boy with curly jet-black hair.


‘Yes, Max?’


‘Why is she here?’


Good question, I thought.


‘Well, Max,’ Mr Reid said, ‘Miss Edwards wants to become a primary school teacher, so she’s come here this week to listen and learn from us. I want you all to be on your best behaviour, OK?’


Mr Reid resembled the older brother of my school friend Glyn, who used to sneak me cigarettes and let me listen to Alanis Morissette on his MP3 player. I thought this boded well for us. I put him at mid-forties, but his outfit made him look much older. He was wearing navy trousers with a matching waistcoat, and a navy and red striped tie. He also wore a waistcoat when he’d taken me on a tour of the school a couple of weeks ago, so waistcoats must be his thing. I made a mental note to get myself a thing.


‘Why don’t you take a seat?’ Mr Reid said.


‘Beside the children?’


‘Yes, this is an immersive experience. Observe, listen, ask questions.’


I nodded my head, hoping the enthusiasm would conceal my mounting anxiety.


‘Don’t be afraid to jump right in,’ he said.


Mr Reid directed me to the spare seat beside Max. I didn’t want to sit next to him – he clearly had it in for me with his aggressive line of questioning at the start of the class – but I was determined to show them that I was flexible, easy-going and approachable. As I found on most recent encounters with members of the opposite sex, I knew Max could sense my fear and desperation for him to love me. I put on a smile and took up the seat next to him. They all giggled as I struggled to fit my adult derrière in the world’s smallest chair.


They had a practice sheet in front of them where they had to link the fish to the penguin to equal the number ten. I looked at the paper, baffled. I looked down at my black jeans and saw a small stain from this morning’s cereal spillage. Maybe that’s why I could smell sour milk. I licked my finger and rubbed it off. I looked up and saw that they were all staring at me.


‘Does anyone want any help?’ I asked.


‘Can you count?’ Max said.


I hated Max.


‘You sound funny,’ another child said.


‘What’s your name?’ I asked him.


‘Bum Head.’


‘Is that your real name?’


‘No, it’s Joey.’


I hated Joey.


‘I’m from Wales,’ I said.


‘Whales are fish.’


‘They’re actually marine mammals.’


‘You’re a mammal!’


They found this hysterical. I did not.


‘No, Wales is a country,’ I said. ‘Within Great Britain.’


‘My daddy says Wales isn’t a real country.’


‘Your daddy is gravely mistaken.’


‘You said gravy!’


Another child pointed to the pin on my dress.


‘What’s that?’


‘It’s the national flower of Wales. It was St David’s Day recently, and we like to wear this flower to mark the day.’


‘Why are you always talking about whales?’


I took a deep breath and focused my attention on the only girl who hadn’t laughed at me. She had a perfectly symmetrical bob and neatly cut fringe; she looked like Uma Thurman from Pulp Fiction, only without the class A drug habit. She was wearing a colourful beaded bracelet, and I asked her where she got such a pretty piece of jewellery from.


‘My boyfriend,’ she said.


‘Who’s your boyfriend?’


‘Joey.’


‘Wow, that’s kind of Joey,’ I said, looking at Bum Head.


Unbelievable that a four-year-old gets jewellery when the last thing I got off a man was a failed engagement. Oh no, wait, there was also the UTI.


‘Do you have a boyfriend?’ she asked.


‘No, I don’t,’ I said.


‘Do you have a girlfriend?’


I looked at Mr Reid, who was at the opposite end of the room, helping another child.


‘I’m alone right now,’ I said. ‘It comes down to a variety of factors. I’m using this time to figure out what I want.’


She stared at me and scrunched her nose up.


‘How old are you?’


I paused. ‘I’m twenty-one.’


‘That’s old.’


Everyone laughed.


Thank God I didn’t tell them my real age.


‘Society might tell you that someone of my age should be in a romantic relationship, but we shouldn’t listen to such patriarchal expectations. It’s toxic.’


I looked up and saw Mr Reid standing by the table next to us. He gave me a curious look and I changed the subject.


‘So, does anyone have any pets? A puppy, rabbit, perhaps a small bird?’


One of the boys started crying. He had dinosaur stickers stuck to his jumper, shoes and glasses. His hands were trembling. I reached over to touch them, but he snatched them away.


‘What’s the matter?’ I asked him.


‘My hamster died.’


‘Oh, I’m so sorry.’


‘He was small and old and had hair on his face and was my best friend.’


The hamster sounded very familiar.


‘I lost my best friend, too,’ I said.


‘What was his name?’


‘Ivan, Ivan Thomas.’


Again, with the laughter.


‘OK then, we can call him Gramps, or Grandad,’ I said.


‘Why’s your best friend old?’


‘I have friends my own age – Mia and Dan.’


‘I’m bored.’


Brilliant, that’s just brilliant.


‘Why don’t we get back to our numbers?’ Mr Reid said.


I didn’t realise he was standing behind me. I smiled at him and he turned around and walked to another table. It might have been my overwhelming self-doubt, but he looked at me like I was wasting his time.


I took another deep breath and looked down at the worksheet. I started to give myself a little internal pep talk, but in the time it took me to tell myself to get a grip, a child had drawn all over my new white trainers with a permanent marker. It wasn’t the best start to the day, but, as D:Ream taught me, things can only get better.


Despite the shaky start, the next hour was rather enjoyable. I remembered basic arithmetic, and the girls warmed to me when I told them that Frozen II was one of the best films I’d ever seen. I’d never seen Frozen II, but I was in desperate need of some allies.


Things took a rapid downward turn just before lunch, when Mr Reid left the classroom for an emergency phone call. He asked me three times if I could handle the room for a couple of minutes. I said yes, of course I could.


The speed of it was extraordinary. Within sixty seconds, someone had got out a pair of scissors and was stabbing the desk like Chucky, but with better-conditioned hair. Another child had pulled out the stationery drawer and was hurling the contents across the room – I caught the ruler seconds before it hit a girl in the eye. In the corner of the room was Max, sitting on someone’s head. The same child who drew on my shoe was now drawing on the wall. I begged her to hand the marker over to me. She looked at me with sheer disdain and hurled it across the room in protest. I wanted to hurl her across the room in protest, but we can’t always get what we want.


I knew it was important to put on a cheery face and keep the positivity flowing, so that’s what I did, but that was before I realised that I had snot all over my hand – and it wasn’t my own. I contemplated getting my bag and running out the room. This was my chance to prove I could do this. I was supposed to be a grown up, or at least do a good impression of one. It had to work.


‘How did you find your first day?’ Mr Reid asked, after the last child had left.


‘I’m so sorry about the mess when you came back in. It all happened so fast—’


‘The day’s not been without its challenges. But the children seemed to enjoy having you here.’


Ah, so that was why they turned into psychopathic killers. It was because they liked me.


‘I want to go through your feedback. But first, I must ask you, why do you want to become a primary school teacher?’


I was about to open my mouth when Joey ran back into the classroom; he’d left his hat on the table.


‘Miss Edwards?’ he said. ‘Are you going to be our teacher?’


I looked to Mr Reid for reassurance. He was avoiding eye contact.


‘Hopefully I can be someone’s teacher one day,’ I said. ‘I need to go through some training first.’


‘Why?’


‘Because you can’t become a teacher overnight,’ I said. ‘You need the right skills.’


‘Like football skills?’


‘No, like patience and listening and an understanding of the pedagogical approaches to early learning and development,’ Mr Reid explained.


Joey looked as confused as I was.


‘But what about football, Miss? Can you play?’


He really wasn’t getting this.


‘No, I can’t play,’ I said, woefully.


‘That’s a shame, I thought we could be friends.’


‘I’d like to be your friend.’


He pondered this for a moment.


‘OK,’ he said. ‘I like the noise you make when you laugh. And your hair is long and the same colour as chocolate, like Mummy’s.’


I felt my heart break a little.


‘That’s very kind,’ I said. ‘Thank you.’


He ran towards me and hugged my leg.


‘See ya, Miss,’ he said, running out of the room.


I looked to Mr Reid.


‘That question you asked me? That’s why.’
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I was late for dinner. I found Mia in the back of the restaurant wearing a crown. I rolled my eyes and sat down.


‘Don’t look at me like that,’ she said, ‘I stole it from the prop cupboard at the theatre. Along with this very chic scarf.’


She dove into her handbag and brought out a hideous fur shawl with a fox tail a mile long.


‘It’s a bit gauche,’ I said.


‘Ives, it’s been dead for years. This is his moment to shine.’


She tossed the shawl over her shoulders and sat back in the seat. A few people in the restaurant were watching her now, which is generally what happens when we go out. It’s not because she gets recognised as an actress; she’s just so enigmatic – like some sort of mythical creature that none of us understand but want to be around all the time.


‘I can’t be late tonight,’ I said, ‘I’m going to my sister’s for lunch tomorrow.’


‘What’s the big deal? It’s only Anna.’


‘She’s being weird about it.’


‘You look worn-out. Was this week that bad?’


‘I found myself standing at the front of the classroom, looking out to the room as if I was watching someone set fire to a house.’


‘You wanted to know what it was like to work in a real classroom. Well, now you know.’


‘I don’t know if I’m cut out for this.’


‘Of course you are, Ivy. You can do anything.’


‘There’s a lot more to consider than I thought.’


‘Like what?’


‘It doesn’t matter,’ I said.


I didn’t want to let on that I had just been told I didn’t have the experience or skills to do the training scheme I wanted to do, and my vision of what next year might look like had been shattered by a man who seemed bored with my very existence.


‘What was the teacher like?’ Mia asked.


‘He seemed to warm to me as the week went on, but—’


‘Playing hard to get, was he?’


‘Did I tell you he dressed like a seventeenth-century aristocrat?’


‘He sounds hot.’


‘He’s not hot. He’s, like, fifty.’


‘Maybe you should broaden your horizons. You’re not having much luck with people your own age, are you?’


‘I’m having no more than three medium glasses of wine tonight,’ I said.


‘I thought we could go out with Dan.’


‘No, I can’t go “out out”.’


‘Nobody mentioned “out out”.’


‘This is you and Dan we’re talking about; there’s no other form of social occasion.’


Mia sat back in her chair and crossed her arms like a petulant child.


‘Would you stop being so boring,’ she said. ‘You’ve not even started your teacher training yet.’


‘I’m not boring. I’m refocusing. Besides, I need to start saving.’


‘Are you back at the museum on Monday?’


‘Yup, back to the gift shop.’


I’d applied for the job at the children’s museum in the hope that I’d be able to engage with local young people, find out what’s important to them. So far all I’d done is sell Jellycat toys and clean broken breadsticks off the floor.


She took my hand from across the table.


‘It’s a job, Ivy – a means to an end. Remember when I had to dress as a giant avocado to promote that new smoothie place?’


‘And what a glorious avocado you were.’


‘Come on, a little dance would perk us right up.’


‘I don’t need perking up. I need sleep.’


She clasped my hand tight. She was like my mother, so beautiful and manipulative – and exasperating.


‘Fine, let’s go out,’ I said. ‘But I want to be in bed by midnight.’


‘In bed by midnight or in an Uber by midnight?’


‘Mia!’


‘Calm down. I’ll call Dan.’


Dan’s an enigma; one minute he’s flush with cash, spending five grand on a week in a luxury villa in Ibiza, and the next he’s flat-out broke, worrying how he’ll make next month’s rent. Officially, he works in ‘restaurant PR’ (which is ironic, because nobody has ever seen him eat), but we don’t ask in case it’s illegal and, knowing Dan, it probably is.


Later that evening, we met him at a cocktail bar near Angel Tube. He was propped up on a stool with a Martini in hand, wearing a black V-neck T-shirt with a glitter skull emblazoned on the front. He hadn’t noticed us, so I walked over and gave him a hug from behind, accidentally spilling his drink.


‘Ivy! You little shit. You’ve wasted eighteen pounds’ worth of vodka.’


‘Don’t lie; I know you only come here because they’re two-for-one.’


‘I’ve missed you girls!’


‘That T-shirt is loud,’ Mia said.


‘Mia, you look like you’re auditioning for RuPaul’s Drag Race,’ Dan said. ‘This is Alexander McQueen, thank you very much.’


‘How posh.’


‘It’s a knock-off from Camden Market,’ he said, erupting in his distinctive cackle. ‘God, I’m glad to see you both. Alejandro is doing my head in.’


‘Why are you still with him?’ I asked.


‘I’ve told you this, Ivy. He’s very intelligent and has an immaculate penis.’


‘Noah also has an immaculate penis,’ Mia mused. ‘It’s so important to choose a life partner with attractive genitals.’


‘New dress, Ivy?’ Dan asked as we sat down.


‘It’s one of Anna’s. I’ve stolen all her pre-pregnancy wardrobe.’


‘Nice to see you’re finally making an effort, even if it is all second-hand.’


‘Fuck off. I’m trying.’


‘How’s the yoga going?’ Mia asked me.


‘I don’t think I’m doing it right.’


‘It’s not about doing it right,’ Mia said. ‘It’s about connecting with your inner self, achieving a peaceful body and mind – and, most importantly, getting impeccably toned arms like Jennifer Aniston.’


I splayed my arms out. ‘What do we think?’


‘Perfection.’


I laughed.


‘Look at you, transforming your life,’ Dan said. ‘This time last year, you’d have been doing coke with some stranger in a bathroom, mascara running down your cheeks, lamenting that posh twat Jamie.’


‘Shut up and order me a wine, please,’ I said.


‘Any preference on colour or size?’


‘White. Large.’


The barman served me three tequila shots. I necked one before asking him for three double vodka sodas. Mia had dragged us to a karaoke bar, and I was flagging.


A man nudged in next to me. He looked down at the shots, then up at me.


‘Long week?’ he said.


He was wearing black jeans, but not the skinny sort that all the boys in East London wear. And his shirt didn’t look like it came from a charity shop. He’d rolled the sleeves up to his elbows, revealing lovely toned forearms. I’ve said it before: you can tell a lot about a man from their forearms.


‘They’re not all for me,’ I said. ‘My friends are doing karaoke.’


‘So are mine. I’m trying to escape.’


I liked his hair. Thick, soft, not too styled.


‘Not a lover of karaoke?’ I said.


‘No, not at all. You?’


‘No, especially considering I’ve just paid twenty pounds to sit in a darkened room and watch my friend sing power ballads for two hours.’


He laughed. A sniffly young man stumbled into us as he made his way to the toilet to do his next line.


‘Why is this place full of nineteen-year-olds?’ he said to me. ‘And why aren’t they wearing socks? If you’re going to wear proper shoes, wear proper socks.’


‘Wow, I’ve never heard someone be so passionate about socks before.’


He smiled.


‘What’s your name?’


‘Ivy.’


‘Hi, I’m Scott.’


He put his hand out to shake mine. Soft hands. Like his hair.


‘Nice to meet you, Ivy.’


I liked the way he said my name.


‘You have a very sing-song accent,’ he said.


I tried to remain calm as I realised he might actually be flirting with me.


‘Diolch yn fawr iwan.’


‘Impressive.’


‘That’s the only Welsh I know,’ I said. ‘Well, that and tractor.’


‘What’s tractor in Welsh?’


‘Tractor.’


His face creased up and I thought about what it would feel like to kiss him.


‘Where are you from in Wales?’


‘We live near the Gower. Do you know it?’


‘No, but I was conceived in Wales.’


I laughed.


‘Sorry,’ he said. ‘I don’t know why I told you that.’


‘No, thank you. I like to know where people were conceived.’


His face gave the impression that he was listening to every single word. It was unsettling.


The barman brought my drinks over and Scott ordered four pints.


‘What do you do?’ he asked.


‘I’m a teacher.’


‘Ah, my uncle’s a teacher.’


‘How about you?’ I asked, before he had the chance to see right through me.


‘I work in advertising.’


‘That’s cool. Anything I might have seen?’


‘Last year’s Christmas advert … It was with an international female singer who I can’t name for legal reasons. There were mint chocolates involved.’


It took me a few seconds before I realised who he was referring to.


‘Oh my God, yes! I loved that advert.’


‘I’m glad someone did. It cost me my soul.’


‘Was it that bad?’


‘Yes, Ivy. It was that bad.’


We stood there for a moment. I couldn’t think of anything else to say. He had such delicious dimples.


‘Sorry, I should let you get back to your friends,’ he said.


‘Yes, she’s probably halfway through the Celine Dion catalogue; I couldn’t possibly miss out on the rest.’


He scanned my face.


‘You’ve got a cracking smile, Ivy.’


‘Cracking?’


‘Yes. What’s so funny?’


‘Nothing, it’s just … “cracking” is a very Welsh thing to say.’


‘Is it? My gran used to say it all the time.’


‘Yeah, my grandad did too.’


‘Well, Ivy, it was nice to meet you.’


‘You too.’


I walked away feeling better than I’d done in months, which says a lot about recent times.


‘Where the fuck have you been?’ Dan asked. He was sprawled out on the sofa with Mia beside him, singing along to Bonnie Tyler.


‘I was at the bar. There was a man.’


‘Oh, a man!’


‘He looked a bit like Hugh Grant in the nineties.’


‘Did you talk to him?’


‘Yes.’


‘Did you get his number?’


‘No.’


‘What the fuck is wrong with you? You haven’t had sex since two thousand and one.’


‘Take the bull by the china,’ Mia said. She had finally stopped singing and was twirling the microphone lead in her hand.


‘What?’ I said.


‘The bull by the china … it’s an expression.’


‘Take the bull by the horn is the expression, Mia. Bull in a china shop is something entirely different.’


Mia looked like I’d asked her to explain quantum theory. Journey came on. Dan grabbed my arm and walked me out of the room and back to the bar, where I saw Scott, still waiting for his pints.


‘Is that him?’ Dan asked.


I nodded.


Dan touched him on the shoulder.


‘Scott, is it?’


‘Yes.’


‘Hi.’


‘Hi. You OK?’ Scott asked.


‘Yes, Ivy here would like to give you her number.’


‘Is that right, Ivy?’ Scott said.


‘I figured it would be good to find out where the rest of your family members were conceived.’


His face broke out in an enormous grin. We locked eyes as he got his phone out and asked me to type my number in.


‘Grand, Ivy. I’ll text you.’


‘Great. Have a good night.’


‘You too.’


I was elated. Maybe I would be having sex this decade.


Dan and I sat in the corner of our private karaoke booth as Mia got started on the Dreamgirls soundtrack. We’d finished the vodkas and were now on to our second bottle of Prosecco, most of the contents of which were spilt all over the burgundy faux leather sofas.


Dan asked me to lay my head in his lap.


‘I want to connect with you, Ivy. Tell me everything.’


‘What do you want to know?’


‘I want to know about you,’ he said, prodding me with his finger. ‘What’s going on with you?’


I was drunk enough that all my insecurities were bubbling just under the surface, as they always are at 1 a.m. in a karaoke booth.


‘What if this is a mistake?’ I said.


‘What is?’


‘Me, trying to be a primary school teacher. What if Dilys is right?’


‘Dilys?’


‘You know, the voice in my head.’


‘She’s a fictional construct, you twat.’


‘I named her after a girl I knew from school. Did you know Dilys means “genuine” in Welsh? Which is ironic, because the Dilys I knew was a two-faced backstabber who stole my boyfriend in Year Nine.’


I got up to get some more Prosecco, than lay back down in his lap.


‘She speaks to me when nobody else is around. It’s like she sees into my soul, Daniel.’


‘Babe, you’re talking about your brain in the third person. That’s the fucking issue here, not you changing careers.’


I looked to Mia for consolation, but she was busy gearing herself up for the high note of ‘And I Am Telling You I’m Not Going’.


‘What if the children hate me,’ I said.


‘Some of them will.’


‘What if the staff hate me.’


‘Some of them will. You can be really annoying sometimes.’


Still feeling the high from my first successful flirt in months, I got up from Dan’s lap, stood tall, and denounced Dilys.


‘I will not let Dilys get to me.’


‘Fuck Dilys.’


‘I deserve to be happy.’


‘You do.’


‘Yes, it’s taken me thirty-two years to figure out what I want to do with my life. Who fucking cares! I can reinvent myself every bloody year if I want to!’


‘You’re a warrior, Ivy!’ Mia shouted into the microphone. ‘Come on, get up here and say it with me.’


Dan and Mia helped me stand up on the sofa. We stood in a line, holding hands.


‘Repeat after me,’ Mia said, ‘you are brave.’


‘I am brave.’


‘You are powerful.’


‘I am powerful.’


‘You are a lion.’


I guzzled the last of my Prosecco and put the glass down.


‘I’m a fucking lion!’


We jumped up and down on the furnishings, then Dan went to get another round.


I looked at my phone: 1.47 a.m. There was a message from Anna at 11 p.m.: ‘Don’t be late tomorrow.’ I got back up on the sofa with Mia and started singing ‘Girls Just Want to Have Fun’.
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I’d woken up after five hours’ sleep to the driest mouth in existence and ketchup smeared all over my pyjamas. After scrambling to get ready, I paid £2 to hire a bike and cycled as fast as I could to Anna’s. I almost fell off trying to take my jumper off mid-ride. It’s my own fault; Mam always says you should never wear wool on a hangover.


I knocked on the front door. I could hear feet shuffling at the other side of the doorway, alongside some whispers. I knocked again, and someone said ‘Shush!’, a little too loudly.


‘Anna?’ I said, knocking even louder this time. ‘It’s me. Can you let me in, please?’


I waited. Still, no answer.


‘Hello? It’s hotter than the sun out here! Open the bloody door!’


Suddenly, the door flew open and there was Anna, in a figure-hugging black dress revealing her big, beautiful baby bump.


She dragged me into the hallway.


‘You’re late.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘You’re sweating.’


‘It’s unseasonably hot.’


‘This was all Mam’s idea, just go along with it.’


‘What? Why is Mam here? Is Dad here, too?’


She pushed me through the hall and into the darkened living room.


As I stepped inside, the lights went on, various voices erupted in a bellowing ‘SURPRISE!’ and there, standing in front of me, was Mam, Dad, and my brother-in-law Mark.


‘What’s going on?’ I asked.


‘Darling! Congratulations,’ Mam said, running towards me and almost knocking me over.


Mark was shaking his head at me in a manner that conveyed that he, too, had no idea why I was being thrown a surprise party. I looked to Dad for an answer, but he was too busy trying to reset the ‘Congratulations’ banner, which was falling off the wall.


‘This is why I do these things myself, Tony,’ Mam said, running over to Dad. ‘You didn’t put enough on the wall, did you? Why are you being so tight with the Blu Tack?’


Anna handed me a glass of champagne.


‘Why are we having champagne?’ I asked.


‘Mam’s idea. There was a special offer in Aldi.’


‘Well, this is a genuine surprise,’ I said, hugging Mam. ‘I didn’t know you were coming to stay.’


‘We drove up this morning,’ Mam said. ‘Luckily, I had Graham Norton to keep me company; your father refused to speak to me the entire drive.’


‘I didn’t refuse to speak to you, Mags. I need a little bit of quiet when I’m driving, that’s all.’


He held his arms out and I walked right into them. ‘We’ve missed you girls.’


‘I’ve missed you too but I’m a bit confused – can someone tell me why I’m being thrown a surprise party?’


Mam started to untie my ponytail. I stood stationary as she reached for her comb.


‘I thought we could celebrate you getting on to your teacher training thing,’ she said.


‘I’ve not sent off my application yet.’


‘So, what was this week for? Wasn’t that your interview?’


She was tugging at the ponytail on my head.


‘Mam, please, stop it. That hurts.’


‘If you’re going to have your hair up at least make it tidy, mun.’


‘It wasn’t an interview,’ I said. ‘It was a work experience week to see if I’ve got what it takes.’


‘I’m sure my precious baby lamb was the most popular girl in school.’


‘It’s not about being popular. It’s about being equipped to do the job.’


Mam let go of my hair and started to untangle the balloons. I gave Anna my glass of champagne.


‘There’s no way I can drink that today,’ I said.


I patted her stomach, desperate to feel a kick. I’d been singing noughties pop to her bump for weeks now, and still had nothing in response. It was making me nervous we’d have nothing in common.


‘You’ve really grown this week,’ I said.


Her face turned to a scowl. ‘Ivy, that’s not an ideal thing to say to a pregnant woman.’


‘How come Ivy’s allowed to touch your belly like that?’ Mark asked.


‘I’m not going over this again,’ Anna said.


‘Over what?’ I asked.


‘Mark and I had a bit of a disagreement yesterday, but I don’t want to go into it.’


‘OK—’


‘Fine, I’ll go into it.’


I looked to Mark, whose facial expression had turned to exasperation.


‘We were having a drink after work when his colleague started rubbing my belly.’


‘She was trying to be nice, Anna,’ Mark said.


‘She’d already made a comment about me taking a sip – and it was the smallest sip – of Mark’s wine,’ she said to me.


‘Anna, let’s not sensationalise,’ Mark said, touching her arm.


There was a new vein on her forehead and it was pulsating as she spoke.


‘If I want a drink, I can have a drink.’


‘It’s a classic example of the male patriarchy,’ Mam said, pointing at Mark. ‘Anna is in control of her body and if she wants a one hundred and twenty-five millilitre glass of Picpoul de Pony, then that’s on her.’


‘It’s Picpoul de Pinet,’ Dad said.


‘I give up,’ Mark said, walking into the kitchen.


‘So, I shouldn’t have touched your belly?’ I asked.


‘You’re allowed to touch my belly, because you’re my sister. Susan from Leeds who I’ve met three times in the past decade isn’t allowed to start rubbing my lower regions, all whilst telling me that I need to watch what I’m eating as I’m already a lot bigger than she was in her second trimester.’


Anna’s face was now scarlet red.


‘Why does it matter that she’s from Leeds?’ I asked.


‘Ivy!’


‘Sorry. Why don’t you sit down?’


She sat on the sofa and hoisted her legs up on the armrest.


‘Anna, when’s the last time your cleaner came over?’ Mam asked, picking a sock up from the floor.


‘A couple of weeks ago.’


‘You need someone to come more often when the baby is born; the house will be a state.’


I watched Anna’s vein beat rapidly.


‘Ivy,’ Dad said, ‘why don’t you come sit in the garden with me for a minute?’


I did as I was told and followed him outside.


‘You’re hung-over, aren’t you?’ he said.


‘How did you know?’


‘You stink of booze and you’re on the verge of tears.’


‘I’m sorry.’


‘What happened?’


I considered how to tell my father the reality of the situation without him thinking I was a complete failure.


‘If you’re like me, and you’re going into teaching late, you can learn on the job. That’s what I thought I could do – train full-time in a school, and earn a salary doing it. But Mr Reid said I don’t have the experience.’


‘But you’re doing work experience now, and what about those summers at the school in Bristol?’


‘It’s not enough. He said I need to go back to university, for at least part of the course anyway.’


‘What’s the problem with that?’


‘The tuition fees are nine grand. I can’t keep working and do the course. I’d have to live off the money Gramps left me.’


‘That should be plenty. Don’t tell me you’ve been squandering it on nights out with Mia and Dan?’


‘No, but—’


‘Ivy, how much of Gramps’ money do you have left?’


I told myself last year that I wouldn’t be a disappointment to my parents any more. Yet, there we were.


‘Just under seventeen thousand.’


‘Seventeen! What happened to the rest? That money is for your future, Ivy.’


‘Dad, I live in London. I was unemployed for two months.’


He shot daggers at me.


‘I know Gramps left me the money to do something with my life, and I’m sorry I dipped into it without telling you, but I didn’t have a choice.’


‘You’re a grown up, Ivy. You should be able to manage your own finances.’


‘I know, and I’m sorry. I want to use Gramps’ money to do this teaching course. I know I’ve had a few second thoughts, but the more I think about it, the more I want to do this. I can make it work.’


‘In that case, we’re going to sit down and go through your spending. Don’t you dare think you can hide anything from me, Ivy. If you’re serious about this, then I need you to start taking responsibility.’


‘I’m deadly serious about this. And I will, I promise.’


‘Don’t look so forlorn. Believe in yourself. Focus on the future, not the past. Be the driving force in your life. Stop making excuses.’


‘What a splendid bunch of clichés.’


‘Who you are is up for grabs, and if you don’t decide who that person is soon enough, someone else will decide for you.’


‘Who?’


‘Your mother, probably.’


He lifted my chin with his fingers so that I was looking directly at him.


‘Choosing to do something different with your life is never easy. It takes courage and guts and determination, and I know you’ve always had those in spades.’


‘Stop it, you’re going to set me off.’


‘That’s your own fault for being hung-over and emotional.’
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I stared at the application form on my laptop – just as I’d done every day for the past seven days since finishing my work placement. There were two questions I could not find the adequate words to answer: why do you want to be a teacher, and why now?


I wanted to say that I was tenacious and imaginative and felt absolute joy at even the smallest connection with a child. But all I could think about was how scared I was – scared that this year would turn out to be another disaster, just like the last.


I looked under my bed to see if I had an emergency stash of cigarettes, but much to my disappointment, there was none. I messaged Anna: ‘Are you home? I need to see your face.’


She replied immediately: ‘Sitting on the sofa watching Million Dollar Listings Los Angeles. Come right over.’


I woke up on 11 March last year blissfully unaware of the new direction my life was going to take. Every day since, there’s been this sinking feeling in the pit of my stomach – which isn’t ideal, considering it was almost four hundred days ago. Whilst the whole ‘working in a gift shop with no romantic prospects’ thing doesn’t look great for a thirty-two-year-old, outwardly I have the ability to come across as a person who is in control of their life. That afternoon walking to Anna’s was no different. I was wearing Gramps’ old cricket jumper, which Mia reliably informed me was on-trend, Anna’s fancy skinny jeans that she’s too pregnant to fit into, and Mia’s designer trainers that a love-struck producer had gifted her. My posture had improved because of the yoga, so I looked taller, and leaner, and even though my hair was up, it had that unwashed, messy look that is considered fashionable in Hackney. I like the idea of people thinking I’m someone who has their life in order. Surely that’s what adult life is – a series of pretences to make others think we’re not totally inept.


We were sitting in Anna’s garden and I was gaping at the monstrous courgette growing in the corner.


‘He said he’d text,’ I said. ‘Why hasn’t he texted me?’


‘Who? The bloke from the bar? Men are very confusing, and often full of shit.’


‘It’s fine, I’m fine. That courgette is huge.’


‘Mark wants to enter them into a competition. Fine is half-dead, darling.’


I handed Anna my phone and directed her to the spreadsheet I’d made.


‘Dad and I spent all of last night on the phone trying to figure out how I’m going to get by next year,’ I said. ‘We did the maths, it’s all there.’


She studied the spreadsheet for a few moments.


‘A grand a month isn’t a lot to live off, Ives – not in London. Most of that will go on rent and bills. You’re going to have to be a bit more frugal.’


‘I can apply for a bursary and I’ve got more shifts at the museum.’


‘Do you really want to work there until September?’


‘Well, no, but I’m helping to plan their summer children’s programme, so at least I won’t be stuck behind the till all day, and I’ll be around kids all the time.’


‘I wish I could help, but with me going on maternity leave and Mark paying for his aunt’s care home—’


‘Please, it’s OK. I need to do this myself.’


She passed my phone back to me. ‘I know it seems like an impossible task right now, but all this will be worth it.’


‘I hope so. This time last year I almost lost control of my bowels during a trip to Ikea, so this is definitely an improvement.’


Anna held her hand to her mouth but was unable to hide her smirk.


‘Can I say something?’ she said.


‘When have you ever asked for permission to speak?’


‘I don’t think you would’ve done this if you were still with Jamie. If anything, he would’ve discouraged it.’


‘And you know what the worst part is?’


‘What?’


‘I would’ve listened to him.’


Shortly before Jamie left, we’d been sitting on the bed while I’d moaned about how much I’d hated my job. I’d never cared for it; I’d been a PA at a private bank that nobody had ever heard of, and my boss had spent all day glaring at me whilst nibbling on a single cherry tomato.


‘Once we’re married, you won’t need to worry about work,’ Jamie had said. ‘Dad’s bound to give me a promotion to cover your salary, so you can focus on being a mum.’


‘Wow, William Langdon has it all figured out, doesn’t he?’


‘Don’t say it like that; he’s doing this for us. Besides, you hate your job – this is win-win.’


There’d been a quiet but relentless whisper inside me that had got louder every time Jamie had recalled conversations with his parents about our future. But I’d been madly in love with him and, everything he’d wanted, I’d thought I wanted too.


Anna got up from her seat, stood behind my chair, and wrapped her arms around me.


‘Stop beating yourself up about last year,’ she said.


‘I’m not.’


‘You are. I can read your mind, darling.’


I kissed her cheek and rested my face against hers.


‘Where’s Mark?’ I asked.


‘I sent him out. He’s so mopey on a hangover, it does my head in.’


‘Remember what Gramps used to say about him?’


‘He’s not worth a sheep’s fart on a hangover,’ we said, in unison.


We both laughed, and Anna sat back down in her seat.


‘And he never lets me watch reality TV,’ she said. ‘Why did I marry someone who doesn’t like reality TV? What sort of life is that?’


‘I’m glad he’s out. I need to make the most of this before the baby comes along and I never see you again.’


‘What’s that supposed to mean?’


‘I was joking, calm down.’


She brushed her hair away from her face and I saw the bulging vein glower at me.


‘Nothing’s going to change. I’m not going to become one of those mothers. I’ll still be me.’


‘OK, if you say so.’


‘Ivy!’


‘OK, OK. Nothing’s going to change.’


The vein quietened down, and she asked if I wanted to stay for dinner.


‘You’re sure Mark won’t mind me crashing again?’ I said.


‘Mark came home at three this morning and passed out on the toilet with a bag of Doritos in his lap, so Mark has no say in the matter.’


‘He’s getting it all out before the baby comes.’


‘I’m so jealous. I’d love to get pissed with you tonight.’


‘Dad says I’m not allowed to go out boozing until I get accepted onto the course.’


She began to laugh.


‘I’m so glad you find my situation amusing,’ I said.


‘I do love you, darling.’


‘I know. I love you too.’


When I got home that night, I opened the drawer in my bedside table, to the box of photos, keepsakes and memories. I took out the letter and imagined him reading it to me in his distinctive baritone voice, a tone that almost every elderly Welshman possesses.




Babes,


I can’t believe today’s the day, and you’re off to Bristol University. I couldn’t be prouder of you, mun. I’ll put this in your sketch book because I knew if I said this to your face, you’d get all upset, then you’d get me all upset, and you know what I’m like when I get started.


I thought I’d make you a bit of a list, to keep you in check, like. Here goes:


1.Be kind to yourself – sometimes you can be a right twmffat


2.Keep drawing – even if it’s only little doodles to send home to me


3.Don’t spend all your money on fags (yes, I know you smoke)


4.Stop spending all your time watching Friends. It’s gobshite


5.Ring your mother


6.Enunciate your words. You always lose your r’s. It makes you sound dead twp


7.Say hello to everyone on your first day


8.Don’t forget your roots. I asked Mammy to put my Welsh grammar book in your suitcase for you. I know everyone in Bristol is dead posh like, but for the love of Christ don’t come back with an accent


9.Don’t stay out till God knows what time in the morning


10.Never miss a deadline.


Right, I’ve waffled on enough. Owen’s at the door and I’m late for cricket. I’m umpiring the U18’s again today. Little shits need to get their act together. Remind me to tell you about Owen’s grandson – now there’s a boy and a half!


What I wanted to say is: BE BRAVE, Ivy. I know this will be brilliant, because you’re brilliant. Don’t stop believing in yourself, OK? And don’t forget about your old Gramps. I’ll be counting down the days till you’re next home and we can watch Sleepless in Seattle together. Don’t bring that popcorn over next time. You eat like a heathen and I keep finding sodding kernels everywhere.


I love you with all my heart.


Gramps xxx





It was the first time since Gramps’ death that I’d been able to finish reading the letter. Usually, I would get to the part where he said he was proud of me, and I’d be so overwhelmed that I’d have to stop.


I put the letter away, opened my laptop to the blank application form, and started typing. For the first time in a long time, my head was clear, and I knew what I had to say.
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