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For Glennie – the mother-in-law of every Monica’s dreams x










1 Love, Honour, Obey (and Conform)



Way back in the day, on the bus stop outside my childhood church, in great Tippex capitals, were the words: Virtue is Valium. After Saturday school or Sunday mass, Mum would tick me off for reading it out as we waited for the bus home. Funny what comes back.


Outside a different church, in my grown-up different life, is how you find me, now. Despite all I’ve been, this is what I became. Mother, wife. Good. Grateful. So grateful. Perhaps, at last, a daughter she might be proud of.


Perhaps not, though. All wholesome contemplation gets smothered by the fast-approaching pastel linens, complete with grabby hands, like those amusement machines on seafront piers.


Penny; my mother-in-law. Only by law.


‘At least you look hot,’ Dan says, sharing my emotions like we’ve learnt to share everything else. His soothing hand on my hip works. ‘After the speeches, we’re off – I promise.’ Dan’s beautiful eyes are disarming, known to have me feeling like there’s no earth and he’s the centre of everything and all it means. It’s unsettling – revealing, too, how feebly teenage I can be. How romance very much still rules.


‘You pair. That’s proper love.’ Penny’s kisses give way for the giggles. ‘Love and good hair, Monica!’ As those grabby hands reach for my neat ballet bun, I laugh along, too, with a mockney cockney twitter that makes for the oddest of feelings. ‘I never did take to all that frizz.’


Virtue is Valium.


Outside this different church, in my grown-up different life, those little white words from the bus stop stick.


My sadly thinning hairline meant calling time on the relaxers. I’m now transitioning, in love with the very word of the process I’m slowly adapting to. At thirty-nine, I’m at last embracing my 3c curl pattern, trying to dismantle what went before this transitioning – my conditioning that natural hair was unruly, unsexy, primitive.


Comedic.


My big black hair is a tiny rebellion.


Yet today the rebellion shrinks. Here it’s best to fit in, even if that means taming myself insipid, overlooking this early – yet predictable – banter, cloning the woman I am truly from, back at that bus stop. Mother, wife. Good. Grateful. It’s a trick that’s become like armoury, protecting my little brown self from this family of people still as alien to me as the day I married into them.





Budgie Crane’s reception is in the crumbling Old Court Hotel opposite his boxing club. Eight round tables seat eight guests apiece, each with a central floral arrangement, bubble-gum pink and draped in so much bling even Barbie would wince. Budgie stands, the pinkness of the room matching his shiny head, an unlit cigar in one hand, a pint in the other. With his waistcoat undone, there’s no disguising his gut, pouched on his belt like a hot-water bottle. ‘It’s an honour to introduce my third time—’


‘Final time, brother dearest!’ Penny heckles. Side-eyeing me, she confides behind a cupped hand. ‘It won’t last.’


‘—Third time’s a charm, spanking new, trouble and strife.’


Budgie’s bride play-slaps his thigh, exploding into nervous hiccupped laughter – Gracie Crane, three decades younger, and three trillion light years better looking. Though she seems fun and rather charming, since the church I’ve thought of nothing but her lack of guests, how she’d stood in front of those half-filled pews and seemed so very small. There’s something, beneath the giggles and over-styling, that makes me want to hold her.


But I’m still chomping to go.


I’ve not forgotten Dan’s promise, nor the one he made to the kids – which was more bribery – about stopping at McDonald’s on the way home. Fran on my lap acts as my fortress. Little girls can be so useful. Our twins, Joel and Toby, are glued – admittedly most discreetly – to a phone screen, likely the Year Seven group chat I’ve recently lost them to. How quick they are to seek distraction.


How bloody lucky.


They’re not the only ones. As Budgie talks on, Gracie straightens the tablecloth, then her cutlery. The fizz set out to toast with she’s already polished off, her restless hands now playing with an empty flute.


Where’s her mum, her family, today?


Where was mine?


But we’ve not put in the hours for any real familiarity yet – where anything deep might slip. She might be a closed book on purpose. The thought strangely warms me. Struck as I am, there’s sudden toasts and cheers and smiles all round; well-wishes, heartfelt, even from me – now we’re on the cusp of leaving.


As the tables begin to disperse, making way for the evening dance floor, the DJ strikes up with Sinatra. ‘Can we play outside?’ Joel asks, and I don’t blame him.


Before I can sow the seeds of school tomorrow and early nights, Dan agrees. Quickly. ‘Seems all right, doesn’t it?’ Back in the thick of his family, the great Crane Petersen clan, Dan’s happiness levels are on the rise. Our little house seems suddenly moons away as the boys stand, grinning, Toby raining a handful of ready salted into his mouth.


‘Hark at this lot.’ Budgie’s bald as a peanut head appears between the boys, blinking at the kids as if he’s peering into a Petri dish. ‘Still sure they’re yours, Danny-boy?’


‘Only the good-looking ones,’ Dan claps back, never suffering the stumble, the hitch of insecurity preventing that kind of quick-comeback confidence in me.


Hens lay eggs in different bloody shades every day and no one bats an eye – yet when I do, it becomes the anecdote of every family get-together for the past decade. Our incredible sons are identical, only Joel is black-haired and brown-skinned, looking every bit as mixed ethnicity as me, while Toby’s as green-eyed and golden as his father. It’s been pointed out in every waiting room, classroom and checkout queue they’ve both ever been in, but to me and Dan, it’s no surprise that they look as they do. They are perfectly us.


Left to myself, away from here, the only time I give skin any real consideration is when I’m worrying about Fran’s eczema, or selecting a new foundation – the recent abundance of brown shades at high street prices sparking sheer joy.


When I’m left to myself, away from here.


‘When you gonna get some gloves and teach me a thing or two, lads?’ Budgie asks the boys in his rufty-tufty-books-are-for-nobs-get-it-down-your-neck-son way. ‘Or are you both too soft?’


‘Mum don’t let us fight,’ says Toby, and I feel a pang of treachery. I’ve no problem with fighting sports as such, am rather enthusiastic in fact, when watching Anthony Joshua.


‘You’ve a dad, ain’t ya?’ Budgie dashes back and forth as if sparring, shielding his face with his hands. ‘Might’ve been all right himself – if he weren’t so pretty.’ Sitting beside me, he ruffles Dan’s hair, and if this annoys Dan, he doesn’t show it. ‘All them girls, d’you remember, boy, hanging round for a glimpse of you in action?’


As Fran slips off to join the other kids on the cleared dance floor, Dan’s nana shuffles over from the top table. She parks up next to Penny, closing the circle, swallowing me whole, her mean little eyes never leaving mine, and I know, with supernatural conviction, that she’s thinking of the church earlier, of me and Joel sat six rows back from the fit-to-bursting family pews. Dear Nana Yvonne, who spent half the ceremony rubbernecking, with a look that said it was apt for us to be separated from the rest, like some godly apartheid in her favour. After all the bitch evils I could muster, I turned to God myself, asked if he’d make it so the alabaster Jesus, strung above her from the ceiling, would come loose and flatten her, there and then.


But the prayers didn’t work. Nana Yvonne’s very much still here, every bit the mother-of-the-groom today. Eyes and teeth and swathes of old cobweb. My wicked old witch crown of thorns. The worst of the bunch.


Toby pokes a subtle, coded message on my back.


‘Go on then,’ I say. ‘Behave yourselves.’ And the boys vanish so quickly it’s as if they’ve vaporized.


‘That’s it, love,’ says Budgie, ‘cut them a bit of slack.’ With his hand on mine, I get a troubling image of later, of Budgie’s raw chipolata fingers all over Gracie’s young peachy loveliness. ‘You don’t want to turn them into mummy’s boys, do ya? Not pretty girl’s blouses, like old Danny-boy.’ Budgie bats his lashes. ‘One bird you had, Dan. Proper little sort – d’you remember? Legs up to her armpits, and all that hair.’ He chuckles. ‘Proper Goldilocks… Look at him, sat there like he can’t remember. Didn’t you dump it for this one?’


‘This one?’ Dan gives a forced little stretch-smile. ‘This one’s my wife.’


‘And a wife is for life. Reckon a woman made that up.’ Budgie’s arm loops my neck, his mouth almost grazing my ear. ‘I bet you could still taste her on him.’ He squeezes me like a kind Father Christmas, the rest of the table oblivious.


Except Dan. Dan’s awkward shifting like he’s shat his pants says everything.


‘Let’s get you a drink, Monica; knock that frost off.’ Budgie squashes my shoulders, so brittle beneath his hands I fear they’ll crumble. ‘Help me get a round in, Danny-boy.’


Our well-finessed telepathy falters as Dan follows Budgie to the bar, just as Fran’s back at the table, the only one still heaving with dirty crockery and foggy prosecco flutes. ‘I’m bursting.’


Taking her hand, I stomp down the corridor to the ladies’, my fingers trembling on the lock. The floor’s wet, and so’s the seat, so I pick Fran up to hover her over it.


‘Don’t drop me.’


‘I’d never drop you.’


‘Not even tomorrow, when we’re at the top of the castle?’


Shit. The bloody school outing. Today’s loomed for so long in my thoughts it’s eclipsed everything else. There was me dreaming of an easy, silent day of just me, myself and our dog, Sir Duke. But first trips are first trips. ‘Not even at the top of the castle.’ I don’t skip a beat. ‘I’ve got Percy Pigs for the coach.’


Holding her steady, my feet avoid the clouds of bloated loo roll that cover the floor. Could I taste her on him? Odious man. Odious family. Poor Gracie.


And poor bloody me, too. It’s never not wounding, how I’m the one that dips in submission to their rudeness, because, among all my many, many faults, it’s that strong strain of acquiescent procrastination that remains the most constant. Still. Even here at life’s tipping point, halfway through – if I stay well and out of danger. Knocking on forty – and that’s never not startling, either.


‘Wash your hands. Properly.’ I direct Fran to the sinks, jumping from my already shaky skin when I see Joel in the mirror behind me, semi-slumped in Gracie’s bosomy comfort. His grazed face stains her dress – his lip split and swollen too; a rising dark purple.


‘I said we’d find Mum in here, didn’t I, love?’ Gracie mothers him, looking at me. ‘I don’t know what went down, but I’m sure it looks worse than it is.’


Fran begins to cry.


‘What on earth’s happened?’ Panicked, packing handfuls of wet paper towel against his face, I get nothing back. ‘Let’s find Toby, then, see if he can talk. I’m so sorry about your dress, Gracie.’


‘No bother,’ she says, as if it really isn’t any bother at all. ‘Wedding’s not a wedding without a punch-up, is it?’


‘Was it a dog, Joel, or a wolf?’ Fran’s voice climbs like an air-raid siren as she runs along behind us. Cutting through the hall, Dan’s suit catches my sight just beyond the patio doors, where an evening buffet that looks suspiciously like a re-hash of earlier is being arranged on fresh platters.


A furious Dan flings Toby at me with such force I stumble back, just in time for Budgie to steady me.


‘Is this you, your silly play-fighting?’ I shake him off, alarmed I’ve bitten, but the words are out before I can think, my heart thudding like I’ve sped up six flights of stairs.


‘No need for all that temper. I pulled ’em apart when that one came squealing.’ He pokes a thumb at Joel, though I know Budgie knows his name. ‘Just lads being lads. Love.’


‘It’s nothing, Mum.’ But Toby’s eyes, edged with rare fury, say different. ‘Honest.’


‘It’s time we were off, anyway,’ Dan remembers, before giving Toby a nudge. ‘But you can bloody say sorry first.’


Budgie makes a meal of their mumbled apologies, soaking up the tension with relish. ‘My boxing club’s the place for all that. For you, perhaps.’ He nods to scruffy but unhurt Toby, before turning his eyes, hooded and now hostile, on Joel, who shrivels beneath his stare until he can no longer look anywhere but down to his dust-speckled good shoes.


The moment shifts as Dan scoops up Fran, bundling us towards the car.


Penny, leaning against the patio doorframe, begins welling up, Jesus Christ, as we pass. She gives me a tiny smile, but I’ve not forgotten the hair bants, so pretend not to notice. The car, still hot from earlier, welcomes us back like a warm blanket as Dan starts the engine. Despite the forcefield of emotion in our Ford Focus, the little green numbers on the dash illuminate my heart. 19.23. Regardless of what comes next, we’re still off-ski. The agonizing scaffold underwear can be peeled off. Home in time for a big fuck-off gin and the iPlayer.


Outside the hotel, straddling the crumbling wall in her bloodied dress, sits Gracie. She takes a long swig from a prosecco bottle, then, noticing us, waves. We wave back, and as she looks in as we drive past, blows Joel a big kiss.





After remorseful hugs and crappy rushed attempts at apology cards, the kids are finally asleep. Three school bags sit by the front door, sandwiches dressed in tinfoil wait in the fridge, ready for the appropriate lunchboxes first thing. The floor’s swept, even the dog bowl is clean – housewifery efforts to keep things right.


Now, in our bedroom, Dan lies next to me in the almost darkness. The whites of his eyes have been blinking furiously at the ceiling for the past fifteen minutes.


‘They’ve said sorry. All night.’


But Dan doesn’t thaw. ‘We can’t take them anywhere.’


Shocking as Joel’s face seemed, after cleaning him up, Gracie was quite right, only surface damage. Even his lip, though still a plummy purple, is again its normal size. But both boys are being proper shifty, sitting on something between them; I know the signs. I also know that pushing them won’t get us anywhere.


Pulling at the covers, Dan makes a big show of rearranging them before nestling down again. ‘Budgie laughed it off, but it definitely upset him.’


‘It was an act!’ My hands flop either side of me on the fresh duvet cover, a little treat I did on the quick this morning, knowing I’d be grateful later. ‘He owns a bloody boxing club, makes his living off rough and tumble. He just likes our kids nervy and licking his boots.’


‘You’re sick.’


‘You’re blind.’ My face feels spiteful, teeth bared and yappy dog-ish. ‘But you’re not deaf. What about what he said to me?’


Dan huffs, the micro-signal that he’ll now begin rejecting the conversation. ‘What can I say? You know what he’s like.’


Our whole life together has been a dozen variations of that phrase.


To me, back in the early days, Dan’s lot seemed a beautiful example of what family meant and should be. Kinship to emulate. With my family all but forgotten, we’d been strained and cold for so long; I entered the fold a lone ranger. I adopted their patterns readily, their mindset of kids and kin first, abandoning my shitty old job to stay at home when the twins were born. This, I admit, is one of their better values.


It sits light years from their worst.


‘I do, I know exactly what he’s like. What they’re all—’


‘Don’t. Don’t start all that,’ Dan says crossly. ‘Kids fight – even siblings.’ He does the familiar as-an-only-child-Monica-you-can’t-possibly-understand face. ‘It’s just the disrespect…’


But I’m cross too. Cross for hoping, for believing a day with his family could end any other way than with an argument. I’m cross for putting on clean sheets, for the brief spark of us at the church earlier. Our spark – smothered the minute I’m reminded that my everything is part of them.


Watching one another, the atmosphere relaxes, a necessary reminder that it’s here, home, our own young bud fam, that’s most important. Dan touches my shoulder, back to soothing, just enough. ‘It’s done, Mon. Go to sleep.’


This is where you find me. At the tipping point. Where the big thing, too volatile to detonate, surrounds us like static. Invisible, yet obvious to all my senses. I don’t expect any sort of magical existence, know very well that this is just my turn, yet I still can’t help but wonder how many rounds in the world pass, semi-sedated – for an easy life. Like this.


Virtue is Valium.


Closing my eyes, I perform the ritual of pushing it all down and trying to forget. I obey him. But the honour’s eroding. Daily.










2 Trip



As all good school trips start, there’s a rush for the waiting coach, and a bagsying of seats before the backpacks and coats are even off. And they must come off. Everyone’s sopping. We’ve had the prerequisite pelt-down, leaving me damp and itchy, while my curls shrink to fine frizz (think Michael Jackson, circa 1982).


‘Can we sit upstairs, Mum?’ Fran’s eyes turn in mischief towards a tiny staircase my arse is bound to get trapped by. It’s on my lips to invent a knee playing up, or that upstairs travel makes little girls sick, but her excitement keeps me quiet. Instead, I smile. She grabs a hand and drags me up, racing down the aisle to the front window.


‘Can you see our house?’ I ask, looking out, though there’s nothing beyond us but the trees we’re level with.


‘Mu-um.’ Fran rolls her eyes, big and brown like Galaxy Counters. ‘We live half a mile away. Exactly.’ Because Fran’s watched Penny type postcodes into Rightmove since birth, I’ve taken to hiding our address book – though Penny’s interest revolves more around property values than the distance to school.


With her nose pressed piglet-like against the glass, we watch the tops of heads below us, still dithering. A mum I’ve known for years without speaking to, wearing a polka-dot raincoat, counts heads and shrugs shoulders as Fran’s teacher Miss Banks looks up and points at us. I get a flashback school sensation, as if I’m in trouble – which was often.


‘Are you Mrs Petersen?’ A male, vaguely familiar head emerges from the staircase, amused when I say that I am. ‘Your group’s down here.’


Group? With so many helpers today, I’d sincerely hoped for the best. Me and Fran follow the fun crusher, his shoulders making a swishing sound as they brush the walls of the staircase, leaving behind a faint scent as he descends. Lemons and cigarettes. It’s oddly pleasant.


Two small dripping kids are pushed towards me, a red sticker pressed on my jacket. Another is torn off for Fran. ‘Girls, this is Franny’s mum. She’ll look after you today,’ Miss Banks tells them. ‘Twins,’ she adds, emptily. ‘Like yours.’


The girls watch me with exaggerated mournfulness as I usher them aboard, piling in across the aisle from Mrs Polka-dot raincoat and the lemons and cigarettes fun crusher. I’ve acknowledged him before in passing and can never decide whether he looks like a brooding weathered Hollywood actor, or a brooding weathered secondary school teacher. Flashes of striking, flashes of nondescript. Masculine, in a hefty, old-fashioned sort of way. Capable-looking. Mildly appealing.


With a smile like we’re the oldest pals in the world, he sticks out a hand. ‘Joe.’


Leaning forwards, I shake it. ‘Monica.’


‘First trip?’


‘No; two more. You?’


‘First trip. Not first child.’


‘I’m Lynda,’ efficient Mrs Polka-dots interrupts, sanitizing the hands and wrists of her son sat opposite. He stares ahead in glassy-eyed surrender. ‘Done every trip, me and my side-kick.’ She leans back to call into the row behind. ‘Haven’t we, Kathryn?’


‘Duxford. Colchester Zoo,’ says the invisible Kathryn. I’m familiar with her too. She’s the friendlier of the duo, though I’ve never seen them parted. ‘Name anywhere, and we’ve probably done it – twice.’


The engine rumbles into action, sparking excitement and swallowing the adult prattle. The pavement crowd waves with aching arms, their smiles now frozen, as it takes days for us to reverse out of the school. Then we’re off, retracing the journey we took on foot earlier. Down the tree-lined road to the village green, and then our house, which whizzes past with an excited squeal from Fran. It looks strangely quiet from this distance, all higgledy and asleep, the thick lace nets at the old original window frames striking against the brickwork that could do with a sandblast. The Virginia creeper that Dan’s still furious I let take over shines red-gold and wonderful in the sun that’s fought through and won. Then home’s gone, as we’re hurtled off the main road, towards the A12.


‘Mum, look – Nanny and Grandad’s!’ Penny and Clive’s bungalow moves by in a flash of hydrangea and yellow rendering as we reach the edge of the village, their ancient BMW missing from the drive.


‘What a lucky girlie,’ says Lynda in the condescending sing-song voice that adults often use when addressing small children. ‘Having Nanny close by.’


‘Mum doesn’t like it.’ Fran gets a face that I hope translates as ‘stop bloody talking’.


‘I had my in-laws round most of Sunday.’ With a twinkle in his eye, Joe shakes his head as if he doesn’t know what the world’s coming to. ‘Weekends pleasing other people’s parents.’


In-law tensions are, of course, a common perennial in many a strained dynamic, yet I admit that mine – towards Penny, anyway – have matured into lukewarm appreciation over the years. Penny’s a brilliant mum and nan; I give her credit. Watching her grandkids thrive – accepting that I’ve had something to do with that fact – means it’s reciprocated, too. But as much as she is glued to me these days, my elephant memory means I can never, ever be her friend.


I say no more, though. As the world unravels through the window, I simply relish my escape.


Now we’re city status, locals like to call where we live ‘The Village’. I confess that my associations with the word village are either obscure or uncomplimentary – Idiot, for example, often springs to mind, living here – and People – muscular lads in fancy dress, complete with compulsory dance routines. Though they’d certainly make life more interesting; an American Indian and a black bondage policeman would likely spark panic on the village Facebook Community Hub.


Round here, though, the unanimous view of village life is that it’s special. How many postcard-perfect villages sit fifteen minutes from a John Lewis and an Everyman Cinema, a hop-skip from urban life? The village is safe; affluent, green and settled – glorious positives.


The negatives need explanation. They don’t apply to most here.


Though there are no candlestick makers that I know of, there’s an artisan bread shop and a family butcher’s; three generations of jovial, ruddy types. On the green, there’s a pond full of ducks, free from rusty shopping trolleys, and free from any ne’er-do-wells roaming its periphery, too. The city centre’s the place for urban dysfunction; out of sight and safely kept from little village thoughts. On the edge of the green, at the corner opposite the church and our house, stands the Fox pub, clad in Tudor beams. Its internal nooks are perfect spots for the local OGs to suss out the newcomers – suspicious territorial eyes over their pale ales.


Everybody has a decent car. Even us, though I can’t drive. It gets used by Dan on weekends to do the things we think as adults we should be doing – turns around the retail park just outside the city centre, sourcing replacements and upgrades on our already acceptable clothing / furniture / fixtures – depending on sales and seasons, stopping at the on-site Costa to stare from the huge windows at others performing the same free-time routine. On these types of days, I keep an internal headcount of every brown face I see. And with each head I count, my heart gladdens. In the city, I almost forget I’m a minority.


A milk vomit whiff hits my nose, breaking my thoughts. It comes from the small brown kid Lynda’s looking after, a slight girl with magnificent braids, clutching a paper bag.


‘Don’t worry,’ Joe’s saying from his haunches in front of her. ‘Shall we swap that for a nice clean one?’


‘I’m done,’ the girl says, a little out of breath. She takes a tissue from Lynda, who begins panic-searching her crossbody bag. Out comes the hand sanitizer again.


‘What’s your name?’ Joe asks, taking her sicky bits without any silly flinching.


‘Immy something,’ Lynda answers for her. ‘Such a mouthful and I’ve a terrible memory. I’m calling her Emma instead.’


Immy something? It ruffles me, inside out.


A girl with the same grey eyes as Joe tugs at his coat, coaxing him down into a whisper.


‘Mummy’s working.’ Lynda gives a judgy little nod in Immy-something’s direction, as if it’s the crime of the year. Christ, if it weren’t for the meticulous balancing act of Tax Credits and Dan’s wage, I wouldn’t be here myself.


Joe offers the girl a Polo mint. ‘D’you think one of these might help, Iyamani?’ She takes one with a quiet thank you.


‘You’ve got such pretty hair,’ I say, keen to boost her spirits, too. ‘I had braids when I was little.’ Rows of neat plaits that’d meet sensibly at the nape of my neck, all week long. I’d love freeing it, my candyfloss ’fro bouncing as I’d shake it round to the top twenty on a Sunday evening, that magic time before my dad would switch it for Radio 4 and Mum would pin me down and braid me tight for another spell at school. ‘D’you go to the hairdressers, or do you know someone really clever?’


‘Auntie Claudette.’ Iyamani blooms before our eyes. ‘She can do braids like this.’ She flicks her fingers through them with a flourish. ‘And canerows and box braids—’


‘First school trip, though,’ Lynda says under her breath, with a shake of her immaculate bob. ‘Shame.’


Joe and me catch eyes. I’d like to look at him more, make up my mind properly about whether he’s dishy or not, but the coach is slowing. The castle shades us out as we dismount, its grey stone presence reminding me of yesterday, of the church and all that followed. Old places that have seen it all before.


I’m so very glad it’s today.


After a brief tour, the Reception class regroups with a storyteller and their bag of puppets in the deep rooms of the castle foundations. These are lovely kids. The stories hold their attention and Iyamani is picked to hold some armour before my group settles around a picnic table at midday. I take the cellophane off straws, assist with opening tiny Tupperware, and pinch most of Fran’s Doritos.


With another twenty minutes left of lunch, we opt for a turn around Castle Gardens. The trees aren’t yet winter bare, the pathways a carpet of russet. From the pale white sun comes a sliver of warmth. Knitwear weather. My absolute favourite.


The girls just ahead of me chatter non-stop; their time together making them less inhibited. With arm grabbing and hands clapping and the covering of mouths, their unfolding friendship is an honour to witness. But bittersweet; I miss Fran at home. Since she started school, my days are too still, our home hung in waiting till her afternoon return. When she’s back – usually fractious, only to drop off in front of the telly – her presence fixes everything.


Those six, silent school hours set me thinking of the silences from my own childhood. Of that little house on Horn Road, quiet and tense with a hole in the middle – filled at last, now that I’ve stuffed the gaps with Dan and our own inventions. As the old drag of the negative creeps through me, I do what I always do, and shut it down. It’s self-preservation; mentally distancing from where those bunny-hole thoughts lead me. It’s an art.


Trailing the girls, I notice Joe’s group a stone’s throw from an ice-cream van. His gang of three sit cross-legged under a big tree, chatting in whispers about their unorthodox treats. Both kids have Fabs, and both wear faces that say this is surely life’s pinnacle so far. Joe has a lemon sorbet. As he licks clean the melted dribble of yellow that’s almost reached his fingers, his eyes meet mine – leaving me in no doubt. If we were in the first flutterings of humanity, he would simply stomp over, put me over his shoulder and take me somewhere to instantly copulate.


I am seriously lamenting, with all the wickedest parts of me, how unfortunate it is that humanity ever evolved. If I’d an ounce of sense, I’d run, but my hand’s already waving, the other in my purse, hoping I’ve enough for four lollies.


‘You’ve led us astray.’ It’s the best I can come up with. The girls squeal around my legs, clutching their Calippos. ‘May we join you?’


‘Yes, please,’ Joe says. ‘Budge up, kiddos.’ The girls slip into the gaps as he pats the grass next to him. ‘You should’ve seen Lynda when she spotted the lollies – reckon she’s already called the fun police. Sorry, if you’re mates.’ My face gets him laughing. ‘I didn’t think so. You don’t look very schoolish.’


I don’t ask what ‘not very schoolish’ means. I’d rather just think it’s a compliment. ‘I wondered whether you were a teacher, looking after Iyamani like that. Poor kid.’


‘Imagine, being stuck in that group.’ He stops to retrieve someone’s lolly from the grass, pushed up with too much force. Looking it over, he plops it back into the wrapper and the broken parts into his mouth. ‘I work up at the hospital, in mental health. You get some vomit, but not much. What about you?’


‘I’m just at home.’ God, I sound feeble, the meek martyr of domesticity. I can’t leave it there. ‘But now she’s at school,’ I nod over at Fran, ‘I’ll go back to work. Or study. I’m not sure yet.’


‘What would you study?’ Joe asks, not feigning interest, but with proper inquisitiveness.


‘I don’t know. I’ve not done any learning since my GCSEs.’ Mocks. I only showed up to one real exam. Art. I got a B.


‘GCSEs? Crikey, you’re a baby—’


‘You’re not, Daddy. You’re old.’ Molly wears a wicked little grin. ‘And very hairy.’


Joe cuffs her around the ears. ‘I’m forty-eight and beards are all the rage these days.’


‘My dad’s smooth,’ says Fran, ‘like my Ken doll.’


The talk stays light and easy, with a hovering sparkle that floors me with disappointment when all too quickly it’s time to reassemble in the castle. The groups split once again, and I wonder if I can drag out our final hour in the shoebox-sized gift shop.





Me and Joe return in the seats we travelled in – handy for us to indulge our in-joke at Lynda’s off-the-scale parental peacocking. While she bleeds the eardrums of everyone around her, the kids stay silent until the coach stops. Such noise on take-off, but their placid return journey proves that they are every bit still very much five years old.


‘We must swap numbers. Lynda does a book club.’ Kathryn beams over the seats as my mind panics, shrivelling in on itself. An invitation. Punishment for being too friendly. ‘One a month. We rotate houses. Are you much of a reader?’


I can’t deny my books. My sanity. ‘I am, yes.’


‘We’re reading The Woman in the Well.’ Lynda swats Joe with her brochure. ‘You’re welcome, too – be our honorary male.’ It’s delivered rather flirtatiously, with a final lingering glance, as she chases down an escaping Iyamani. Kathryn tails her, waving goodbye.


‘I’m game.’ Joe’s raincoat makes the swishing noise again as it rubs against the window. His corduroys, taut around the thickness of his thighs, jolt in jest along with the rest of him. He’s joking. Thank goodness.


‘I’m not the most sociable of souls,’ I admit.


‘But regardless a very decent one.’ Joe puts his hand out again, and I let him make mine disappear within it. ‘Thank you. For a lovely day.’


Collecting the wrappers Molly’s left in her seat, Joe straightens upright. Though there’s a clear gap between us, I’m now eye level with his crotch. I pretend not to notice – nor him pretending not to notice that I’m trying not to notice his crotch. The absurdity of this on a damp coach with its lingering scent of breakfast sick is not lost on us either, but we pretend not to notice that, too.


Walking home, me and Fran cut across the green and round the duck pond. ‘Did you have a lovely day?’ I ask her.


‘The best. I made three new friends. No. Four.’ She kicks at the leaves on the path. ‘Four.’ Kick. ‘New.’ Kick. ‘Friends.’


‘Four more mates for your party.’ I humour Fran’s big birthday plans, though she’s got till next September. ‘Who’s on your list now?’


‘Nanny,’ she begins. Of course. ‘Grandad. You. Daddy. Joel and Toto…’ Her eyes are lively in the bright afternoon. ‘Sir Duke!’


‘Chubby Labradors can’t go trampolining.’


Her laughter, that open, natural joy, stirs a vision of a grown Fran in a far-off future. I picture a happy moon-faced old lady, full of the same fun and mischief. The thought makes me ache with love for her. With hope. Yet it feels like mourning.


We wait at the edge of the road for the traffic to slow. ‘Will Nana Yvonne come to my party?’


My self-inflicted sorrow pops. ‘If you want her to.’ I can’t help myself. ‘Do you want her to?’ But she breaks from my hand to chuck her arms around Joel, who’s caught us up. He has impeccable timing; we’re just about to pass the Co-op.


‘Can we get some strawberry laces?’ Yvonne is forgotten as Fran does her best begging, batting her lashes, holding her hands together like some long-suffering woodland creature in a Disney film.


Along with three bags of laces for a lovely round pound, I pick up a bottle of Merlot despite it breaking my plan for a dry night. I feel I’ve earned it, being a good mother today – a good wife yesterday. A quiet wife, until last night. Those boozy units I’ll claim as reward. Like the light-level flirting earlier, the discovery that those forgotten muscles still remember what to do. At the queue to pay, rather than feeling drained by such an unusually sociable day, I’m refreshed – more at peace.


There’s a startling, rather remarkable pang of energy in me. Perhaps, after all these weeks of ineptitude that I’ve excused as adjusting to Fran at school, I am ready to stand tall, and go-get again. Or, at the very least, scrub the fucking bathroom.










3 Guests



Days slip by in routine ease until tonight. We have a social, ringed on the kitchen calendar with a worn-out stump of a pencil. Like every second Thursday of the month, Dan’s sister and her husband visit us. On Nancy and Hunter’s arrival, there’s a standard hour of excited chaos, then the kids will be packed off, so the grown-ups can have a lazy late supper, thanks to Just Eat.


It’s not yet six when Sir Duke barks a belated and non-threatening welcome as Dan returns home. Pausing in the doorway, he gapes at the mess our three offspring have abandoned in favour of the telly. The dining table’s disappeared beneath rucksacks and lunchboxes, the early foundations of a Lego spaceship and Fran’s art, lavished with so much poster paint it will likely never dry.


‘You know they’ll be here soon?’ Dan says, setting a box from Majestic on Fran’s wet pictures.


‘It’s only a takeaway.’ And only his sister, but I leave that and offer him tea instead. ‘I bought the drinks. I told you yesterday.’


‘Weeknight Chenin?’ He unloads his Chablis, an epic-looking red and some trendy lagers. Taking the last slither of after-school angel cake, he collapses it into his mouth, moving in the direction of the living room. Shrieks and giggles fill our downstairs as he reappears with a clean, damp-haired daughter under his arm.


‘Clear up your mess for Mum.’ Dan sets Fran on her feet, taking his tea from me. ‘Busy day?’ He peers judgily around again, but I turn it by asking about his.


The daily briefing begins with Dan’s superiors; pompous creatures I don’t know, but who Dan thinks matter, so I pretend to care about. Sir Duke settles at Dan’s feet, and as he twiddles the dog’s velvet ears, he talks up a Thursday of life in the City of London. The residual wedding aggro ebbs as Dan gossips, eyes gleaming as though he’s spent the day rubbing shoulders with the Kardashians. Bookkeeping. Office life. An environment to which I am allergic but thankful for all the same. The world he thrives in gave us a home, security, a non-return to the job I despised.


I’m grateful when the volume of kid chatter overpowers our own. I can just enjoy his face, now he’s been muffled almost mute. It’s a fantastic face; well-sculpted, clean-shaven, with neat brows the colour of wet sand shielding the grey-green slants of his eyes.


‘You’re not listening,’ he says, but he’s not offended. Relaxed and released now from all of work’s trappings, Dan melts back into home Dan. My Dan. ‘Come here.’ He takes my hand, pulling me onto his lap. ‘How was your day?’


‘Easier.’ Embracing our flush of feeling, Dan’s hands assume their natural place, on my hips, where they best belong. ‘Plus, I’ve had this to look forward to.’


‘This?’ Dan’s face is nothing but filth as he grinds against me. ‘Or the takeaway?’


A round of bickering kicks off upstairs; our speck of perfect knocked back into normality. Rolling eyes, we smile – admittedly, a little bit smugly – in mutual awareness of our good fortune. Our fabulous family.


Dan stretches out of his seat, slaps my arse. Says, ‘Laters.’


Through the kid noise, the television blares alongside someone’s computer game, our home alive with the vibrant, boisterous sounds of domestic life. I use the energy to press through the duty with my good wife’s head on, the epitome of maternal and domestic precision, ready to take on the additional role of host. Knowing Dan will like it, I search for the matching glasses at the back of the cereal cupboard. Avoiding stray Cheerios and Weetabix debris, I find them; hefty great globes, purchased with showing off in mind. Thick with dust. The bathroom’s clean already, but I know as Dan gets ready for his shower he’ll straighten towels and adjust the toiletries on our shelves. Labels will be teased into jaunty angles, the fancy ones coaxed to the front. Though there’s still a good inch of the hand soap left, Dan will replace it with the new one under the sink. It makes me feel sad, rather like when I realize that I’ve overdone the lipstick.


The irony – which makes all this even more agony – is that Nancy couldn’t give two shits about any of it. Though undoubtedly from the same Petersen keeping-up-with-the-Joneses gene pool, she now has so much accumulated wealth that the competition’s pointless.


And though she’s from them, I like Nancy. Should I have met her independently, we still would’ve been friends.


Though I’m all chill compared to Dan’s obsessive neatness, I am not so relaxed that I’m happy to sit about with a shiny face. Heading for a quick gussy-up, I pass the twins’ room. Dan stands topless between them, holding an Xbox controller, a hint of a beer gut resting on his work trousers, as they all stare, zombie-transfixed, at the cars looping the screen.


‘D’you reckon Hunter will play tonight?’ Joel sets up another round.


‘He might.’ Toby sounds hopeful. ‘He’s epic on Black Ops…’





Nancy’s all smiles as she bundles the kids into her arms. From beneath an armpit, Fran gazes up at her adoringly, reaching to stroke the blonde silkiness she didn’t inherit. She got brown curls instead, with a mismatched Caramac halo of frizz around her hairline; fabulous, in every way.


A bottle of champagne dangles from Nancy’s hand as she hugs me, resting cold down the middle of my back. ‘I went for a sparkly drop – thought you’d need it. After Sunday’s punch-up.’ She shoves her tongue in the side of her cheek, playfully.


‘Neither will say why, so there’s no treats till they do.’ I say this, remembering the strawberry laces slip-up. When I catch Fran’s eye, she presses her lips together tightly, stashing the secret, should Joel wind her up later.


‘It wasn’t our fault,’ Joel says for the billionth time.


‘So embarrassing.’ I take Nancy’s mac, steering her into the kitchen. ‘Budgie was disgusted.’


‘Oh well,’ she says, as if she couldn’t care less, dumping her bags on the table. ‘He didn’t try,’ Nancy makes groping gestures at my arse, ‘all that again, did he? Because that really was disgusting.’ Her brows arch, eyes pure devilment. ‘Dan still don’t know?’ Much as I like her, Nancy cannot be trusted. ‘Mum’s sulking has hit new levels over us not going, but I swear…’


I let her dissect them. However appetizing an epic slagging-off fest would be, I’d rather preserve my reputation for never bitching within the folds of their family.


‘Mon, you beautiful creature.’ Hunter bursts in, his chiselled cheeks outdoor cold as he presses them to mine for air kisses, before helping himself to a packet of Mini Cheddars. ‘Your kitchen’s awesome.’


I love my kitchen too, and not just for the snacks. It’s a colour riot, against the mostly neutral rest of the house. Nothing matches because kids break shit and I’d be foolish to get sentimental. Each year, millions more unfortunate teaspoons go missing, never to be found. With every opened cupboard, a shower of empty sports bottles or tea towels or – lucky for Hunter – crisps rain out. I’m expert at barely organized chaos.


With a rumble of footsteps, Dan jogs down the stairs in an out of character white vest with his hair combed back, looking like he’s about to mount a Harley-Davidson. Nancy kisses him hello. ‘Let’s order quick; I’ve been having dirty pizza urges all day.’


‘We had Tesco frozen.’ Joel slumps next to her.


‘Poor little sod,’ Nancy fusses, stroking his hair. ‘Must be just like the workhouse, living here.’


There’s much love between Nancy and all my children. The adoration goes both ways, but she never indulges or babies them. They are mates more than anything else. No matter how old Nancy and Hunter get, and they’re both forty now, they will eternally remain the coolest aunt and uncle ever. When Penny’s around too, she gets all misty-eyed and stuck on how Nancy would make a fantastic mum. When she’s reminded that it’s never going to happen, Penny’s misty eyes turn into the sulks. Nancy prefers last-minute city breaks, after-work fabulousness in cocktail bars in Soho – and her sanity.


There’s resentment, too – unspoken of, naturally (Dan would never readily admit to any personal shortcomings, even to his wedded and beloved) – towards Nancy’s success and independence. She’s leapt from one dazzling opportunity to another, marrying a dazzling, successful man along the way. Dan didn’t leave home until he met me. The sweaty, magical nights in my tiny rented studio drifted into weeks, until one day he was at last fully disentangled from Penny and her industrial-strength apron strings.


As militantly as I fight it, I am equipped with the same core motivations as my parents. Though these days we’re no more than strangers, similar drivers sit in my veins. I never follow trends or the crowd, for example. Even when a little bit of me would like to, my stubbornness won’t let me get my nails done, enjoy chain coffee shops or watch Friends.


The Petersen siblings inherited Penny’s competitiveness. When Dan secured his City job fresh from his A-levels, Nancy and her First in Digital Enterprise eclipsed him by gliding across the Atlantic to a shinier skyscraper than any to be found on Liverpool Street. Our end-of-terrace at the less appealing end of the village pales to invisibility when compared to Nancy’s home, worth (last time Dan checked online) four times more than ours. Their three-storey Georgian on the wooded east of the Central Line heaves with Bose and Boch. But no babies, much to Penny’s lamentations, no babies.


‘Hunter, d’you wanna play Xbox?’ asks Toby, as Dan, performance playing, gets him in a Dad of the Year sort of headlock. I wish he’d have a bloody beer and relax.


‘Of course, man,’ drawls Hunter. Hunter became Hunter when he moved to America in his teens and took to using his surname instead. He claps his hands, rubbing them together. ‘Order me anything, as long as it’s thin base.’ As he follows the boys out, I hand him one of the trendy lagers. ‘I do love your house.’





‘So, you’ve no idea what it was over?’ Nancy asks, as Alexa comes to life with some dreadful Ibiza chill-out music that Dan’s selected for background.


‘Can’t believe they know the first rule of Fight Club already.’ I’m two big glasses down, far more laissez-faire on the subject than I have been.


‘And the second.’ Nancy laughs. ‘Proper little Kray twins.’


Dan’s forehead creases into four horizontals, the ceiling light ageing him into a sudden and startling resemblance to Joe. A flutter erupts in my stomach, gone as quick as it was there. I light some candles, just in case that wicked light bulb’s adding years to me as well.


‘And they’re stubborn as hell.’ Dan glances across at me as if I’m to blame for that.


‘They argue like hell, too.’ I kick at Dan as he catches my foot with his own, keeping it trapped beneath the table. ‘But they’re not violent.’


‘What’s this?’ Hunter opens a box, making prayer hands before taking a slice.


‘The fight,’ says Dan. ‘They’ve both clammed up, shady little shits. But no one likes a grass, do they?’


‘Sounds like it was justified.’ Puzzled by Dan’s clearly gobsmacked face, Hunter asks, ‘What? They said, just now upstairs.’


‘Just like that?’ Dan’s forehead recrumples, our linked ankles disentangling. I know he’s thinking that their telling Hunter equates to some slight on his own good fatherliness, but I’m just pleased. Pleased that the silence has popped, regardless to whom.


‘Well, spit it out, then,’ says Nancy, ‘don’t keep the parents waiting.’


‘Some cousin – Callum, is it? Used the N-word. They got triggered. What,’ Hunter says, looking at Dan’s blank face, ‘do I need to say more?’


‘It’s a disgusting word.’ Dan’s careful. ‘But attacking your own—’


‘Defending your own. Callum called Joel a N—’ His raised brows fill in the rest of the word.


As it all begins to register, I leg it up to the boys’ room. ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ I look from Joel to Toby, sprawled on the bottom bunk, hiding behind an upside-down ALDI catalogue. I push it away, revealing his face, hot from upset.


‘Callum deserved it, Mum. It’s the worst word. You said that.’


‘Yes, but that doesn’t mean—’ I stop. ‘Please. Just tell me everything.’


‘He wouldn’t pass that ball we found – said he didn’t have to because Joel was a stupid…’ Toby nods in the place the word fell. ‘He wouldn’t take it back – said that…’ His breath catches, trapped, his chest rising. ‘I don’t want to say.’


But I think I can guess. Stroking Toby’s cheeks, still defensive and burning, I am for a moment stuck, blank of the words I need to soothe them.


‘He said I wasn’t one of them.’ Joel’s voice comes quiet from above. ‘Said they all just put up with me. I hit him, but he was quicker.’


Clambering out to Joel, I try kissing him over the safety bar, gently avoiding his scabby bits. ‘I’m so very, very sorry.’ Joel clings to me, sobbing like he’s five again, as I brush the tears away.


‘I got him, though. Long idiot.’ Toby pushes his toes into my knee for effect, using the nickname Dan invented for Callum years ago. ‘Next time—’


‘I don’t want next time. I don’t want to see any of them. Ever again.’ But even as Joel says it, I know I’m not that bloody lucky. ‘And I wouldn’t want to be like Callum, anyway. He stinks of onions. And farts.’ Joel leans close, pressing his forehead to mine.


From below, Toby’s arms wrap around my knees. ‘Onion farts. And he still reads baby books. I saw him in the school library. How’s he think he’s better?’


‘’Cos he’s white,’ Joel says. ‘And I’m not.’


When the twins arrived early, Joel was ill, needing antibiotics twice daily for three long worrying weeks. Toby – twin two, tiny but robust – slept in the same incubator in the Special Baby Unit because Joel couldn’t settle without him. Joel’s like me, bookish and left-handed, who’d rather live in the clouds than a tidy bedroom, whereas Toby is Dan: asleep in seconds, brilliant at sports and thrives on a bit of an audience. Both kind boys; funny, unlikely to ever single anyone out for ridicule. I’ve practised fairness, taught them empathy, too.


But I didn’t equip them for this. I didn’t think I needed to yet.


They’ve worked it out now, anyway – this unusual clinginess A-star evidence. In all their similarities, from equal measures down to sharing my womb at the same time, things have shifted. Toby’s natural protectiveness has curdled into aggression. It won’t be the only time. This new negativity, laced with paranoia, is a sensory burden; a sixth-sense gut instinct for prejudice.


And Joel now will hesitate, overthinking every new interaction. He’ll notice little significances, like how when the boys follow me around M&S on a Saturday, Joel’s the one trailed by plain-clothed security, too. How, while he waits for a bus, folk will hold their bags closer when they notice him in the queue. It’s a self-awareness that will scar a boy plenty self-conscious anyway, as he’s judged by his colour before anything else.


It’s an honour, an earthly privilege for Joel to be my image, but it hurts, knowing all that’ll bring.


‘You both standing up to Callum is by far the bravest thing I’ve ever heard.’ I hold them both close, my babies again. ‘Seriously. Martin Luther King brave. Black Panther brave. Bloody long idiot.’


I sense Joel’s search for a connection, a common story; for me to open, share, say that I get it, have learnt to spot all this shit instinctively, as an animal would. That these behaviours come from knowing you’re different, knowing it’s best to keep palatable, sounding bright enough, friendly enough. White enough. Camo, for the easy ride, which turns me inside out.


But I’m unprepared.


‘Callum’s mind is ugly. Just like him.’


His parents’ fault, on both counts.


Rocket lollies and half an hour more telly make it all as if the upset was worth it, but I’m glad it’s out of them. Secrets are toxic. Families die because of them.


First checking in on a sparked-out Fran, I head downstairs.


Dan’s voice slows my steps. ‘He’s picked it up and is testing it out; it’s not Hitler Youth part two. And Christ, her music’s full of it. Nigger this, nigger that.’ He says it. Even I don’t say it. Not even when I’m rapping out perfect verses to KRS-One and Kano, cooking with my Spotify blasting. ‘He’s the bloody long idiot, but any money you like this’ll be another wrong that I’ll take the blame for. You know, we can’t even watch the news together? She holds me personally responsible for every wrong in Westminster.’ Beer’s given Dan a careless tongue.


As Hunter starts about how mindfulness improves one’s personal responsibility, I stalk into the kitchen, heading for the freezer.


‘Is that for the boys?’ Dan touches my forearm. ‘I’ll take it up, talk… let them know it wasn’t their…’ He trails off as I shove the lollies into his chest.


‘I got you something,’ Nancy says, changing the subject.


I slump into my seat. ‘Is it a lifetime supply of disco biscuits?’


‘You’re so funny. Clever. It’s all wasted.’ Nancy splats a handful of brochures on the table.


I swing one closer to read it. ‘I can’t go to a proper university.’


‘I knew you’d do this.’ Frustrated, Nancy grabs up her hair, lets it fall like a sleek sheet over her shoulders, making me miss my old and very trusted look. ‘Remember in the summer? You asked—’


‘Begged,’ says Hunter.


‘Begged me to kick you up the arse when Fran went to school. Well, it’s time.’ She taps the brochures. ‘They’re only ideas.’


Any authority school held vanished as soon as I knew that I didn’t have to be there – but I’d love to explore what I was good at then, those sweeping little stories I’d write in my diaries, brighter than my own day to days, that I’d repackage for my homework. How I’d paint, just for the joy of it, page after page of outrageous colour. I’ve now the time, but not the confidence.


Yet I did ask for this. And I did beg, one drunken night spent wailing about missing Fran before she’d even started school.


A satisfied Dan reappears. ‘Frozen treats and all’s right in the world.’


‘Perhaps self-defence is a good idea,’ I think aloud. It couldn’t hurt.


‘That’s a good shout,’ Dan says approvingly. ‘I’ll ring Budgie. After all, he—’


‘You are kidding?’ I’m baffled by how normal I sound.


‘A bit of discipline, light boxing, learning to defend themselves against… all that.’


‘Can someone help Dan out, please, because I don’t think he gets it.’ My voice rises, girlish and wavery. I absolutely mustn’t cry.


Nancy’s hand closes over mine. ‘It’s all right.’


‘It’s not though, is it?’ I blot my lashes, cross I’m emotional. ‘It’s suffocating.’


‘I’m suffocating?’


‘She doesn’t mean you,’ Nancy says. ‘She means all them.’


Dan tuts. ‘You make our family sound like a cult.’


‘Maybe it’s not till you’ve got away that you see it. Why d’you think we bought in Epping?’


Dan stays silent; teeth clamped tight.


I don’t want Nancy and Hunter to go, but it’s not long before they do. And as we whisper goodbyes on the doorstep, Dan withdraws into the sulks.


‘That’s it, then, is it – end of discussion? Don’t turn your back.’ I tail him into the kitchen. ‘I wish you knew how it felt, having someone convinced you’re beneath them, just because you’re not white.’


‘They’re children. Callum’s likely got it from the same bloody music you listen to.’


‘Why are you excusing him? That boy tried smashing the shit out of your sons. That stinky boy with the same awful face as his mother.’


‘That’s just childish—’


‘They look like rejects in a doughnut factory. And he’s not a kid – he’s fourteen. He knows better. Just like Budgie—’


‘And what am I supposed to do?’


‘Well, you could start by just bloody acknowledging it.’ By the armchair, Nancy’s Sainsbury’s bag bursts with the gifts she’s left for the boys’ upcoming birthday. ‘Uninvite Callum to the boys’ party.’


‘But I’ve already—’


‘Well, undo what you’ve—’


‘All right!’ he barks, snapping me off. ‘I’ll sort it.’


But it still won’t be. ‘And Budgie can stay away, too.’ Budgie. Stupid bloody nickname, anyway. At least Joel and Toby aren’t following in Dan’s passive footsteps. Their radar’s sharper than his already.


‘I can’t tell you how sick I am of this. My whole life’s a tug of war; who’s offending who, who do I defend? They’re my family, Monica.’


‘And what about mine?’


‘Who – us here, or the mystery mum and dad that we can’t ever mention?’ Hands on hips, Dan’s neck is a flush of temper. It’s a cheap dig.


Moving to the sink, I fling on the tap, waiting for the hot to come through, and when it does, keep my hand within the scalding gush for as long as I can stand it.


Dan leans on the worktop, exhaling his entire body weight. ‘I knew this would end up being my fault.’


Dunking the dishcloth and wringing it first, I throw it at him. It makes a hard slap against his chest. His shoulders set, taut and unforgiving as he works it over the table, every fibre of him willing me to lose momentum, so we can all go back to thinking his family are just a bunch of harmless ill-informed old fools who don’t know any better.


Thirteen autumns ago, after three months of dating, Dan arranged a meet-the-parents lunch. We met ‘on neutral territory’ – his words – after assuring me that, though Clive and Penny were ‘lovely’, they could be a bit ‘old-fashioned’. His vagueness neither told me much nor worried me; I remained excited and eager to charm. Not because I was particularly keen to befriend his parents, but because this was a landmark moment. The potential future in-laws. The potential of it all. Dan was serious.


We looked bloody amazing, sat waiting for them in a fancy-pants restaurant, having freshly returned from Rome, our first romantic city break. I’d been longing, since devouring Bridget Jones’s Diary on a day off school with period pains, for a mini break. Dan did not disappoint.


For someone to be so dedicated and romantic, I knew his parents would have to be decent people. At twenty-seven, Dan already had the good manners and dependability of someone’s dad. And from someone who never thought much about babies and children, it was unquestionable that, since meeting Dan, I absolutely wanted a family. With him. I knew it with conviction, my ovaries somehow spiritually fusing to his balls. Dan hadn’t yet articulated any words of love, but I had the feeling we were edging to it. Not everybody meets the parents.


But it was instinct, as Penny’s eyes travelled over me for the first time, that sent my stomach to my feet. Instant dislike. In fact, dislike may’ve been easier – this was instant distaste. Penny came across as matriarchal yet marble, no matter how I tried to engage her – and I did try, with topics I knew she had an interest in – she remained cold, impenetrable. Clive was a little more talkative, polite enough, but they both had a very strange way about them. It left me bewildered; I’d never met them, we lived miles apart, with no occasion where we might’ve crossed paths; their decision to dislike me was made the second they saw me, but still it hadn’t clicked why.
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