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For Betty, my lovely, one-of-a-kind nan, who adored M&S and astrology and who’d likely keel over again if she could see me now

And for everyone who has ever known an Itsy






‘Life and love are very precious when both are in full bloom.’

Louisa May Alcott, Little Women








Grief is a Forever Binding Thing


It’s a wickedness

how a person can take

not only one life

in a moment of hate

but screw up

so many others.

Destroying any future

and any peace of mind,

which to own, even once, is a privilege.

Just some pissflap,

who comes along on the random

and smashes something wonderful,

the shards from that act

wounding everyone around them.

That keeps on wounding,

generations to come.

How selfish.

How typically human.

Moon Moon, (Autumn 2023)








1 THE DANGER OF A SINGLE STORY



Wellsend, Essex, 2023

Delph’s not taken any chances by keeping her phone on. Tracking apps are not beyond Itsy, yet it’s remarkable how it’s only now, in the biting reality of this sad and sorry Friday afternoon, that his distrust starts to bother her.

When the nurse dispenses her meds, the fat final pill and a tiny one to stop the sickness, Delph swallows them without hesitation. This is day two of the process. Day two of the excuses. And, after today, it will be over. No more visits to this pale-yellow room that’s not the least bit sunny. Everyone is kind though; she gives the place that. A rare oasis, for such suddenly delicate women – Delph included – all in the same boat here, picking up their pieces, coming undone. Trying regardless.

The nurse talks up the injection, the prevention from this happening again, instantaneous peace of mind, and, though peace feels too much of a privilege, Delph just can’t summon all she felt for her firstborn, Roche. This time around it is not the same. The small beginning in Delph’s stomach doesn’t feel made from any sort of love. In fact, instead of baby joy, there’s been…

Panic’s an underestimation; that Delph should find herself a slip through the net statistic, one of the four per cent the contraceptive pill fails – at forty-bloody-two years old. Forty-two, when she should be beyond such accidents, what with Roche almost adult, already more together than she’s ever been. After her A-levels, it’s merely a matter of time until she flies the nest – as far from home as she can get, more than likely. Delph already knows Roche won’t come back. Why would she – and isn’t that half the problem?

There’s been moral turmoil too. The underhand practicalities of arranging this off her own doorstep, then plucking an excuse from the sky, a ruse to leave town when Delph never leaves for anywhere – and is also lying, however she tries to dress it up.

The jab in Delph’s bum marks the final step. A handful of leaflets. A form she quickly shoves in her bag, along with the tests. Says, ‘Thank you.’ Is thankful. Feels no different.

At the bus stop, a discreet stone’s throw from the clinic, it begins to rain. The droplets creep beneath her mac to penetrate Delph’s blouse, leaving her slick and slippery. And it’s water she craves, home now to the flat, timed meticulously, so perfectly, missing Itsy heading out on his shift; as with one foot in the shower, different droplets, dark as beet, hit the floor before she’s the chance to lift the other into the tub. The visual shock of it brings giddy relief, like she’s floating above herself, watching on. And, within the steam of the shower, it becomes only Delph again.

There were the obvious reasons for this termination, that clinical, mechanical-sounding word. Unplanned. Unexpected. Itsy finding out, then deciding it’s not the end of the world – which is exactly what’s kept this her mistake, her error. Her secret. But then, then, there are the other reasons too. This pregnancy shone far too bright a light on all Delphine Tennyson’s truths. Worse, it kept her face in the bare brunt sting of them.

Delph doesn’t want a baby.

Not now. Not with Itsy. Not with anyone. Ever again.

Neither does Delph want the strange sense of hopelessness that came the moment she knew she was pregnant: the thought of more years, more life, tied to him.



Roche hopes her last hour of school before the weekend begins is a quiet one. It’s some English/Personal Development hybrid lesson. School morale’s low. Of course it is. Look at the state of the world. Roche sits up, straightening her shoulders, as from the whiteboard the teacher reads out the phrase:

‘WRITE THE TRUEST SENTENCE YOU KNOW.’

‘D’you want my truest thing?’ Winnie Russell, the resident class pick-me asks the teacher, her huge, stencilled brows alarming and false on her delicate face. ‘You can’t solve evil.’ Dramatic gasps burst out around the room. ‘Yeah,’ she says. ‘Deep, innit?’

‘Who can’t solve evil?’ the teacher replies, some semi-distracted substitute who knows none of them. Everyone drops their eyes to study their desks or to gaze into the far corners of the classroom, because no one – other than Winnie ‘verbal shits’ Russell – is about to start over-revealing to this stranger, or, even worse, to each other: peers, who’ll rip the proper piss across socials the second you make a public tit of yourself. Fact.

‘No one. No one at all.’ Winnie states. A stream of air hisses through her teeth as she exhales, like she’s got an awful lot to say on the subject. Good. Hopefully they’ll be locked in convo for the rest of the lesson.

‘But what is “evil”?’ the teacher probes encouragingly, and as Winnie thinks, Roche takes the opportunity to slip off into her own thoughts, gazing past the back of Winnie’s head and through the classroom window that looks out onto nothing but field and sky, imagining all the ways she can fill her weekend, which, as standard for most seventeen-year-olds, should be full of fun. But for months Roche’s weekends – in fact, any spare time at all – have devolved into ways of avoiding home: choosing extra shifts at the chippy, going to the Dojo, the library, down the parade, hanging about anywhere, really, even occasionally borrowing the keys to her best bitch Eden’s, all to swerve the flat. And there ain’t even been no Eden to chill with lately.

‘All the badnesses,’ Winnie says, at last. ‘The wickednesses. Murders and wars and paedos.’

‘Mmn-hmn. And what does evil mean to you – Rochelle, isn’t it?’ the teacher asks, now focused on Roche. Of all the desks to stop and come alive in front of. On a Fri-yay arvo, fuck’s sakes.

‘Evil’s the karma that put me in here with you lot.’ It gets the reaction Roche hopes for when most of the class laugh. ‘And all the badnesses and wickednesses, of course.’

‘And, what’s the truest sentence you know?’

Roche takes a moment. ‘One day we’ll all be dead.’

‘Well,’ says the teacher, ‘there’s no disputing that.’

‘No disputing them pervs either.’ Winnie’s heavy make-up can’t hide the fear in her eyes. ‘I swear down, they’re everywhere, man.’

Winnie’s got more than a point. Roche knows, remembers, how her life changed at around the time she started secondary, and her bubble of invisibility popped. How, despite the school uniform screaming otherwise, she very suddenly became the inhabitant of a woman’s body, complete with a depressing self-awareness that this was now Roche’s life until one day men deemed her invisible again.

In fairness, it’s not her contemporaries who usually do the perving – no, it’s men, grown–ass men who have always done the bulk of the wolf–whistling, the innuendoes and basic compliments, that they expect her to ‘smile, love’ and be grateful for it. No, compared to all those desperate, drooling old bastards, Roche’s actual classmates are the least of her worries – more shit-scared, tbh, than anything else – she’s not the 2019 Wellsend and Essex mixed martial arts champion for nothing. Roche probs won’t ever be a champion again, but it doesn’t matter. Learning to fight was always more important than the Olympic-sized plans that her sensei once dangled in front of her. And besides, who else would watch out for Mum while she was off living the dream, anyway?

The class debate is never-ending, tangenting into talk of pervy royals, pervy BBC presenters, pervy presidents, pervy grooming gangs and someone’s pervy uncle. It. Is. Never-ending.

Worse, it’s fucking depressing.

At last, the teacher speaks again. ‘I’ve been told to mention that university decisions need finalising.’ They say ‘university decisions’ like it’s the heaven-sent antidote to Winnie’s world full of badnesses. ‘Assistance with UCAS forms, any questions at all, can be found in the handout I’ll leave by the door. Time’s ticking. But, seeing as it’s Friday, let’s leave today a bit early. Happy weekend, folks.’

Roche grabs her bag. Heading out, she picks up a brochure.

‘Applying anywhere in particular?’ the teacher asks her, friendly and connected, and quite nice, after all. Shame they won’t ever teach her again.

‘I’ve not thought much about it.’ Roche glances again at the uni info, the true dream – another that she can never truly imagine. She gives the teacher a wicked grin. ‘Maybe just somewhere there’s no perverts would be a good start.’

Leaving school and heading off for home, Roche arrives back far too early. Dragging her heels up the landing towards the flat, she stops, her key hovering at the lock.

‘That you, Ikkle Batty?’ Itsy says from behind the door, and though Roche can’t obvs see through it, she visualizes the scene on the other side most clearly. A smirking Itsy, manspreading in his special armchair, a pre-shift snack in the shape of a pasty or sausage roll resting on the arm of it, watching Luther for the bloody umpteenth time, ready to prod and pry into her personal shit that’s none of his actual fucking business. ‘Ikkle Batty’, the inflammatory nickname that only gets said when Mum’s not about, that no amount of Katas, gym training, or grand plans to escape to some far-off university can ever quench how much she’d love, love, love to put him flat on that poor weak back of his and slap up his stupid reptile-looking face. Roche can’t even breathe properly in his presence, hates that he looks at her like he knows her – which feels both exposing and untrue. Itsy doesn’t know her. And he is not her dad. Roche doubts such a statement would hurt him. Especially after yesterday.

But Roche can’t, doesn’t want to think of yesterday.

It takes a teenage snap decision before she’s back at the lift, jabbing the buttons to take her away. She’s done. Proper. Not with Mum, ‘course not, but with Itsy – and there’ll be no more pretending different; faking the happy everything’s normal vibe when nothing is.

But where to go now?



Delph, stomping across broken glass in her mother’s front lawn, for a fleeting second worries for Tyson, the tiny terrier who years back she found as a stray, then babied. Until his owners reclaimed him, anyway – her mother’s version of events – after she returned from a two-day walk with only his lead.

Happy days.

Here, on the cusp of evening, back on the shittier side of the city that was once home, Delph finds she’s carrying herself a little harder, notes the tension, the sudden heat in her muscles – surprising, considering. Odd, how just when she thinks she’s no fight left, that she’s the very worst parent in the world, the lioness inside roars from the rooftops, reminding her she’s still clearly needed. Roche might be grown, but she’s not at all ready to fly, especially not right into her grandmother’s nest. It is a nest, in every sense of the word. Webbing, actual cobwebbing obstructs the bell, so Delph covers her hand with the sleeve of her jumper and bangs hard instead.

There’s shuffling behind the door, then there she is, Mother Moon, full-on theatrical in that old gold kimono, like she’s ready for performance. Reaching out, she squeezes Delph’s arm, beaming ear to ear. ‘Darlin’. Your girl is fucking incredible.’

‘Oh, she is.’ Delph stops, bites her lip. It’s hard, hiding the joy any mention of Roche evokes. Harder too, not to somewhere, somewhere, be glad to see her mother like this. Utterly unchanged in their five years estranged. Still, very clearly, on planet Moon too. ‘Let me see her.’

‘I’d never stop you from seeing her,’ Moon says, rather pointedly, just so Delph knows what’s coming next. ‘I’m not like you.’

‘You did that to yourself.’

‘With a little bit of help from His Highness.’ Moon nods behind Delph, in the direction of Itsy, still in his car. ‘Lest we forget.’

‘I can’t forget. That’s the problem.’

‘Five years.’ Moon huffs. ‘And not even a Christmas or birthday card.’

‘And what birthday of yours did you want me to remember exactly?’

‘There are four bloody seasons, Delphine Magenta. You can’t go expecting me to cling to one bloody day I can’t even remember.’

‘But you’re my mum, so what about my birthday? In fact, scrap me, Roche’s birthdays…’

Yet, despite their silence, living opposite ends of the same sprawling town meant they’d still pass occasionally, when from the bus Delph might spot Mother Moon from a distance, pounding it up the high street with her wheelie shopper, or roaring with laughter outside the town centre post office with the same jobless crowd she remembered as a girl, when they’d fill up the house on Giro day. But to be physically present is something else. To look into her mother’s eyes and be seen. Not as the person she’s become in their quiet years apart, but as Delph. The original version. Amazing – and yes, comforting – that no matter how dysfunctional, Moon knows just how to trigger her, sending her sliding straight back into her old role. All the dynamics of old.

Delph pulls herself straight. Repeats. ‘You did it to yourself.’

‘I did,’ Moon admits with a sigh. ‘I did. But all the same, you’re still my baby. Let me hold you.’

‘For God’s sakes,’ says Delph. But it comes tenderly, on both sides. Mother Moon holds Delph close, before beginning the seeking that, sensing the intrusion in her thoughts, Delph pushes away. Too late.

Five years, and Delph needn’t articulate anything at all. It has always been this way, that her mother could decipher the contents of her brain before Delph had figured out her own thoughts. Their unspoken confidence brings also transference – Moon now looking as though she’d been right beside Delph in that sad yellow clinic earlier, the pain plain on her face, incredible to witness, her emotions always at the mercy of whoever’s in the room, feeling everyone’s feelings, carrying their weights, their secrets.

Their losses.

‘The sad thing was a good thing, love,’ Mother Moon says, seizing both Delph’s hands and the moment. Queen of the Empaths.

As the words sink in, Delph feels cleansed, absolved – almost – of all her terrible secrets. Yet it is the reminder of motherly love that comes most startling. Tonight – and just for once, mind – she is glad of their telepathy. Gladder still to be here with her mother. Not that she’d ever say it. Instead, she does let Moon hold her properly, and wrapped tight in that old cape that stinks of fags and nag champa perfume, Delph, for the first time in what seems like decades, feels safe.

‘Careful, Delph,’ starts Itsy. Despite his sciatica and lack of dinner, he chooses this as the moment to emerge from his car, sticking his size 11’s through the mother-daughter reconnection. ‘You know how this goes, love.’

‘Here he is. Right on cue.’ Moon, all 5 ft 10 of her, levels eyes with Itsy, her stare pinning him to the spot, as he takes not one step closer. She smiles, big and wild, enjoying his discomfort. ‘Never been at ease round here, have ya?’

Itsy takes Delph’s hand, which sits like a little stone within his. ‘Just go and get the girl,’ he says, bored already. ‘None of us want to be here for any longer than we have to, trust me.’

‘Trust you?’ Moon tuts. ‘I’d rather trust a diet of raw chicken.’

Without any need to be summoned, Roche appears next to Moon, matching her height and blanched almost as pale by the situation. With folded arms they mirror each other, their similarities striking: the wide cheek-boned faces, feline-esque against their tiny, pointed chins, eyes bright with the same ferocious look that startled Delph when Roche was first put in her arms as a baby. The little rock, for that’s what Rochelle means, who saved her.

The moment Roche was born, Delph knew at once why her hopes for a boy had fallen unanswered. It would’ve been neither right nor healthy to raise a replacement, a son forever lost within the shadow of his ghost father. For Delph, when Sol died, her sun vanished too. But then, from the darkest grief came Roche, the raging reminder of life moving on, who once in her arms made her feel again. Who’s kept her feeling all this time. Just about.

But this… allyship. Fresh agony comes from the connection, alive and apparent, between her mother and Roche, the pain unlike the mental torture from earlier; her dull, knackered innards she should be resting.

Delph steps back from them. As if it’s her turn now to be on the outside.

‘Of all bloody places,’ Delph tries, attempting some way – any way – in, but Roche, against a different backdrop, away from the familiarity of home, is inexplicably distant, as if she’s been stolen by a mudslide, then washed up most conveniently at her nan’s feet. In every sense Delph feels their galvanization, a united front she might try claiming too, if she hand-on-heart believed that Itsy wanted Roche home as much as she did.

‘I… just need to lie low for a bit.’ Roche avoids Delph’s eyes, like she knows what’s coming next.

‘Lie low – you in some sort of trouble?’ To even think there’s trouble, which is unquestionably Delph’s fault, too wrapped up in her own dramas of late to—

‘No, not like that. I just some need time out, Mum.’ There is no give in Roche’s voice. ‘Nan said I can borrow a few bits. Plus, I’ve got my gym stuff.’

Nan-said-Nan-said-Nan-said.

Roche keeps her arms folded tight across her body. ‘I’m staying here.’

Loneliness twists itself through Delph, taking root. ‘But… what am I going to do?’ Oh, the searing need to just rest, to cradle her tummy of chemicals in bed, with Roche safe in the room next door, with her books and headphones and moods and headache-inducing array of body sprays.

The comfort from just knowing she’s there.

‘Time out?’ Itsy mocks, nodding towards his Astra. ‘Stop being a princess and get in the bloody car.’

‘Speaking to her like that won’t help!’ Delph’s voice is far louder than usual, and though she’ll likely never hear the last of this, of her defiance, especially in front of her own bloody mother, Delph summons her last dregs of energy to stand her ground. ‘So bloody stop it.’

Itsy kisses his teeth. ‘Suit yourself.’

She should’ve come by herself. At least then she’d be sat down by now, sussing out the state of things from an insider’s perspective or, worst case, equipping Roche for how to live with Moon, should Delph’s negotiating attempts flop just as abysmally.

Because it isn’t all kooky clairvoyancy. Living with Moon is a full-time job. An emotionally unforgiving, never-ending exhaustion. On the surface she seems such a fun parent: eccentric, certainly beautiful enough for the coarse, rebellious routine to be considered charming – cool even. When really—

‘Please, Roche,’ Delph tries again. ‘Whatever this is, we can sort it. Can’t we?’ But Roche remains distant, fiddling with her phone. ‘Roche!’

‘Five minutes in this dump and she’ll be begging to come home,’ Itsy tells her.

‘But…’ What about Delph till then?

‘I reckon some time apart will do us good – honestly, Mum.’ Kindly said. Yet final. There is no shifting her. Roche will not be coming home today.

Accepting this is a far harder pill to swallow than those in the clinic earlier. And an act of resistance, not to smother her daughter, to demand she remains by her side. What stops Delph is lived experience. It is not for a child to fix the parent. Nor is Roche the ointment to Delph’s current troubles.

She just didn’t anticipate losing two babies in one day.

As Itsy heads back towards the car, Moon calls after him. ‘All this must be driving you potty.’ There’s pure glee in her eyes, to at last be the one with the poking stick. ‘Not being number one for five seconds.’

‘I’ve looked after Delph for years.’ Itsy stops in his tracks to face her. Standing tall, he trots out his treasured sentence with his shoulders back. ‘Raised another man’s child as my own.’

‘Looked after? She might’ve been living again by now, if it weren’t for you.’

Itsy looks Delph up and down, circling her, then gestures to her feet, which leaves her feeling tiny and pointless. ‘There’s no shackles on your daughter. She’s free to do anything she wants. Only, she doesn’t…’ Itsy heads back along the pavement, leaning into Moon’s face. ‘Choose to.’ He grins as Moon’s smile vanishes. ‘And she didn’t choose you.’

‘Caged birds and all that,’ Roche chimes in, all of them casting Delph with their own inaccuracies, which sting all the same because they do contain a tiny grain of truth. Unflinchingly, Roche adds, ‘A sickness. Ain’t that right, Itsy?’

Geoffrey Pearson Jnr became Itsy when a small Roche realized how much it annoyed him. How anybody could become so triggered by a child’s nickname was highly amusing, even to Delph. If only he could’ve shaken it off good-humouredly as a bit of kid-fun, she’d have moved on to teasing him with something else – which Roche seemed naturally compelled to do – but his outrage and vanity meant he’d forever be Itsy-Bitsy Spider, on account of his height, the long arms and legs, which, unless sitting down, he never seemed to have quite full possession of.

‘When will you learn your place?’ Itsy glares at Roche. ‘And keep your mouth shut.’

‘I keep my mouth shut over plenty, you piece of shit.’

Itsy’s eyes bulge, stalking between Roche and Moon as they both stand firm, jutting out their similar chins and sending out bad vibes to their common enemy.

Delph knows, just as Itsy and the vibes do, that he’s powerless here.

‘Mark my words, nothing makes a mother roar louder than the love of her cubs,’ Moon catcalls the retreating Itsy, claiming the pain as she always does, repurposing all Delph’s shit into her own story. Is it really any wonder that Delph chose isolation instead of this woman. ‘Nothing.’

‘Unless that mother’s you.’ A savage Delph cuts her off. ‘I swear to God, you best take care of her properly or I’ll fucking kill you.’

There are flashes, on occasion, of Delph’s smart-arse spark. Usually, they take longer to nurture.

But Delphine Tennyson is not herself.



‘That smile.’ Itsy starts once they’re home, just the two of them, taking a mouthful of the quick supper he’s made. The beans are not quite hot enough, his toast underdone, petty failures that Delph’s already apologized for because she prioritized herself over his stomach, taking yet another shower, needing to cry, so hypersensitive she’s now numb. ‘Smirking at me, and all that mind-reading shit – woman’s never not given me the creeps. And you…’ Itsy points his fork at her, as Delph slowly pads around the kitchen in her nightgown, clearing up. ‘The three of you, like some witchery fuckery.’

Itsy can’t comprehend how Moon knows things, any more than Delph can. Her mother has simply always been this way. To Itsy, Moon’s energy is detrimental, like an iron deficiency, like he’s losing his potency, which of course would be a travesty. To this day, on his night shifts, he’ll avoid Moon’s end of town, despite her local McDonald’s being remarkably cleaner, more efficient, and ideal chill territory between fares, choosing instead the grot branch on Wellsend’s outskirts.

‘When I think of the drama that woman’s brought to our table. To your life.’ He shakes his head, caught between his own sufferings and pity for Delph. ‘It doesn’t take much to remember now, baby, does it? How she’d turn you against me. Still trying to do it. That fucking smile, man.’ He’s like the old Aesop’s fable, the one about the scary lion with a thorn in his foot. All the fuss of a thorn, Itsy’s minutiae of small-scale shit that he’s lumped with Delph’s catastrophe of actual shit.

How blessed he is to misunderstand real never-ending hurt.

‘Time the girl learnt the truth about that woman, anyway.’ Even now he’s doing it, as he tries rearranging Delph’s feelings by pretending that Roche’s stay in Wellsend Grove will be her greatest lesson; dealing with her nan, the functioning addict who lives on chips. ‘I give her the weekend. She’ll be begging to come home, trust me.’

Those chips were gorgeous, though. As a child, Delph would often wake in the night to the plip-crack of oil at scorching temperatures. Then there she’d be, Mum, in from the pub, ready to talk all about it, who spoke to who, who’s protesting what, as Delph watched her cook from the safety of the doorway, Mum’s bell sleeves dancing with the fat spats, Delph’s small fists sticky till they unclenched at last, when a plate of perfect chips was put in front of her, and the vision of seeing her mum gobbled up by flames receded. That steaming pile of gold. Blowing on them together. The luscious collapse of radioactive potato in her little kid mouth. Back when food was a pleasure.

‘Did you and Roche have a row? Is that why she’s gone?’ Delph covers her face with her hands, as Itsy’s fork clatters on his plate. ‘I… wouldn’t be cross. I just need to know…’

‘No.’ Itsy kisses his teeth. ‘We did not row. What a question.’

‘And I’m sorry to ask. Really, I am. I… I just wish we could’ve made her listen.’

‘When’s that girl ever listened – respected me? All that nonsense about keeping quiet over plenty, when she’s the one who never shuts up, all her feminist bullshit twenty-four-seven. Hating on the one man that’s kept her fed and watered…’

…Who lives and breathes to protect them. Itsy should have this lecture recorded, saved to his phone, saving him the effort, as he recollects his life of martyrdom again and again. Itsy and all his tiny thorns…

While Delph rinses out his tin of beans, Mother Moon’s words return to her: how the sad thing was a good thing, the electric strangeness of her mother in her head. As if to test them, Delph puts herself back in the clinic. Replaying the morning, frame by frame, she finds no guilt at all. And if it meant the same outcome, that she wouldn’t be pregnant with Itsy’s child, she’d get up and do it again tomorrow. Delph’s background thoughts, her constant inner repetition mutes Itsy further, as she imagines, and not for the first time, running full pelt through the kitchen door that leads to their balcony, Delph’s only sanctuary, the handkerchief garden in the sky, and tipping over the white balustrade, falling the fourteen floors that’d stop the sheer fucking anguish of failed contraceptives, surprise babies, shit mothers, runaway daughters and Itsy’s many tiny thorns, for good. Fourteen floors; that’d stop the worry, stop the world, stop the past, stop the whole flaming lot. Falling puts a stop to the present too. The hurt of the here and now, still incomparable to all that’s gone.

And she’d be gone too.

Softened by the Kit-Kat he eats without breaking in two, Itsy disappears for his evening wallow in the bath, and alone, Delph checks Roche’s socials, closing her bedroom door without looking in.

Avoiding the tantalizing edge of the balcony, Delph touches the soil of her seedlings, finds there’s little to tend to this evening. The small space groans with greenery, plants of all kinds, old and young, healthy and loved. A thin bench holds pots of new beginnings, small shoots, delicate and protected beneath a drawer from the old freezer. Gardening. One of the few good things she’s kept close over the years. And Roche. Till now, anyway.

Roche. That she’s not inside, in her room, lost to YouTube, makes Delph’s tummy lurch in her absence. Giving in, sitting for a moment, Delph breathes, and as she wonders who she’s breathing for, a voice drifts sadly from above.

‘I know… I, I know that. But what about me?’ It’s Geena, in the flat upstairs. ‘I did everything, everything you wanted. Why don’t you love me?’ She sounds adolescent, like this is first heartbreak; plaintive, desperate. ‘What do you want me to do? Please. I’ll change.’

Knowing anybody else’s drama will likely topple her; Delph hurries indoors and straight to bed, making herself small beneath the duvet as her thoughts linger on her friend upstairs, caught in a different sort of upset. Knowing Geena, as Delph’s had the privilege of all her life, the source of her trouble is likely man-related. She’ll find out what’s going on when it filters through Eden, Geena’s daughter and Roche’s forever best friend. Then Delph remembers. Her heart thumps in the darkness, abandoned and sore all over again. She won’t have her live updates – not now Roche’s gone.

Gone. It is the unknown duration, the indefinite edge to their parting, that keeps Delph curled tight like a little balled sock, sad to be alone. Until Itsy slips beneath the covers, keen and clean beside her, to dip his hands into her bra, the tender throb of her tits volcanic as he squeezes them. Putting Delph on her back disturbs the pad in her knickers, turning her uncharacteristically defensive, and she pushes him off, gently scooping herself back into the cotton cups. ‘We can’t. I’ve the mother of all periods.’

‘Weird time for that, innit?’ Itsy’s lip curls, like he’s caught the whiff of the rancid, perhaps a burning field of rotten calves. ‘You taking your pill properly?’

Religiously. And fuck him, because look where it’s got her. Slipping on her dressing gown in the cold darkness of the bathroom Delph sits on the loo, her hands shaking a little as she steels herself, avoiding the light switch. How many pads has she changed, half asleep, without thinking? Efficiently, she opens a new pad, resting it on her thigh, trembling when she finds the edge of the old.

A terrible period. This is all nothing more than a terrible period.

Itsy makes hot chocolate, with milk that he heats in a saucepan but doesn’t rinse, and Delph’s asleep before it’s cool enough to drink.








THE PERCEPTIVE CHILD



Yellowhayes Hospital, Wellsend, 1968

Joy is put on her feet to climb the stairs herself, cos she’s a big girl now and past being carried, but she won’t climb. Joy doesn’t want to follow Ma into the hospital where the screams are; up, up all the steps to see Grandma, who never speaks but stares and stares at the half-mint-half-beige wall, with its big old fireplace like a yawning mouth. Joy thinks Dad’s right when he shouts at Ma that ‘nuthouses’ aren’t places for little girls.

‘Come on,’ Ma says, in a giddy-up way. ‘You know how happy your little face always makes her.’

But Grandma doesn’t seem to remember Joy’s face, or Joy’s name, which has three letters, that she can write now herself. Joy doubts Grandma can even remember the colour of her own eyes, which are like empty skies these days, blank, like nothing’s ever made them happy or sad or stirred any emotion at all, which ain’t true, cos even if Grandma can’t, Joy remembers, back when she lived in the spare room at home and was painted in proper colours.

‘Half an hour, love. Thirty teeny tiny minutes,’ Ma tries, with a smile that’s painful – and if there’s one thing Joy hates most it’s seeing Ma hurt, so she lets her feet take her up to the day-room that’s full of the shuffling sick people who aren’t allowed their shoes. Up to Grandma, who doesn’t know them anymore.

After a half-hour of Joy hiding around Ma’s legs, Ma touches Joy’s shoulder and says, ‘Kiss your Grandma goodbye, then.’

With a big breath Joy moves towards Grandma, stopping when she spots a stray penny on the parquet, her little fingers delighting in its shininess before pressing it into Grandma’s hand, that’s so stiff and still it’s a jolting surprise when she closes her hand around it, the coin vanishing into her fist.

The feeling hits Joy like electricity, a sensation of being watched by those barely-there eyes, and then, for a lone cogent moment, a bone finger outstretched, curling at Joy’s face, the papery tip dry, so gentle. She’s back.

‘Take me home,’ Grandma begs. ‘Please.’

Even outside, as Ma bundles Joy into her coat, her eyes sore and red, Grandma’s pleading words ring on repeat. ‘Now.’ Ma sniffs, sucking the sadness back into her body, making her neat again. ‘Now that’s behind us, where do you want to go?’ With trembling hands, Ma ties a woollen hat like a tea cosy beneath Joy’s chin. The chip shop is the child’s immediate thought, but Ma looks eager to please, makes Joy push a little, reach for more, as all girls should and not feel bad about it.

‘Is Grandma mad, Ma?’

‘She’s very tired.’

‘Will she come home?’ Ma’s pained look means Joy doesn’t push anymore. Instead, she holds Ma tight, breaking the sad spell that cloaks them with a round of funny faces. It works. Making Ma happy is a magical power that only Joy possesses.

‘I know. Let’s go and see the sea.’ Ma parks right at the front of the pier – easily, cos it’s flipping freezing – and together they walk the empty length of it, recovering from the elements in the café at its peak. Joy eats sausage and chips, leaving the beans till last, in case she gets too full and can’t manage the best bits, enjoying the warmth in her belly against the chill of her cheeks, still icy from outside. Spearing her sausage on her fork, Joy’s eyes meet Ma’s, who for once in her mouse life looks happy.

She is like a mouse. Scuttling and scurrying. Doing everything for everyone. Always.

‘Good sausage, Sausage?’ Ma asks a smiling, nodding Joy. ‘Hold onto that, pet.’

Hold onto what, Joy doesn’t know, but she likes her mother’s momentary ease all the same. Joy takes a big bite, like she’s a wild animal, or a hungry dog in a cartoon, and Ma laughs and laughs until she knocks over her tea, which takes out her toasted teacake too.

‘Don’t cry, Ma.’ Without thinking about it, Joy adds, ‘Grandma will get her colours back – and her wings. I promise,’ just as a waitress comes rushing over with a cloth and a fresh cup of tea.

Ma’s long repeats of ‘sorry-and-thank-you-and-sorry-and-thank-you’ makes Joy’s teeth ache, makes her bite them together. When they get home, Ma pulls on her squeaky handbrake. Says, ‘Don’t tell your dad about today.’ Joy won’t. Would rather forget the lot, anyway – apart from, of course, the sausage. And making Ma laugh.

And, soon enough, Joy’s talk of wings makes sense; a real, final full circle – Grandma will never be coming home because she has gone to the sky. To look after Grandad. At last.

Apparently.

In the sad days ahead, Ma retells the story of Grandma’s wings to anyone who’ll listen, making sure to mention Joy’s spiritual antenna, calling her a perceptive child. But she also adds things that Joy didn’t say, because Joy never mentioned any reunion with any grandad. Yet, as Ma embellishes the tale, hunched and holding her elbows in a sort of self-hug, Joy doesn’t correct her. Though it’s wrong to tell fibs, Ma’s new version helps her sadness a little, rather like a comfort blanket might, and if it’s only a story made of hopeful thoughts and soothing words, who’s it hurting, really?

There’s never any mention of Grandma’s wings, nor Joy’s spiritual antenna, to Dad. Instead, there’s lots of baby talk; stuff about ‘due dates’ and Joy needing to set a ‘good example as a big sister’. And even though Ma’s not ready, still too full of grief to sort through Grandma’s room, Ma does as Dad says because that is the order of things.

‘Ma!’ Joy gasps, on discovering the stack of canvases, abstracts and oil paintings, all vivid and wrong in the forgotten depths of Grandma’s wardrobe. ‘They’re alive, Ma,’ she says, enjoying the strange sensation that runs through her fingers when she touches them.

Joy can’t read Ma’s face, nor make any sense of the strange distance in her look. ‘Why don’t you choose one to keep?’ she says at last, and Joy chooses the painting that makes her palms tingle most. Ma props it up against the mantel with a sigh. ‘What a clever grandma you had. Art runs through all of us.’ But Ma’s neat little cross-stitch ain’t even in the same room as Grandma’s paintings. The bold creativity of an empty old woman who at last got her colours back.

It’s only when Dad moves Grandma’s bed out and a smaller bed in, when Joy starts sleeping in her own room like a big girl, that the painting on the mantel becomes a problem. Because during the early hours, in a twist reverse of things, it is Grandma who now visits Joy.

Funny, how all Joy needed to do when she tried to picture Grandma young, was look to Ma’s narrow face, the same round button eyes. And it’s a bit like the bible book that Ma keeps special, the Easter story, which don’t make no sense anyway, so why should Grandma’s return be any more startling than gentle Jesus coming back from the dead?

‘I had so much more to say,’ Grandma tells Joy, sat at her bedside, night after wide-awake night, a young woman again, with her shiny, bouncy brown hair and big fur coat that might’ve belonged to a bear once upon a time.

‘But I’m sleepy, Grandma.’ Joy’s never frightened, would rather it this way around than still be visiting the ‘nuthouse’. It’s just that listening, Joy’s finding, is very, very tiring. The only difference between Jesus and Grandma – so far as Joy can decipher – is that people were pleased to see Jesus again. Grandma is too demanding, too big a presence in the back bedroom that now belongs to Joy. Perhaps her paintings were best hidden by dark coats in dark places. They were too loud. Too much to stomach.

‘He’s not here,’ Grandma says. ‘Not with me.’ Joy thinks she means the grandad she’s meant to be happy-ever-aftering with. ‘I do as I please, these days. Tell your mother that. Set her straight.’

But all Joy manages to say to Ma is, ‘Take the painting away.’

With it gone, so is Grandma. Joy’s perceptiveness feels like a wild daydream.

And Ma thinks it’s best that way.








2 RENEGADE IN RETROGRADE



Butterfield Estate, Wellsend Grove, 2023

Roche wakes on Nan’s sofa with yesterday still turning in her gut, nervous and undigested. Last night was the proper pits. Mum’s hurt is Roche’s hurt, always has been. But isn’t that exactly why she’s got to detach, try living her own life, starting with actually just breathing. Space. No matter what, Mum will always be glued to Itsy. Roche thinks of Nan’s astonished face when she’d opened the door yesterday; her amber yellow eyes crinkling as she’d smiled with happy recognition, kohled to high heaven in greenish eyeliner, an absolute autumnal colour palate of a person. ‘Well, ain’t you just your mum and dad all over!’ had been the very first thing she’d said, before drawing circles around Roche’s eyes with her fingers, giving her a little wink. ‘Apart from these.’ Their matching eyes had given Roche a similar buzz to when she and Eden had worn their hair the same back in primary, when they’d pretend to be sisters.

And so had the mention of her dad.

Her real dad.

Instinctively, Roche feels beneath her jumper, squeezing the rings she keeps on her necklace, reassured and then triggered into thinking about her other less reachable belongings, as she mentally checks off her current possessions: school stuff, phone, charger (thank heavens), bank card, sunglasses, moisturiser, lip balm, a fiver and two sanitary towels. Three, if she counts the one in her gym bag at school, which is handy because that also means a change of clothes and deodorant too. But deodorant’s where the handy times end, because what the actual is she going to do without all her hair shit? The curl protective balm, her edge comb, the non-clarifying shampoo. That beautiful half tub of Pattern styling cream. No lie; half of Roche’s earnings from the chippy ends up spent on her tresses. And with Roche already purposefully avoiding the damp fug of Nan’s mouldy bathroom, she shudders to think of the haircare options available here.

Even the spare bedding, even after a night wrapped around her, smells stale. Mum wasn’t kidding when she’d say Nan was ‘domestically challenged’; in fact, that had been putting it politely. Roche’s first sighting of Nan’s gross domestic negligence had been the cat litter tray; tiny, fossilized turds on the cusp of being crushed by the towering crates of God only knows what that perilously line her hallway – the doors running off it adorned with red ribbons, tightly tied around every grubby doorknob. And candles, so many candles, everywhere – horrific, when you add in the chain smoking and consider the fire hazards.

Because in every room, on every spare inch of grubby surface, there’s a foot depth of newspapers, leaflets, freebie handouts, stacks of paper – some far too bloody close to the oven. The sheer irresponsibility brings back the other thing Mum would say, which comes as clearly as if she’s in Roche’s actual earhole, about how she, Delph, was always, always more the parent than her mother, the self-proclaimed free spirit who went by the name of Moon.

Moon: ‘Problem Nan.’ Bossing it about yesterday in that dirty gold velveteen cape, complete with tassels like a shaggy bat-winged fringe, which suited her in a way it shouldn’t, clash-complimenting with her hair, that flame red that looks almost fake, though Roche knows she’s a natural redhead, having similar streaks through her own golden-brown hair to prove it. Roche smiles, warmed, relieved that Nan’s no different to how she remembers her as a kid; striking yet chaotic, her look tied together with an air of fuck the world – absolutely no hint of the dry old granny stereotype. It’s only really her neck that’s the giveaway, anyway – otherwise Roche wouldn’t put her at nearing sixty at all.

But most importantly, especially after witnessing how things played out last night, Roche has sussed how Nan’s so much more than the person Itsy lives to disparage. At home, even without her in their lives, it was still Nan who’d emerge at the end of an argument, often the reason behind the fraught, weird, cut-with-a-knife bullshit of an atmosphere. If she puts her mind to it, focusing the gift of her memory which works like a tape recorder, Roche can even hear Itsy now, saying something standard, like: ‘You know, this is all your mother’s fault,’ and in the end Mum would be agreeing, sounding just like she meant it too.

So yeah, Nan’s digs might need fumigating, and yes, Roche’s 3b curls will undoubtedly suffer, but at least there’ll be no skirting round the edges, no fence-sitting agony to put up with, no cowing down to the man of the house – because here, hallelujah, there isn’t one.

And, if there’s distance… Roche stops, as if worried to let her idea develop, cautious already of disappointment, the negatives she’s already assembling as obstacles, when she remembers the other thing in her possession – that bundle of university info from school yesterday. It feels weeks ago, light years, that Roche was sat listening to Winnie ‘verbal-shits’ Russell in that classroom last lesson. Uni – it’s entirely possible if she pulls her finger out. She’ll always worry about Mum, it goes without saying – so, couldn’t she go to uni anyway, and just continue worrying from a different location?

Roche picks up her phone, studying again the rapid-fire stream of pictures she took secretly last night when Mum rapid-fire blasted at Itsy, ffs, and when she reaches the end of the camera roll, she begins again, enjoying the feeling of seeing her mother so entirely animated. Alive, even. Because honestly, if Roche had not been there herself, she’d never have believed it. It’s a bit like Mum’s been in hiding, which, yeah, does makes her that little bit more interesting, but Roche’s tired of trying to figure out her mother. Nan’s been here, carrying on when they couldn’t see each other. Missing them probably. But surviving. Given enough time, it’ll be the same for Mum too.

Edinburgh would be the dream. A fresh start away from all that’s rotten: domestically, socially, politically. A fresh mindset. Far enough to feel like you’ve got away. Yet return with ease if needs must.

As the new possibilities ignite, a notification appears on Roche’s phone, lighting the screen with a picture of her and Eden sunbathing by the canal on some brazen day in the hols that burnt into the next and made the record-breaking, climate-critical heatwave that toasted Eden till her skin dazzled and shone in the factor 30 protecting her Black excellence.


EDEN: Missing me yet, bitch?

I’m missing you [image: Emoji: heart beating]

ROCHE: You know it [image: Emoji: hearts rising] What time you depart?



But even as Roche’s typing, a screenshot arrives of Eden’s itinerary, a one-stop flight from Lagos to Casablanca until finally back to grey old Gatwick. Roche prickles with expectation; three weeks too bloody long.


EDEN: Aunty Flora’s freaking over the turbulence already.

Still on the fkn runway. Pray for me.



Before she can reply, in the glow of her phone light, Roche watches her nan enter the living room, with a big beaming smile. ‘Tea, Angelface?’



Moon dreamt of red. Of caves and caverns and returns. Flesh sleep. She wakes with a different take on Roche staying.

‘As much as I’d love you here, I think your mum needs you.’ Moon places her hand on Roche’s forehead, passing the morning flow onwards into the universe; hopes that some might find its way to her daughter.

And that’s where Moon’s hope usually falters.

But that spark – her brief return last night: Delph with all the front and all the fight. It is both sad and strange, that though she’s the one still here and breathing, Delph before the sadness came is the person Moon misses more than anyone. More than even Sol himself, bless and protect him.

Heavens, what he would’ve made of her, Roche, his clever girl, flourishing into all her grown-up greatness. What a beauty she’s become in Moon’s absence. Those dear pigtail plaits now a foot-high circumference of curls, complete with the most transparent shimmer; an aura made of lights. Roche, who came here for protection – of that Moon has no doubt. Yet she’s strong. Moon senses Roche’s energy, that unsinkability of character that Delph never possessed, which’ll surely put a stop to any similar destiny.

Because the tool might be looking older these days, but his vibe’s just the same: Itsy, controlling from within, like some warped puppet master. Fifteen years together. Fifteen years of Moon being the outsider and slowly strangled out. But he can’t be pulling every string, not if she read it right last night – about the sad thing being a good thing. It’s left a questioning, a sense of something considerably amiss in Delph and Itsy’s relationship. A relationship that frankly was never right, anyway.

‘Come on,’ she says, offering a hand for Roche to take. ‘D’you want to say good morning to the most happening superstar in the universe?’ She drapes a tasselled arm, more like a wing, around Roche and it reminds Moon of Delph yesterday, full of the same brittle reluctance to accept the love she’ll never admit to needing. It hurts.

More so, because it is all her own doing. Moon has always been a shitty mother.

But there was once a time when this house had brimmed with spirit: Delph’s on-the-cusp-of-it-all energy – not dissimilar to Roche’s now – and Sol, emerging from the shell of his shattered start. After surviving a childhood neither stable nor happy, Sol had at last discovered peace. Such healing love. Even Moon, who’d not had the easiest ride either, caught the feeling, buoyed by healthy new optimism, that all of them were finally thriving. In bloom together.

It was that throwaway phrase, how he ‘had everything to look forward to’ that knocked Moon’s guts more than anything when Sol died; how he’d barely, barely got going in the world. Nipped in the bud before his moment. Before he could hold his own child. Such a kind, articulate soul. Catch your breath handsome, and so sweetly similar-looking to her Delph. She’d said as much to Roche last night as she’d made up a temporary bed on the sofa, explaining the sandalwood too, that burns continually beneath the kitchen window for purification – and for all who have passed, who are loved. Always.

On the back doorstep, looking out on the garden, the most perfect room in the house, they drink ginger tea from big brown mugs that Roche washed before bed.

‘The same moon, the same stars, wherever you are. And if that’s not comfort, I don’t know much about it.’

‘It’s really something else.’ Roche’s sting is absent as she smiles up at the sky. ‘What did Mum mean, about all your birthdays?’

‘She likes to make out it’s all parties and balloons on tap.’ Moon tuts. ‘I just choose to celebrate the things that are beyond myself, that’s all. The seasons. The universe. Mother Nature’s often a far better parent than most.’ And though Moon could unearth a timeline of shit to prove it, she changes the subject. ‘Me and your mum would do this,’ she says, though most of their doorstep tête-à-têtes would usually involve Delph plying Moon with liquids after many a messy night. Unsure of the stories Roche’s been fed over the years, Moon can only imagine the kind Itsy’s tried weaving in her absence.

But if Roche truly thought her that terrible, surely then she wouldn’t be so keen to stay. Besides, Moon knows first-hand how the worst of traps can be disguised as happy homes.

As footloose as life is these days, doing as she fancies whenever she likes, it’s still bloody smashing to have a true, breathing human around the place. Watching Roche’s face upturned to the sky, softening in step with the dawning beauty, Moon’s heart lifts, and as the slow glimmer of first light pierces the horizon, there is hope.

Moon will always opt for optimism.

‘Now, you can’t leave this bad energy between you and your mother.’

Roche rolls her eyes. ‘We’ve not fallen out, though.’

‘That won’t be how she’s feeling.’ Moon’s eyes stay on the sky. ‘She’ll just be there with him in that flat, trying to work out why you’ve gone. Blaming herself.’

‘But we all know why. We just pretend we don’t.’ Roche looks to her lap, sighs. ‘I can’t do anything today, anyway – I’m working. And so’s she.’

‘You what?’ Moon’s smoker’s laughter comes out in a wheezing hiss. ‘Delph unchained,’ she whistles. ‘Well, I’ll be…’

‘Itsy’s mini-cabbing got smothered by the gig economy.’

‘Losing out to Uber? Nothing to do with him being a useless bell-end, then?’ Thrilled to get such a big grin from Roche, she adds, ‘Look love, you can stay, of course you can. But I’ve got to put it right with your mother first.’ Moon makes a mental plan to drop in on Delph. Uninvited, but that’s the point. It’s hard to disguise an atmosphere when you’re caught off guard.

Sweeping back her cape, Moon reveals her bumbag, black with a fluorescent yellow peace sign, and slides out a chocolate bar. It’s M&S Swiss Milk Chocolate, a fancy bar that in the old days would’ve been stocked near the checkouts as a last-minute temptation. ‘For you.’ She winks at Roche, handing it over. ‘And these are mine.’ From her pouch comes an amber tube of prescription tablets, and though she anticipates a reaction, Roche gives her nothing but a raised brow and a side-eye. ‘For my heads,’ Moon explains, tapping one into her palm, small as a sweetener tablet, in the same chalk white, that disappears with a glug of tea. She pokes out her tongue, wiggling it like a triumphant child who’s at last eaten their vegetables. ‘When you do speak, be sure to tell her you’ve seen me taking them. And don’t leave it too long.’

‘Seriously, d’you know something I don’t?’

‘Just got a feeling,’ Moon says, scrunching her face at Roche’s instant dismissiveness. ‘And you’re just like your mother. She never had any time for my feelings either.’

‘Look, you’ve no idea what it’s like there. With them. With him.’

‘In which case, if you’re set on staying, you’ll just have to educate me.’
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