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For everyone who was ever made to
feel as if their difference was a bad thing.




Chapter 1


The phone ringing in the dead of night can only mean sex or something terrible. Or maybe both. Even in the deep sludge of sleep her body registers shock. Cold sweat and a kick in the chest.


It’s Bella. Her sister. Not being awkward. Not stacking the odds against her with a complicated preamble.


Immediately she knows there will be fluorescent light and waiting, the crunchy flex of an empty plastic cup in her hand, inadequate words to fend off silence. Dad’s had an accident, a bad one.


The clipped, urgent call ends. She ransacks her brain for names. People who might be sober enough to drive, kind enough to stumble into their clothes, solid enough to take charge and deliver her into this moment, to her family. This is how it begins.


She chooses Joseph. Joseph who she used to sleep with. Who she almost loved. Until she realised: on the ground, looking up, indebtedness is almost indiscernible from love. Joseph got tired of waiting for her anyway. He married someone prettier than her. Prettier, and a much better person.


Recently she has acclimatised to dread, the hovering anticipation of crisis. Over the last two years Dad has become slower, vaguer, his conversations disjointed. Creeping suspicion grew insistent and troubling. Then last Christmas, he mistook her six-year-old twin nieces for her and her sister, and on Boxing Day asked where his mother was.


After that they could not fudge and demur. Worst suspicions confirmed. Dad’s dissolution had a name. A prognosis. They gathered round the luminous blue scan as a consultant pointed out dirty thumbprints on the creamy cauliflower of their father’s brain.


They have flailed through months, watching him become an uncanny remainder. Often so much himself, frequently fading and slipping. A recognisable version of Dad; warped by the funhouse mirror of dementia.


Shock hasn’t torn away the muzzy thickness of things she consumed to help her sleep. Yawning in the grip of wine and codeine, she longs for something bright and jaggy to resuscitate her. Instead she cleans her teeth and smokes and cleans her teeth again. And smokes.


In the car, Joseph proves he was the right person to call. He dispenses coffee from a flask of it his wife made and doesn’t make her talk. As the orange lights of the motorway bubble across the windscreen, he describes colleagues at the school he teaches in. Tells stories about his pupils and squeezes her hand at junctions.


Outside the hospital Joseph looks at her as if he wishes she was his problem. She realises it was unfair to ask this of him. When he says goodbye, call him if she needs anything, she knows she won’t. At least not until next time panic bypasses decency. Or maybe next time she will call Alex or Per or Simon instead.


The hospital doors hush and suck behind her; her sister is pacing the corridor. Bella is first to arrive. Their brother Greg has further to come.


Normally he would be the one to make and receive these calls. He lives closer to Dad, coordinates his care and sees him every few days. But this week Greg has been taking a much needed break, a holiday. Arranged a while ago. He said it was someone else’s turn for once. She felt rebuked. Conversations with him always leave her feeling that way.


Regardless, she wishes he was there to fill the space between her and her sister.


Greg will ask searching questions – only about Dad, only of the medical staff. Compassionate and practical, he would show them the right way to behave. But, for now, there is only her and Bella – what has happened tonight that she doesn’t understand and the events that caused their rift twenty-five years ago that she still can’t fully comprehend.


Twenty-five years. In all that time, the sisters have never been alone together. There have been family get-togethers. Christmases, birthdays and weddings: impersonal gifts, a rote performance of brittle pleasantries accomplished with the earnest hesitance of a school orchestra trying to stay in tune. Meticulously, they avoid all reminiscence.


But now Dad has become disoriented, they have all begun to hold their breath. Dislodged, he slips between time streams. Interleaves past and present, interpolates his childhood with theirs. Another waiting has taken hold, another anticipation: the inevitable moment his disease will blunder into the minefield they have skirted so long, detonating buried ordnance.


Cemented to the spot, she watches Bella, whose clothes whisper obscene wealth discerningly spent, tasteful individuality.


Her own hint at nothing but haste. She has used the grease in her hair as a styling product. Yesterday’s smudged eyeliner underscores the fatigued look which has lodged round her eyes over the last few years. A grey dereliction which no longer improves with good sleep hygiene and proper hydration, making it easy not to bother with either. Her fake leopard fur coat, limping into yet another winter, is doggy with damp and smoke. Licking her finger, she rubs a red wine spot on her jeans. As she scrubs and tuts, her sister turns around. She feels caught. Tricked.


‘Bella,’ she says and holds her arms out. They feel like they belong to someone older and heavier. Her sister makes a sour mouth round the name she gave her, ‘Peach’, but she gives her a look from before; sad and tired and full of love. Something from 1994.


Suddenly the fact that Dad is hurt is very real. Suddenly they are crying. Suddenly they are holding one another. This is how it begins.


‘What happened? How is he?’ Peach coughs muffled questions into the bowl of Bella’s collarbone. Her own breath comes back to her: coffee, cigarettes, toothpaste.


‘Bad. He’s in surgery. A car. He got hit by a car.’ Bella’s voice vibrates her thin body; it travels down Peach’s arms.


‘How? What happened?’


‘Don’t know. Apparently, the driver said Dad stepped right out in front of him without looking. But the weird thing is: he was back home.’


Peach knows Bella means home where they grew up. Home as in the past. Home as in when they were young.


Bella lets Peach go. Methodically scoops tears from the corners of her eyes with polished fingernails.


Peach lets her own tears cool and evaporate on her cheeks.


‘What was he doing there?’ Peach asks.


Bella brushes nothings off her clothes. ‘I don’t bloody know.’


‘I was just asking. Where’s Douglas?’


Douglas – Bella’s husband. Utterly pleasant, breathtakingly thick, impeccably mannered and impossible for Peach to relate to. His simpleton handsomeness makes him look like an advert for whatever he is wearing or doing. Something weird and plastic in his manner, like an android running an algorithm, doing its best to produce an impression of a real human man thinking real human thoughts.


Eight years ago, Bella met Douglas at a Future Leaders in Internet Business seminar. The kind of networking event where, Peach imagined, everyone quoted Sun Tzu and bragged about imaginary companies which would bankrupt them in very real ways. Peach took Douglas to be an amusing plaything; a rich, fleshy Ken doll. But within six months Bella had married him, and a year later she was pregnant. Part sperm donor, part hedge fund, Douglas trots after Bella like a child wanting to please. He is completely beneath her, and this, Peach assumes, is what makes him her sister’s ideal husband.


‘Douglas? Where do you think? With our daughters obviously. Remember them? Octavia and Anais? It was their birthday last month, thanks so much for the presents.’


‘I was busy at work, I—’


‘You can’t just forget children, well, apparently you can, seven by the way, they’re seven now. Anyway, you can’t just leave children. They’re not cats.’


‘Actually, Richey went missing a couple of months ago, I don’t know how he got out. I put up posters, but I never heard … no one ever—’


‘Just like his namesake, asking for trouble really, calling him that. Anyway, it wasn’t really fair to keep a pet in a place as poky as yours, no wonder he ran away.’


Peach misses the little black cat, tripping her with figure eights round her legs, chirping for biscuits, the soft heft of him on the bed at night. Doesn’t know how he got out. Probably her own fault. Probably pissed.


‘I miss—’


‘God, how can you think about a cat at time like this, Peach? Dad’s in surgery. He could lose his leg.’


‘What?’


‘His ankle is broken. Shattered actually, in several places too, bone tore right through his flesh. Doesn’t bear thinking about.’


‘But what—’


‘Doesn’t bear thinking about.’


Peach takes out her phone to check her messages. She takes out her phone to avoid talking to her sister, looking at her even. The battery is dead. The screen is black. It offers Peach nothing but a shadowy reflection of her face.


Then their brother Greg arrives. He smells like mud and grass. He asks questions calmly, listens to the answers attentively. He was camping with his partner Marcus, who has stayed behind. Tonight, alone, Greg has run down the side of a mountain with only the ghostly beam of his head-torch to guide him, yet he is equal to this. Adequate and practical.


Peach looks at her siblings. They have each brought their lives here, carried in their clothes. Bella’s artful and composed. Greg’s waterproofs implying wholesome activities. Peach’s ripped jeans with a bloodier, more extensive spattering of red wine than she noticed before. Attired like her adolescent self, she has arrived with pockets full of the past, spilling mess and offence into the sterile supportiveness of the hospital.


‘What was he doing? Why was he even there?’ Greg asks as if there will be a benign, sensible explanation for their father being in a place they all diligently avoid.


There is silence as the three of them begin to understand that there will be no more benign, sensible explanations for anything Dad does. Only the clumsily malign chaos of his condition, spiralling further out of hand. Other hospitals, more worry, care homes. A funeral.


‘Do you think he got confused? Do you think he thought he was going … home?’ Greg asks.


He looks at Peach. Bella looks at Peach.


Greg looks at the ground. Bella carries on looking at Peach, and Peach could swear she smirks at her as she puts her arms around their brother and says, ‘Oh, Greg, sweetheart, I don’t know. Maybe, probably, I mean he’s never really had a proper home since … ’


Bella lets the ellipsis turn eggy.


Anger and fear nudge up against the slurry of Rioja and codeine and Peach can’t help herself. ‘Nice. Nice, Bella, thanks. Now is definitely an appropriate time to—’


‘Don’t,’ says Greg. ‘Do not.’ Her brother squeezes his hands together.


You always did that when you were upset, Peach thinks. Ever since you were little, you comforted yourself that way. She watches Greg pulse his flesh and imagines doctors performing chest compressions. Her eyes fill with tears again and she sobs noisily.


‘Stop making it all about you,’ Bella spits.


‘I’m not! I’m upset! Your attitude isn’t helping.’


‘My attitude? I didn’t say anything, Peach, I can’t be held responsible for the way your guilty conscience interprets things.’


‘Stop it. Just stop it. Both of you.’ Greg, hands squeezing his own hands.


All the time while Joseph was driving her here Peach was thinking it is time to be better, this situation must make us be better, Bella and me. There is a long sad journey ahead of us, we must put the past aside, stop accounting for every bitter penny of fault and this is how it begins – it has to be.


But instead this is Peach behaving as she promised herself she wouldn’t.


This is her sister with poison in her eyes.


This is her brother with disappointment and bemusement in his.


This is an unseemly scrabble for the moral high ground: even now, even here, with Dad cut open on a table behind one of these doors.


This is Peach and Bella carving up who is the worst here, passing fault back and forth between them like a hand grenade with the pin pulled.


This is everything being wrong and nothing being safe.


This is Peach assaulted by things she’s tried so hard not to think about, so she can carry on trying not to be the person who did them.


This is everything she’s tried to forget hulking into view like a destroyer heaving into port. This is the summer of 1994 rushing into the present: the terrible things which happened then pushing her out to the edge of the terrible thing which is happening now.


This is a door opening.


This is a doctor in blue scrubs walking towards them with her hands outstretched and her lips already parted for the words she is going to say.


And this is how it begins.




Chapter 2


As the doctor approaches, Peach feels the corridor rush away, the familiar focus-pull under her sternum. She scrambles to remain in her body, in the moment, to listen, to speak.


Greg holds his own hands, left wrapped in right. Bella has carefully taken herself into her arms. Peach wishes that they were the sort of siblings who instinctively reach for one another.


But they are not.


So she permits the untethering. She merges with the tide as it comes in white and absolute; like a seizure, like a blinding. Familiar now; frightening the first time it happened on the last day of school.


School corridors wrap themselves round hospital ones. Vines pulling the present down into the past, like the floors of a dying building collapsing into one another. And suddenly she is there on the last day of school which was nothing it was supposed to be.


The weather was wrong. No sun, no rain: just thick heat trapped under grey cloud.


Peach perched on the edge of a desk in the art room, inhaling damp scents of clay and egg tempera, balled up into herself like a crumpled tissue, holding a Polaroid camera. Pointing and shooting with a mixture of desperation and disinterest.


It was Mr Wilcox the art teacher’s idea for her to take Polaroids of them all. It was his camera.


Peach was used to her own: the methodical balance of focus and exposure her mother had taught her a year before.


Mum had showed Peach how to adjust the aperture, a cautious twist at a time.


‘The camera is greedy for light,’ she’d explained, ‘it’ll starve the image of detail if you don’t control its appetite. Always remember you’re in control of it, it’s not in control of you.’


Peach carried her camera all the time. Took rolls of film to Snappy Snaps once a fortnight unless she could wangle an hour in the school darkroom to be bathed alone in red light and chemical haze, at once magical and scientific. Coaxing images out of the fluid. Sometimes delighted, sometimes disappointed. Always fascinated.


At home, she’d covered a whole wall of her bedroom in photos. Still lives, landscapes, family and friends. She could track the improvements in her skill, in her eye. See where she started to take charge of the images she created.


The Polaroid was impulsive and haphazard. It offered no control; snatching up images, spitting them out.


All around Peach, classmates signed one another’s shirts. Hugging and crying, promising to be friends forever, even though most of them had never been friends at all. The prevailing hysteria was seductive and intoxicating. For reasons she didn’t understand Peach felt immune: flat and separate, with the camera on a plastic strap round her neck.


At first, the others had jostled to pose for Peach, clustering round, eager to see. They giggled excitedly as they watched themselves emerge from blackness. But the pictures had nothing to tell them about who they were.


Bleached and featureless, instant and ancient. The Polaroids turned their urgent aliveness into fuzzy, ageless spectres. The white border barely contained them. A pale arc of shoulder where a face should be, a mouth reduced to a magenta smear. They grew incurious and wandered away.


It was the first time Peach felt the slipperiness: something firm inside her becoming crumbly and soluble. Disgraced by the pile of disappointing pictures, she traced compass-carved graffiti with her fingernail. U.K. SUBS and RICK HEARTS CHERYL IDSTL. Old marks, insisting strangers had once been here, been young, made it seem like nothing happening now really mattered.


Mr Wilcox held court to a group of girls, regaling them with wild tales of art school in the sixties. Mr Wilcox reminded Peach of her father. Both art teachers. Both garrulous. Both embarrassing.


She began to visualise the family ritual that marked the last day of school and the start of summer. Dad would stop at the Panda House and bring home more Chinese takeaway than her family could possibly eat.


It was different since Bella had gone away to university. She returned for holidays exuding flamboyant disdain, looking subtly different each time. Less like the sister Peach had always known, more like someone from a band or a film. Bella’s clothes grew ever more gothic and bohemian – the outfits of someone unafraid to tell the world what to think of them. Bella wore swirly velvet dresses and crochet cardigans that Peach tried on in shops and was never bold enough to buy. Sometimes, in a fit of bravery, she’d spend her pocket money on dangly silver earrings that reminded her of something her sister would wear. But by the time she’d worked up the nerve to wear them, Bella’s style would have moved on. Feeling silly and immature, Peach would bury them in a drawer with other trinkets and lipsticks she’d bought to try looking like someone she always concluded she was incapable of being.


Greg had grown into a monosyllabic lump of not quite man or boy, lowing constantly about hunger as he passed through the house, dumping one set of sports kit, picking up another, shedding mud and grass, leaving a miasma that was fifty per cent barnyard, fifty per cent Lynx and a hundred per cent disgusting.


Still, it pleased Peach to picture her sister setting the table while her brother peered out the window. She could almost smell umami steam; see her father at the head of the table, her mother smiling as she doled out plates.


Suddenly she desperately wanted to be at home.


Mr Wilcox was still wind-bagging about doing his best paintings on acid and looking smug about being the kind of teacher who’d tell students that.


Since there was nothing else to do, Peach lifted the camera and trained it on Karen Casey – an unpopular girl, with a reputation for being a bit of a bike. There were rumours that on a geography field trip she had let several boys do whatever they wanted to her, including Mr Hannon, the head of department; a teacher renowned for drinking in the Cross Keys at lunchtime and stinking.


Karen’s hand was up at her face. Pudgy fingers: dimples for knuckles like a baby. Tearfully, loudly, she exclaimed to no one in particular, ‘I just can’t believe it’s the end of school forever.’


And although Karen was usually socially isolated, she disappeared into a scrum of comfort. The poignant occasion had infected even the terrifying, alpha girls with sentimentality.


Peach felt her own indifference to the end of school forever. She did have a place at university but hadn’t yet anticipated the experience with either excitement or trepidation. Her mind hadn’t wandered in that direction. Recognising it made her wonder if something was wrong with her. She lifted the camera, aimed it at the knot of girls cooing over sobbing Karen.


Peach remembered changing next to her in PE: Karen manhandling her breasts into mumsy cups as big as cereal bowls while Peach concealed the disappointment of her flat chest in a tiny bra. The pneumatic plumpness of Karen’s body radiated heat. A sad private smell underlay a cheap floral one: bad teeth, old shoes. It had summoned a vivid picture of Karen, knickers round her ankles letting Mr Hannon hump her in a youth hostel cupboard.


Peach had felt assailed by the image.


Disgusted by her recoil, knowing it illuminated nothing about Karen, she brought her finger down on the red button and let the camera swipe the image out of the air. It wheezed out another Polaroid. She chucked it onto the desk, didn’t bother watching it develop.


School was already healing up around her absence like water closing over the momentary hole a dropped rock had made in it.


Once, in the early years, she had almost been popular. Shamefully laughing with her mouth and apologising with her eyes as girls she’d been calling friends threw a bespectacled classmate’s underwear into the shower and stuck chewing gum in the hood of her anorak.


The guilty scrabble to maintain their acceptance had ended after a thirteenth-birthday party, where Peach misjudged the magical permission a game of dare provided. And, although the scandal which secured her exile had been more the fault of a boy called Barry Jones and his intrusive fingers, she’d been judged a slut and was briefly bullied herself.


There had been horror and humiliation: a used tampon thrown into the bathroom stall she was peeing in, her underwear in the showers, catcalls and whispers. But there had also been relief. Freedom from complicity in things she had wished she wasn’t taking part in all the time she was. Liberation from spinelessness and self-reproach.


After that she had slouched into easy companionship with a group of nice girls and, more recently, decent boys. Pleasant. Unremarkable. Almost interchangeable. Neither cool kids, mature and tough; nor outcasts harassed for things they couldn’t help – glinting orthodontics, trips to bible camp.


Her group had been fortunate in their blandness. Kids in class whose names were hard to remember. Smart enough not to be troublemakers. Not academic enough to have their schoolbags hurled up trees for being swots.


They were all released from it now: the boys who’d had pubes since the start of secondary, who bought single cigarettes from the ice cream van at lunchtime. The girls with primary school shoes and love bites on their necks despite no boy ever having touched them – the result of zealous violin practice. The boys whose acne looked like a biblical punishment. The ones who went to computer club and played chess at break. The girls whose whispered secrets echoed through the toilets on breath scented with Silk Cut and Juicy Fruit. All of them were emancipated from those versions of themselves.


The thought was so sudden, Peach’s unimportance so claustrophobically substantial, that she felt insubstantial herself.


She reached for the photograph she had just discarded on the desk: the girls in it appeared as a pink mass, human blancmange. Why had she trusted Mr Wilcox’s stupid Polaroid? Why hadn’t she brought her own camera? She felt like she was boiling alive inside her skin.


Overcome by an urgent need to feel cold and clean, Peach grabbed her bag and stumbled from the classroom.


She bowled out into the playground gulping at the soupy air. Humid black sky hovered above the buildings. Her clothes stuck to her body. Pink rivulets of melted ice lolly groped the asphalt like dirty fingers.


Peach told herself she was just popping home to get her camera. Even though she knew there wasn’t enough time to go and come back.


Hesitating, she imagined the relief of letting herself in before the rest of her family: the low, reliable pulse of the dormant house, the faintest toast smell suggesting hours ago when the house pounded with breakfast and Radio Four.


Peach screwed her eyes shut and opened them again. Loud light; the school buildings squatted in front of her, familiarity set aslant. She hastened away.


On the walk home, Peach began to think she should have gone back inside, wondered if, in an adult future she couldn’t imagine, she would regret having bolted.


Probably not, she thought. She planned to hang out at Pamela’s house later. Pamela had Fire Walk with Me on video and Colin was going to get lots of cigarettes and cider. He could always get served in Spar because he had looked old enough to be his own dad since he was fourteen. Pamela’s mum and dad were already off visiting cathedrals in Northern France or some other boring middle-class parent crap.


Peach felt like she was being watched as she passed through the streets of the sixties estate where identical grey houses crowded together like gossips. Big front windows underscoring their nosey appearance.


Unsettled and dislocated from herself, Peach shivered. She had always felt she was okay. Decent, smart, just fun enough not to be boring. Not especially beautiful, not particularly ugly. Apart, perhaps, from her nose, which she was convinced was too conspicuous. Just like her name.


Her parents had let her four-year-old sister name her: their way of trying to turn Bella’s dismay at news of a sibling into delight. Bella, enchanted with the sweet soft baby once she came, chose Peach. She couldn’t be persuaded to select something more conventional, wouldn’t accept it as a mere nickname.


At any suggestion it might not be the name on the baby’s birth certificate, Bella drummed her feet and fists, refused to eat, held her breath until her face turned blue and screamed ‘You promised I could choose’ until their parents let it stand. Bella’s iron will always had ruled the roost. And Peach was stuck with her ridiculous name until she learnt, if not to love it, then to own it through defiance.


She developed a stubborn way of telling people what she was called which implied there was nothing unusual about it. And while popular mean kids persisted in calling her Plum or Pineapple, they found it more rewarding to torment Debbie Brassiere or the boy in Peach’s history class whose parents had seen fit to call him Hilary. Eventually Peach stopped envying Lauras and Susans and Katies and got on with being who she was.


Now the slippery feeling made it seem like she could slide under the skin of any of those names and become any of those people.


Peach lived in a knot of cul-de-sacs on the edge of town, where the weave of buildings loosened and fractured into fields. The street was new when they moved there.


Once there had been woods and fields on every side of their estate, wide fields she ran around in with her siblings, but they were narrower now. Old stomping grounds blocked by new fences, pallets of brick and bulldozers. She once heard a man in a hard hat, who she knew was not a nice man because he was smoking and nice people don’t smoke, saying to a man with a clipboard, ‘They call it greenbelt – I call it missed opportunity.’ She hadn’t known what that meant but she didn’t like the greedy way he’d said it. Then he’d chased her away shouting about private property.


Over time, there had been more and more diggers and scaffolding. More houses. Perfunctory bungalows, grandiose mock-Tudor piles. The handful of cul-de-sacs she lived in no longer felt like an island. The edge-lands of the town were beginning to creep across the pasture into the next village. Which, in turn, was outgrowing the name village and becoming a town.


A town virtually indistinguishable from this one. Just like here: uniform streets made of blonde brick. French doors, car ports, porches and patios. Identical houses which looked like the idea of a nice home in a nice street; built to project the impression of a place where nothing bad could happen. Houses to make people imagine that lives follow the courses set for them like a building society advert.


Close to home, the sky began to suck up inside itself, like the deep breath before a scream.


Thunder bellowed. Peach ran as rain began sluicing down.


Soaked, she tumbled through the front door, kicking her shoes off. The house had a used, live cadence where only the companionable hum of the fridge should be.


Understanding someone else was at home, she called, ‘Hello?’


No one answered but she detected movement above.


Carefully, she slid her bag onto the newel post. She stepped onto the threadbare orange stair carpet, stirring the leaves of an enormous cheese plant that grew out of an ugly brown pot on the bottom landing. Over the years it had colonised the blown vinyl wallpaper, supported by an increasingly baroque system of nails and string. Soon it would reach the top of the staircase.


Her brother’s door was ajar. She heard rustling and wondered why he too was home early from school. Realising she had the upper hand, she readied herself to give him a scare, suppressing giggles as she peered through the gap in the door.


Her brother was standing with his back to her, but she could see his school trousers were open, his back was hunched, his arm was moving. A fat catalogue propped up on his chest of drawers. Open at the underwear section.


‘Shit!’ she said without thinking.


Greg jumped, turned around while zipping his flies, cheeks red.


‘I was just changing my trousers. I, I spilt something on them.’


‘What did you spill on them?’


‘Ehm … Vimto.’


‘Really? They look fine.’


Peach hadn’t seen Greg look so ashamed since he wet himself with too much pop and excitement at Alton Towers when he was eight.


‘Can you get out please?’


Malice tickled under embarrassment. But she saw the outline of her brother’s shrinking hard-on through his trousers and felt sick.


‘Sure, you get back to changing your trousers, it was obviously taking a lot of effort.’


‘I spilt Vimto on my trousers, so I was changing them and then the zip was stuck, okay? Shut the door.’


‘Zip seemed fine to me.’


‘Shut the bloody door, Peach.’


She began to shut it but couldn’t resist throwing it open again at the last moment.


Greg lunged at the door and slammed it, yelling at her to piss off.


And as he did, she noticed the Great Universal catalogue had fallen open to a page of men modelling vests and pants.


She rushed back down the stairs cringing, muttering ‘oh god’ under her breath. As she went, the cheese plant nodded agreement that today was definitely the worst, weirdest day in the entire history of the world.


She went into the kitchen where the dog lay motionless in his basket. ‘Solomon? Solly?’ she called. Solomon’s nails clattered on the lino as he hauled himself upright.


He was big and brown; rough-coated, with the sage, human expression old dogs often have.


She hunkered down on the floor and put her arms round his neck, still cringing at what she’d seen. Solomon sat down with a punctured wheeze. Nuzzled into his neck, Peach remembered clambering on him, subjecting him to the indignities of ribbons and hats while her mother remonstrated, ‘You’ll break that dog’s temperament.’ She never did, though: Solomon was placid from nose to tail.


For a long time, she embraced Solomon in the middle of the kitchen floor. Rain hosed down outside, throwing jittery shadows on the walls; the clock shunted time forward with a soothing tick.


Sick-sad with love for Solomon, Peach was sure he was more her pet than anyone else’s. Listening to him breathe, she wondered how days and weeks had heaped up into enough months and years for her brother to be pulling himself off over boring undies in Mum’s mail order catalogue, for school to be over forever, and for her to be cradling her beloved dog who had grown old and slow without her noticing until now.


Peach was beset by a rebarbative itch: uninvited wondering, twinned with a confident presentiment that no good could possibly come of it. What else had she been failing to notice?




Chapter 3


Greg is mute, very still in a way that reminds Peach of the poised quiet their mother assumes in crises.


It always appeared to Peach as an automatic nobility of reaction, a native grace far preferable to her and Bella’s own prating histrionics. Yet, over time, she began to allow the possibility that it was instinctive animal calm. Playing dead in the jaws of whatever threat had snatched her. Hoping to be released unharmed.


The hospital light is unforgivingly utilitarian. But where Peach first perceived hermetic perfection, she now sees that although the corridor is scrubbed and hygienic, there is an ingrained shabbiness. As if sad news and exhaustion have accumulated in the paintwork. Nothing is actually white. The walls are the pale mushroom of moist skin under a plaster.


The past flickers and glows like a magic lantern. Its beam is shame, dirty old light. Hers, remembering Greg and the catalogue. She had never explained that only the confronting bodiliness of the act had repelled her. That his hunger had appeared obscene only because he was her little brother.


Years later, she understood what it must have been for him. Exploring his own desire, what and who incited it: those male frumps – mild smiles in plain undergarments – it must have seemed to him that that was what was abhorrent to her.


Peach opens her mouth to speak, there is too much unsaid here, yet now is not the time. The doctor is talking. She closes her mouth. The doctor is talking. She puts the whole shoulder of her being into listening. Or trying to.


Dad is alive. Not in any way which can be depended on. Not alive in any way Peach recognises when the doctor cups her hands round the air to describe a skull, spreads them out to describe a leg, leaving her prone and queasy.


The doctor explains that things which should be kept apart were crumpled together in the crash. Solid things were shattered. In Peach’s mind, crockery strikes a concrete floor and flies apart, red wine lunges out of a glass as it tips and spins.


The doctor is charting out possible futures: tougher, more demanding than the tough, demanding one they were already doing a poor job of adjusting to. Inappropriately, Peach is hungry. Why can’t she listen to the doctor?


She can’t stop thinking of Mum’s lasagne: lethally molten and tempting, huge in the middle of the table, impossible they should finish it, but they do. Or roast chicken: fingers moist, mouth shiny from the best part, prime morsels, sensuously gobbled while helping strip the carcass. Or birthday cakes: chocolate hedgehogs spiked with candles and Cadbury’s Fingers, dementedly green buttercream and Subbuteo players on a sponge football pitch for Greg, why can’t she listen to the doctor? Or buttered toast and tinned tomato soup under a blanket on the couch or the rude suck of the ladle penetrating the Christmas trifle or fizzy Coke and salty crisps in a pub beer garden while Dad swigged a pint or Chinese takeaway, the remnants of a Chinese takeaway, plates smeared in lurid sauce, congealing like blood and paint, falling back into the past like a chunk of cliff face shrugging into the sea.


Peach resurfaced from a fitful nap, her head aching. She looked at herself in the mirror. Even though the last day of school had been mediocre she half expected to look more grown up. Naturally, she was just the same: paper-white skin which embarrassed her by going red in the heat, red in the cold and scarlet when she was embarrassed. Big blue eyes she really liked, big long nose she really didn’t. She ruffled her bob, wished it was longer, shorter, red or blonde instead of brown, then gave up. She poked her tongue out at her reflection, stuck up two fingers at it, then tried something she’d never done before.


She lifted her camera from the bedside table, held it at waist height and fired off a couple of frames towards the mirror. And wished she hadn’t. It felt like playing with herself. Her brother’s arm fast pounding, knees bent, panting. Jesus. She put the camera down and walked away.


Greg and Mum were in the kitchen. Peach helped herself to a Coke from the fridge, enjoying the blast of cold and light. End-of-term treat; Coke in the fridge – the Lewises were not usually a Coke in the fridge family. Normally it was all green vegetables and natural yogurt.


Outside it was still raining. In the garden, plants flailed and dripped. Spoilt sky, bruisy with premature dark, made the kitchen feel cosy. The cracked terracotta tiles and tired yellow units were fruity with light from the lamp in the corner. The tall beige shade with fraying brown trim, the big ceramic base, shaped like a bomb or amphora with pointless handles, glazed in shades of baby poo and compost. It was part ancient Greece, part sixties drug den. Her parents had carried it from student flat to family home. Even though it was ugly it gave a kind light. Trustworthy and familiar.


Solomon was asleep in his basket, forepaws twitching as he chased squirrels through his dreams.


‘Hungry?’ Mum asked Peach. She smelled of soap and something baked; the slightest hint of outside – earth, leaves.


‘Starving.’


‘I hope you starve to death,’ interjected Greg.


‘Get stuffed,’ Peach pouted.


‘What’s the problem here?’ asked Mum, threateningly measured. ‘Why are you antagonising each other?’


Mum never shouted; extensive, articulate reason was her weapon of choice. She was handsome rather than pretty. Tall and mannish, with a long nose Peach and Bella both resented her for passing on. She was intelligent and quiet; even her clothes and hairstyle were carefully subdued.


Sometimes Peach was sad that there was nothing unpredictable about Mum. Unlike Jade’s mother, who sometimes smelled of bad fruit when they got in from school and was talkative and friendly in ways that felt a tiny bit dangerous. Or Colin’s who was in an episode of The Bill once and had affairs.


‘Earlier, Greg—’


‘Shut up, Peach.’


‘Greg what?’


‘Shut! Up!’ Greg grabbed Peach’s shoulder. She yelped.


At that moment, Dad stepped through the door. ‘Grub’s up! Who’s for Chinese?’ Unruffled by the war zone he had stumbled into.


‘Look who I found, walking up the road with her worldly goods,’ he exclaimed, placing bulging bags of takeaway on the worktop. ‘Sly old Bella didn’t tell us she was coming today.’


Bella entered, already looking sick of them all. ‘What are you doing?’ She glared. ‘Fighting like immature twats? Classy.’


Greg released Peach’s shoulder. A second seemed to stretch for long silent minutes. Everyone stood there, waxen and strange. Rain chuckled in the gutters outside.


In the hospital corridor they are the same, placed like chess-pieces waiting for the next move. Why can’t she listen to the doctor?


‘Bella!’ beamed Mum. ‘Never mind this daft pair. Why didn’t you tell us you were coming home? Dad would have picked you up from the station.’


Bella shrugged and the frozen instant thawed.


‘Hey Bella,’ Peach said shyly.


‘Sis.’ Bella smelled of cigarettes and perfume: a distant, adult smell.


Bella’s full name was Isabella Lewis. In baby photos she appears plump, golden and contented as a bee. Sitting on a mat in the garden she gives the impression of emitting sun from her skin. At two, on the beach at Camber Sands, she laughs and waves – paper flag in each fist, sand flocking the candies of her toes. She appears so full of goodness she might split with bliss.


The second she’d been allowed to name her sister like a toy, Bella had been convinced having a sibling was a good thing after all. Naming made Peach her baby. My baby sister. She was almost four when Peach was born. They remained close until hormones and pretensions etiolated Bella into someone prone to weeping, rage and silence.


Bella had always had a spectacular temper. But after her twelfth birthday she evolved a hair-trigger, weapons-grade fury everyone lived in fear of.


Peach had watched Bella screaming at their parents in response to imaginary crimes and decided drama wasn’t something she planned to bother with.


Bella had not wizened into absolute unpleasantness. Rather the dark end of her spectrum of light and shade was so gloomy that she was difficult; an unsettling presence. Geysers of goodwill sometimes burst from the deep core of her old self. Yet it was impossible to predict how the capricious tectonics of Bella’s temperament would structure the surface of her moods.


At the table Dad made everyone join in with the game they’d played since childhood: guessing what was in each foil tray before he opened it, making deliberately preposterous suggestions. ‘Egg fried otter brains! Sweet and sour bison! Spare ribs Shoeburyness style!’ As every member of the family entered the game that was barely a game, self-consciousness slipped away.


‘This is nice,’ smiled Mum. ‘What a lovely surprise, Bella. I’m glad you didn’t wait ’til next week.’


‘Well,’ Bella sniffed, dangling a prawn cracker between her fingertips, ‘wouldn’t miss the end-of-term banquet for the world, would I?’ The statement was delivered with sarcasm, but Peach saw a gleam of sincerity open and close in her sister’s demeanour like a crafty wink.


Peach was grateful to them all for being so exactly themselves; the way they looked in her head when she imagined them. Mum and Bella chatting about books. Mum exuding interest while Bella furrowed her brow, measuring out words in frugal bursts. Dad and Greg clowning for each other, laughing at nothing but noises and gestures. Solomon sniffing round, ostentatiously sitting, hoping to have his good boyness rewarded with scraps.


‘I was telling the guys about Colour Wheel today,’ said Dad.


The guys meaning his pupils at St Giles Grammar for Boys. Colour Wheel meaning Dad’s band; extant for less than a year in the sixties. According to Mum, tongue sherry-loosened one Christmas, they absolutely stank. ‘He wore a cape!’ she’d giggled. ‘A purple satin cape!’


Sad old twat, Peach thought; out of nowhere, she found herself imagining lopping her father’s ponytail off with garden shears.


The thought made Peach titter meanly.


‘Hey!’ said Dad. ‘The guys thought it was cool. A few of my third years are into music, so I said at the end of Christmas term I’d bring in my guitar and jam with them.’


A plug of unkind words clotted Peach’s palate, imagining the way those boys would laugh at him, impersonating him in the common room. Dad was cheap meat for cruel jokes. His predilection for loud waistcoats and Status Quo jeans. For thumbs up and peace signs, using words like groovy, calling people folks and chaps and guys and dudes. Worst of all – the ponytail. It started further and further back on his head with each passing year. The less hair grew at the front, the longer he let it get.


Peach wanted to protect Dad then. From his pupils. From herself. From what she later understood was the jealousy the self-conscious have for the freedoms of the unself-conscious. Back then she was unable to name it; it was just a horrible cringing feeling she resented her parents for.


‘Daaad!’ squealed Greg through a half-chewed mouthful. ‘You are such an embarrassment.’


Dad laughed and made devil horns with his fingers. ‘Rock on, son.’


‘Dad’s embarrassing, is he?’ Peach broke in. ‘Not as embarrassing as you, Mr Vimto Trousers.’


‘What’s this?’ Dad leant back in his chair good-naturedly.


‘Nothing! Peach is being a bitch.’ Greg put his head in his hands.


‘Greg is being a wanker.’ Peach made a supercilious face as Greg’s ears seared red between his fingers.


‘Wow!’ Bella slouched, stared up balefully through her hair. ‘I’m so glad I came home, the quality of dinner-table conversation is exceptional.’


Mum stood up, pushing her plate away. ‘Why can’t you just be nice to one another?’


‘I’m going to my room.’ Bella was already halfway out the door. Something had snapped shut in her like a deadbolt.


Dad burped, reached for his newspaper and declared his intention to read it in the living room with his belt undone.


Mum started to clear the table around Greg who still nosed through the containers. The remnants of dinner looked sad as a promise which had turned out to be a lie.


No good can come of thinking about that summer. She is needed in the now, but time is misbehaving. Like a drunk distant relative lurching uninvited into a reunion, threatening to spew vulgar truths. Why can’t she listen to the doctor?


Poor Dad, this must be what it is like for him. What it was already like and now sedation and plaster and rehabilitation. Rehabilitation seems such a strange concept – he cannot be restored, not really.


Bella’s hand flutters at her mouth like a scared bird trying to find a hiding place.


Words are said which Peach can hardly bear to hear in relation to her father – pressure and critical, intensive, waiting.


Again, she opens her mouth. Then the doctor asks, ‘Is Ian here? Your father was asking for Ian when he first came in, before he was sedated.’


Peach and Bella and Greg all look at one another, punch drunk from the blow of a name they haven’t heard in more than twenty years. A name which has no right to exist in this hospital. A name which has no business in the present.


‘Sorry,’ Peach says.


‘Oh, right, no, I don’t think there’s any need … ’ begins Greg. He gestures loosely in the air: something Dad always did when he thought he ought to say something despite being at a loss.


‘Well,’ interjects Bella, ‘I think we all knew that at some point—’
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