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I’m spinning, round and round, my arms held out, head thrown back towards the pale spring sun.

‘Stop!’ Mum calls out. ‘Gloria, really! You’re not a child. Seventeen is too old to be dancing in the middle of the Common.’ Half laughing, but anxious, always anxious.

‘I can’t stop,’ I call out to the blur that I know is her, the grey of her good Sunday coat and the fading blonde of her hair under her neat, blue hat, disappearing and reappearing, disappearing and reappearing, against the green of the Common as I turn.

‘Please, Gloria. We’ll be late. I’ve got to get the roast in the oven in time for Gwen and Vinnie. You know Vinnie is ever so particular about punctuality.’

‘Vinnie,’ I sneer. ‘Who gives a damn about Vinnie and his punctuality?’

‘Watch your language, Gloria, really.’

‘Damn, damn, damn. Damn Vinnie. Bloody Vinnie.’

‘Gloria!’

‘I don’t like him and I’m not going to pretend I do,’ I say, laughing. ‘Everyone’s always telling me not to tell lies. You, Gwen, Sister Mary Francis. I’m telling the truth. I wish Gwen had never married him.’

‘He just likes people to be punctual. It’s because of him being a businessman, I expect.’

‘It’s because of him being an idiot.’

‘Gloria!’

‘He’s rude. Even to Gwen. And he thinks he’s better than everyone else. Just because he’s rich. And anyway, who says he’s a “businessman”, apart from him? Everyone else says he’s not much better than a crook.’

‘Everyone who?’

‘Just people.’

‘Jealous, I expect.’

‘Oh! Let’s not talk about him,’ I say. ‘It’s too beautiful a day to spoil with Vinnie. Let’s just pretend he doesn’t exist.’

‘Gloria—’

‘Go on! I’m pretending; are you? You see? Doesn’t the sun seem to shine a bit brighter in a world with no Vinnie in it?’

Mum shakes her head. ‘I don’t know what gets into you sometimes.’

‘It’s Sundays,’ I say, stopping spinning and trying to stand still but swaying a bit. My hair has come unpinned on one side and the wind blows strands of it across my face. ‘Church. All that being quiet and looking like you’re thinking holy thoughts. It’s as if all the noise and unholiness builds up and builds up inside me and eventually I just have to let it out or I’d explode. You don’t want me to explode do you, Mum? I’d make an awful mess.’

‘You always make an awful mess.’ She laughs her nervous laugh and shakes her head. ‘You don’t need to explode to do that. Now come on. Your father will be wondering where we are.’

She turns to walk on. But I can’t follow. I can’t bear the thought of lunch and Father drinking until he’s all pink and sweaty and staring unfocused at nothing, half smiling, but angry in a secret way that you can only recognize if you know him. And Vinnie sitting there, his face as shiny as the Brylcreem in his hair, puffed up and smirking, droning on about how well his business is doing and looking down his nose at us, making little comments to make Mum and Gwen feel stupid. And all the time knowing it’s a beautiful day and I could be outside, I could be with Sam . . . Even thinking his name makes my heart skip a little.

I start spinning again, in the opposite direction and the feeling of it makes my stomach lurch gloriously and I can’t help giggling.

‘Stop that, Gloria,’ Mum calls, sharp now.

‘I can’t,’ I call out to her. ‘I’d forgotten it could be sunny and warm. Isn’t it funny how by the end of every winter we forget what it feels like to have the sun shining and not have to wear a coat? Doesn’t it make your feet want to dance? Doesn’t it make you feel light and free and as if you could just float off into the sky?’

I stop spinning and stagger, giggling, towards where Mum’s waiting for me with her hands on her hips, grabbing hold of her so as not to fall over.

‘No,’ she says, her voice quiet. ‘It doesn’t make me feel like that.’ I don’t like to think of it, of how another spring might make her feel. She seems weighed down by it, the fresh pale sunshine and the thought of another year exhausting, not full of hope and promise. I feel a familiar flash of impatience with her, followed by the familiar pang of guilt that goes with it.

‘That’s because you’re not dancing!’ Holding both her hands I start to try and spin her round with me, like Louise and I used to do in the school playground. She smiles and for a moment I think she’s going to let me. Then her face tightens and she forces her hands free of mine.

‘What would Father think if he could see you?’ she says. I look up at her and wonder if she was ever young and full of life like me, and I think how pretty she must have been once, before he broke her nose and her jawbone. He broke something else, too. Something I cannot name, that didn’t crack or bleed or bruise, but broke quietly and slowly over many years, and won’t heal itself like bones can. She looks older than she is, faded. I feel as though one day I’ll look at her and I’ll be able to see right through her, as though she’s slowly vanishing.

I let go of her arms.

‘He’d think what he always thinks,’ I say, turning away. ‘That I’m going to hell and the sooner I get there the better.’

‘That’s not true, Gloria, you know it’s not.’ She tries to laugh, like she does when she’s trying to placate him. It’s a reflex, a defence; there’s no humour in it, just a plea: don’t be angry.

I turn back to her. ‘I don’t care what he thinks!’ I shout, ignoring her plea, just as he does. ‘And—’ My voice fails, looking at her, thin and slightly hunched under her Sunday coat. It’s as though she’s always trying to make herself look smaller than she is. ‘And nor should you.’

‘Come on, love,’ she says. ‘You know he doesn’t mean what he says when he’s angry. He’s not a bad man.’

‘Really?’ I mutter. ‘Well, he’s certainly not a good man.’

‘He was a different person before the war.’

She always says this, as if it makes everything all right, as if it lets him off the hook for the drinking and the rages. I have no idea if it’s true, or whether she believes it to be true even if it’s not. When I was little, I thought perhaps she really meant it; that the person she married, the father I should have had, disappeared on a beach in France and never came back from the war. Maybe, in a way, that is what happened. I don’t care. I know what he is now. It’s all I’ve ever known.

Mum bends to pick up one of my gloves, which has fallen out of my pocket without me noticing. She hands it to me but I turn away. I can’t bear her fear, her quiet desperation to prevent confrontation. It hurts to see it.

‘I’m not afraid of him,’ I say. ‘I’m not scared of anything.’

I say it as clearly and firmly as I can, because if I say it often enough, perhaps I can make it true.
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From: hattiedlockwood@starmail.com

To: wilde_one666@starmail.com

Subject: On The Road

So, Reuben, I’m assuming you’re still alive despite the fact that I haven’t heard a SINGLE BLOODY THING from you since you got off the Eurostar THREE WEEKS AGO!?! I guess you’re just too busy leading the life of an international playboy to worry about your oldest and dearest friends. By which I mean ME, despite the fact that I am NOT old and dear at all, but young and relatively cheap considering.

How is St Tropez? (Assuming you got to your dad’s as planned and aren’t still under a table somewhere in St Germain in an absinthe-fuelled coma like on the school Paris trip?) UNBEARABLE, I expect. Far too hot. All those beautiful people with their tans and their toned abs. The clear blue sea and sandy beaches. The endless sunshine and cocktails. I bet you find your thoughts often turn mournfully to the drizzly London suburbs and all you’ve left behind . . . Your dear co-workers in the Men’s Casualwear department at Debenhams who I feel certain are still lamenting the loss of your unique approach to customer service. Warm snakebite at The Lion. Chips with curry sauce and fights and vomit-dodging on the night bus. Didn’t think about the gaping hole all of THAT would leave in your soul when you decided to go off travelling and Finding Yourself and all that, did you, Jack bloody Kerouac?

So anyway, things can TOTALLY be exciting here too because GUESS WHAT???? I passed my driving test!!!! I KNOW!!!! As miracles go, this is right up there with Lazarus and water into wine and you not failing GCSE Maths. Who’d’ve thought I’d ever be legally sanctioned to be in control of a moving vehicle? It’s madness, I tell you. Celebrated by reversing mum’s car into a pillar in the multi-storey. Oops. Haven’t told her yet.

Anyway, motoring-related marvels aside, the summer holidays are turning out to be a Disaster Of Epic Proportions. Carl’s being such a pain in the arse about the wedding I almost hope mum calls it off. He’s booked a castle for the reception. Seriously. And he wants me to be a bridesmaid. In a PEACH DRESS. I’M NOT EVEN JOKING, REUBEN. Meanwhile the twins are madder than ever. Mum’s working all hours, so when I’m not at the Happy Diner in my brown nylon air-stewardess-from-the-1970s uniform, my days are spent being tortured by Alice in the name of ‘Science’ (she’s SO going to grow up to be a serial killer) or reading Watership Down to Ollie AGAIN. I know it off by heart, Reuben. Literally, I could go on Mastermind and answer EVERY BLOODY QUESTION ANYONE COULD EVER THINK OF about Fiver and Hazel and flipping Bigwig. And the worst thing is that no matter how many times we read it, it always makes both of us cry. Not saying I don’t like a good cry but seriously, my life is depressing enough at the moment without any help from **SPOILER ALERT** dying bunnies.

And the Happy Diner is pushing me beyond the edge of sanity. I actually DREAM about the All-Day Breakfast of Champions. My hair smells of hash browns. It really does. I fantasize about ways of murdering Melanie the Manager. It’s the only thing that gets me through the shifts. I can’t work out whether her cleavage is constantly expanding like the universe or her tops are shrinking, but either way it’s verging on pornography. She’s always calling the boys into her office for a coffee and a Little Chat. Mack had to spend a good five minutes in the walk-in freezer after the last one. Needless to say she never calls me in for a Little Chat. She just gives me evils and makes me clean the toilets. She told me yesterday I’d actually look quite pretty if I did something with my hair. She suggested a perm. A PERM!!! Said it would help with the lankness, although it might be prone to frizz. I tell you she’s evil. EVIL I tell you.

Kat’s spent the whole summer so far off with all her art college friends pretending to be a tree as part of some kind of guerrilla eco pop-up something or other. I’ve only seen her once, at the pub with the other trees. She’s irritatingly happy, although to be honest the trees seem like pretentious tossers to me, and I spent the whole evening trying not to notice that their faces were streaked with some kind of indelible green. She’s still going out with Zoe-from-Kettering (remember Kat brought her to the pub that time – the condescending one with the nose) and totally loved up. They’ve gone off to Edinburgh now because Zoe-from-Kettering’s ex is in a fringe show up there or something. I can’t keep up.



I stop typing and look out of the bedroom window for a while, wishing I’d had a chance to talk properly to Kat before she went. I watch the wind gently wafting the leaves of the trees that line the road. Actual ones, I mean, not just students painted green. The movement of the leaves is slow and soothing. Then I type:


Oh and by the way, you know how we accidentally had sex a month ago? Turns out I’m pregnant.



I stare at the screen. It makes my stomach flip, seeing it there in black and white. Worse even than the line on the pregnancy test somehow. I delete the words quickly. Once they’re gone I feel a bit better. In their place I type:


So ALL my friends have abandoned me!! (Can you hear that violin playing in the background?) Mum and Carl and the twins are off to Mallorca soon and instead of the ‘shenanigans’ Carl thinks I’ll be getting up to, I’ll be here on my own with a ready-meal for one and a mug of cocoa. No danger of even a single shenanigan.

Meanwhile, no doubt, you’re bathing in champagne with beautiful French heiresses or doing obscene things with cocktail waitresses. Again.



I feel tears pricking my eyes and I rub them away before they can fall and carry on typing.


Anyway, if you have 5 minutes to spare between your many assignations, send me an email, will you? Vicarious hedonism is better than none at all. And I miss you.

Yours a teeny bit resentfully if I’m honest,
Hattie xxx



I read it through a billion times, trying to see it as he will, editing it, hoping it sounds clever and funny and like I just wrote it in five seconds without even thinking about it, and not at all needy or desperate or like someone who might be pregnant.

I click Send and then I hug my arms round my middle and lean forward until my forehead is flat against the desk. The wood is cool and hard and I press my head against it until it hurts a bit. And I find that I’m crying, horrible, big, silent crying that feels like it’s coming from a space inside me that’s bigger than I am, bigger than the room, than the house, bigger than the whole city. I haven’t cried like this in years. Not since Mum threw out all of Dad’s old clothes. It must have been a few months after he died. She stuffed them in a bin bag and took them to the charity shop along with a load of baby clothes the twins had grown out of. When she’d gone, I went and looked at the empty wardrobe, the bare hangers swaying a little as I opened the door, and I cried more than I’d ever cried before. I don’t know why. It wasn’t like I missed Dad really.

I try not to think about that, or about Reuben, or what’s going on inside me and what’s going to happen next. I switch it all off and just let myself cry.

When the crying stops I look in the mirror. My face is puffy and sad and streaked with grey. I sort out my mascara and dab a bit of concealer under my eyes to make them look less red and blotchy. Bit of lippy. I smile at myself. Almost convincing.

All the time I’m doing it, I realize I’m half waiting for a reply from Reuben, waiting for my laptop to ping or my phone to buzz. As if. I should know him by now.

When I finally get a a reply, several days of denial and fried food and Watership Down later, it says this:


From: wilde_one666@starmail.com

To: hattiedlockwood@starmail.com

Subject: Re: On The Road

your hair smells of hashbrowns you say? thats actually quite alluring to a certain kind of man. so i’ve heard.

i’ll write more soon. phenomenally hungover.

oh and i am never ever ever getting in a car with you. ever. can only assume you bribed the instructor. was it money drugs or sexual favours? all three? i’m guessing all three.

and who the hell is Jack keroauk>? dcos he play for Chelsea?

xR

PS can you think what I might have done with my left shoe? and er trousers? they don’t seem to be where I am. was quite a night! least i think it was

PPS also you have an over-punctuation disorder. all those CAPITALS and exclamation marks make me dizzy!!!!!!!!!!! or that could be the hangover



A whole week and that’s it? I’ve been sitting here, pregnant and miserable, waiting for hungover abuse and a lame football gag?

I type a reply saying:


FUCK OFF REUBEN AND NEVER CONTACT ME AGAIN.



But of course I don’t send it.
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I’m sitting on the closed lid of the downstairs loo with the phone in one hand and yet another pregnancy test in the other, trying to get my head straight. I’m not being helped by the fact that on the other side of the locked door, Alice is pretending to be an FBI SWAT team.

‘IT’S NO USE, PETROVICH!’ she bellows in a terrible attempt at an American accent. ‘WE GOT THE PLACE SURROUNDED. YOU BETTER COME ON OUT WITH YOUR HANDS IN THE AIR OR WE’RE COMIN’ IN THERE.’

Anyone using the downstairs loo instantly becomes a criminal overlord, Nazi, orc, Dalek, elephant poacher or other variety of baddie in Alice’s mind. She waits outside with an arsenal of guns, swords, bows and arrows and sonic screwdrivers, and lays elaborate traps for the unfortunate victim. We’re used to it, but it can be unnerving for visitors.

‘Jesus, Alice,’ I yell back. ‘Can I not go to the loo in peace? Just once?’

‘No!’ She’s angry with me because I wouldn’t let her watch a documentary on psychopaths, making her settle instead for one on shark attacks.

‘Please.’

‘IT’S OVER, PETROVICH. WE KNOW WHAT YOU’VE DONE. WE KNOW WHAT YOU ARE, YOU COLD-BLOODED, TWO-FACED, MURDERING MONSTER.’

I stare at the pregnancy test in my slightly shaking hand. There’s no way I can bring myself to wee on it with Alice only metres away. Carl was supposed to take them out today but he’s been called in as emergency cover for Senior Zumba at the gym because one of the other trainers called in sick. I’d hoped the sharks would keep Alice occupied for a while, but clearly they hadn’t been gruesome enough to hold her attention.

‘Mum hid two packs of Jaffa Cakes at the back of the food cupboard last night,’ I say in desperation.

The shouting stops and as I hear Alice’s feet thumping down the hall to the kitchen, I focus again on the little white stick of doom. It’s the fourth test I’ve done. As soon as I was late I started to worry. After a week I bought a test, but somehow even though I was fearing the worst, when it was positive I didn’t believe it could be right. So I got another kit, a different brand this time, just in case. And then, panicking, I bought another, just to be sure. I know it’s stupid. The leaflet that came with it makes it all too clear that you can’t get a false positive: if there are two lines you’ve got a bun in the oven and that’s all there is to it. And the test kits are bloody expensive. Plus there’s the whole embarrassment of buying them – I’ve had to go to different shops each time to avoid being served by the same person, and every time I imagine what they’re thinking as they take my money: wondering if it’ll be positive, and how old I am, and thinking how glad they are they’re not me. And then there’s the bother of secretly getting rid of them afterwards so that no one will find them. I’m so paranoid about Mum or Carl finding them I can’t risk putting them in the kitchen bin. But to get to the wheelie bin at the side of the house I have to go through the kitchen to get to the back door and there’s always someone in there cooking or doing homework or watching TV, waiting to pounce on anyone who might be wandering through clutching a stash of positive pregnancy tests. So I’ve got them all hidden in several layers of carrier bags under the bed so I can sneak them out of the house and get rid of them anonymously.

But after I got Reuben’s email I was so desperate not to be pregnant that I decided I had to check just one last time. It still seems so completely impossible that I keep thinking it must be a mistake. First off, the whole concept of pregnancy suddenly seems absurd. I’ve known the facts of life since I was six and Kai O’Leary explained the process of baby-making in detail to the whole of Squirrel Class during Circle Time, in spite of Mrs Bean’s best efforts to distract us. We all took it pretty well, I think, although some of the parents weren’t best pleased. And then at secondary school it was all condoms on bananas and diagrams labelled with unlikely words like ‘epididymis’ that made me and Kat giggle.

So obviously I’ve known where babies come from for pretty much as long as I can remember. And yet now, suddenly, it seems so improbable. You have sex, and then a whole new person grows inside you and eventually emerges, painfully, out of what Kat refers to as your lady-regions? It’s bizarre, when you really stop and think about it. And deeply disturbing. Kind of like a horror movie.

And on top of all that, I’m just not the sort of person that gets pregnant. At the end of Year Eleven in our yearbook I was Most Likely To: Become An Accountant. I’d been pretty upset at the time. ‘But I don’t want to be an accountant,’ I’d said to Reuben. ‘Why would they think that? I want to be a film director. Or an archaeologist. Or an internationally acclaimed tap dancer.’ ‘Don’t worry,’ Reuben had said. He’d been judged Most Likely To: Be Divorced By Somebody Famous. ‘I don’t suppose they even know what an accountant is. It’s just code for “we think you’re clever and boring”.’ ‘Great,’ I said. ‘That makes me feel much better.’ But looking back, even accountancy seems better than pregnancy. Anyway, how stupid do you have to be to think you won’t get pregnant because you’re not that sort of person? Not really a very reliable method of contraception, Hattie, actually.

Anyway, I decided I’ll just give it one more try, take one more test, just in case I was some kind of scientific anomaly or I’d just happened to buy a rogue batch of faulty tests or . . . something. Anything.

And if it’s still positive I’ll have to phone the doctor’s and make an appointment. That’s the deal I’ve made with myself. I’ve been trying to psych myself up to call the surgery all week. But each time I panicked and bottled it at the last minute. Making an appointment would mean it was real. There would be no going back. I’d have to tell someone else; I’d have to sit face to face with someone and say the words out loud: I’m pregnant. And then I’d have to answer humiliating questions. Yes, I did have unprotected sex. (I pictured the doctor looking at me, wondering how I could have been so stupid. How could I explain that it didn’t seem like that at the time? It just seemed right.) How long ago? Four weeks. And five days, actually. I know it was stupid. But I thought it was the wrong time of the month and—

And what? I try to think of reasons, to explain it to myself.

And I was a bit drunk and emotional and . . .

And?

And it was Reuben.

I imagine the doctor staring over her glasses at me, stifling a sigh, trying not to look judgemental but inside thinking, You silly, silly girl. And me sitting there, knowing she’s thinking it and knowing she’s right. Why hadn’t I done anything about it afterwards? I could have got the morning-after pill. But the truth is I was too confused, too busy trying to pretend it hadn’t happened, that nothing had changed.

And then there would be more questions to answer. Symptoms? A missed period. I’m a bit tired. The smell of congealing saturated fat at the Happy Diner’s been making me feel even queasier than usual. Alcohol makes me want to vomit. Other than that, nothing really.

And then . . .

Then she’d ask me more questions. Difficult questions that I don’t know the answer to.

Yes. Then I’d have to make decisions.

I stare at the inevitable new line that has appeared in the little window of the pregnancy test. The fact that I knew it would be there doesn’t help. I’m overwhelmed by the reality of it suddenly. I feel so tiny, sitting here in my little locked room and the world outside seems so big and loud and difficult and dangerous. I lean my head into my hands, press my fingers against my eyelids and watch the bright flashes of light flicker and pulse. Maybe I’ll just stay here for a while. Maybe for ever.

‘Oi! Hattie!’ Alice hammers loudly on the door. ‘They were HOBNOBS, you liar! I hate bloody Hobnobs.’

‘Wrong cupboard,’ I lie, not opening my eyes. ‘Check the other one. And don’t swear.’

‘Piss off.’

She thunders away to the kitchen again and I open my eyes. Right. This is it. I have to make the phone call.

I get the scrap of paper with the doctor’s surgery number scribbled on it out of my jeans pocket and take a deep breath. My finger is poised, shakily, over the button. There is no escape.

And then the phone rings.

‘Is that Mrs Lockwood?’ It’s a woman’s voice. She’s elderly, I’d say, with an accent, Irish, I think. ‘Mrs Ruth Lockwood?’

‘No,’ I say, my mind still on the call to the doctors I’d been about to make, relief flooding through me at this excuse to avoid it. ‘She’s at work. Can I give her a message?’

‘Well,’ the voice says, doubtfully. ‘Could you tell her it’s . . . it’s about her husband.’

‘She hasn’t got a husband. Do you mean Carl?’ A thought occurs to me. ‘Wait, you’re not one of his clients, are you?’ Carl is very popular among the older ladies at the gym, and Mum’s always joking that he’s going to end up with a stalker. Perhaps that day has come.

‘No, I mean her husband,’ the voice says. ‘Dominic.’

Dad?

I’m so surprised I don’t know what to say. Someone wants to talk about Dad? No one ever talks about Dad. Mum certainly doesn’t. Ollie asks me about him sometimes; he and Alice were just babies when Dad died. I don’t like to admit I don’t remember much either.

‘But he’s dead. He died eight years ago.’

‘I know. Are you . . . Harriet?’

‘Hattie,’ I say, surprised. ‘Who did you say you are again? What’s this all about? Did you know Dad?’

‘No, I didn’t know him, dear. My name’s Mrs Cleary. You can call me Peggy. But I’d really rather speak to your mother about it, Harriet, if you don’t mind.’

‘Hattie. Look, Dominic was my dad so if you’ve got anything to say about him you can say it to me. I’ll let Mum know.’

‘Well,’ she says, hesitating. ‘It’s not really about him, as such. It’s about a relative of his.’

‘A relative?’ I thought hard. I didn’t think Dad had any relatives apart from Nan, and she died when I was a kid. He was an only child and Nan had brought him up on her own; his dad had died in an accident when he was a baby and no one was ever allowed to talk about him.

‘Yes, his aunt. Gloria. Your grandmother Gwen’s younger sister. She’s my upstairs neighbour. And my—’ she pauses a little doubtfully— ‘my friend. In a manner of speaking.’

Nan had a sister? But that can’t be right. I’d have known.

‘I’m sorry, I think you’ve made a mistake. I’ve never met her. No one’s ever even mentioned her. Nan didn’t have a sister.’

‘She hasn’t been in contact with her family for many years, Harriet,’ Peggy says. ‘Well, you know how families can be. And, well, Gloria is . . . well, she’s what you might call “a bit of character”.’

‘YOU LIED!’ Alice is yelling. ‘You totally and utterly lied about the Jaffa Cakes, you . . . LIAR! Bloody, bloody liar!’ She starts hammering on the door again.

‘Pack it in, Alice,’ I hiss, putting my hand over the receiver.

‘Are you still there?’ Peggy says.

‘Yes,’ I say loudly. ‘But could you speak up a bit? My sister is also what you might call “a bit of a character” and is being extremely noisy and annoying and immature.’

‘I was saying she hasn’t been in contact with her family for a very long time.’

‘Why not?’

‘Well . . . that’s not really . . .’ The voice on the other end of the phone pauses uncertainly.

The voice outside the door doesn’t.

‘COWBAG. FIEND. STRUMPET. IGNORAMUS. BUMFACE.’ Alice’s fires her varied repertoire of high-decibel insults at me through the door.

‘And why has she decided to get in contact now?’

‘Well, now you come to ask—’ there’s an awkward pause— ‘she hasn’t as such. Not as such.’

‘What do you mean?’

‘The thing is, she’s not very well, Gloria. She’s really not very well at all. That’s why I wanted to speak to your mother, you see? You’re her only living relatives, as far as I know. And I just thought, with her being the way she is and with her not having anyone else . . . well, I thought you might want to know. About her being poorly. I thought perhaps you might want to see her.’

‘Right.’ My mind is flitting around from the pregnancy test to Dad to mysterious aunts and then to whether Alice is going to manage to break the door down, and this whole conversation is so weird that it’s hard to focus on what she’s saying.

‘She’s been ever so low, you see, Harriet. I think it would give her a real lift to have some visitors. To know that somebody cares. We all need our family, don’t we?’

‘Hmm,’ I say, unconvinced, as Alice’s stream of abuse continues. ‘HAG. MONSTROSITY. WEIRDO. LOSERRR.’

‘Could you pass the message on to your mother and ask her to call me? Tell her it’s very important.’

‘Yep, sure . . . hang on, I need to get a pen.’

I frantically wrap the pregnancy test in loo roll and the carrier bag it came in and stuff it as deep into my jeans pocket as it will go, pulling my top down over it to try to disguise the bulge. I’ve been wearing long tops anyway because my jeans are a bit tight and the button keeps popping undone at unfortunate moments. I’ve been wondering whether this is because of being pregnant but, to be honest, they’ve always been a bit tight and the industrial quantities of pancakes I’ve been eating are more likely to be the cause. Still though, the thought makes me a bit panicky. How soon will I start to show? Are there any other telltale signs that might give me away to someone who’s been pregnant themselves (i.e. Mum)? Beyond the obvious I know nothing much about pregnancy.

I open the door and am hit in the face by a stream of water being fired by Alice from a water pistol.

‘For Christ’s sake, Al!’

‘Are you all right there, Harriet?’ comes Peggy’s voice from the dripping phone.

‘You shouldn’t have lied about the Jaffa Cakes!’ Alice yells.

I run past her to the living room where Ollie is sitting, oblivious to the great white shark rearing up behind him on the TV screen, humming ‘Somewhere Over the Rainbow’ and drawing an elaborate picture of our family in rabbit form. I’m pleased to see that I’m the next biggest after the Ollie and Alice rabbits. Mum and Carl are minor rabbits, and I smirk at the fact that the Carl rabbit is wearing a figure-hugging peach-coloured jumper that does him no favours.

‘Give us a pen will you, Ols?’

He looks up, smiles his faraway smile, and hands me a silver glitter pen that I use to scribble down Peggy’s number and her address, which is in London. I read it back to her while Alice tries to rugby-tackle me from behind.

‘You won’t forget to pass the message on, will you?’ Peggy says, doubtfully. ‘I’m . . . concerned.’

‘No, I’m fine,’ I say. ‘Just a misunderstanding about Jaffa Cakes.’

‘I meant about Gloria, dear.’

‘Oh yes,’ I say. ‘Of course.’

‘I want to help her but . . . She’s not exactly what you might call an easy person. And now, with the way she is . . . You will make sure your mother understands it’s serious?’

‘Don’t worry,’ I say from where I’m lying, Alice sitting triumphant on my chest, whacking my head with a cushion. ‘I’ll let Mum know.’
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It’s late and pouring with rain by the time Mum gets in, so she’s soaked through as well as tired.

‘Sorry I’m so late again, love.’ She grimaces as she folds down her umbrella and it sprays water over her and the floor. ‘Honestly, I’ve had the day from hell. Had a load of work dumped on me that’s got to be done before we go to Mallorca. And then Bernard collared me and that was another hour of listening to him waffle on about budget cuts and belt-tightening. And then . . .’

I tune out. How boring it must be to do a job like Mum’s. I mean, she seems okay with it, but is this how she thought her life would turn out? What would she be doing if she hadn’t had me and the twins? I think again about the pregnancy test. I never did call the doctor. Maybe I’ll just leave it a few more days. I want to get my head straight first. If only I could talk it through with Kat . . .

‘Hattie?’

‘Sorry, what?’

‘Is Carl getting the twins to bed?’

‘No, he’s already gone out.’

She gets a bottle of wine out of the fridge and pours herself a glass as she sits down at the table and eases her feet out of her work shoes.

‘Sorry, Hats, you’ve been left in charge again. You’re too reliable, that’s your problem. We take you for granted.’

‘It’s all right,’ I say. ‘It’s not like I’ve got anything better to do.’

‘Poor Hattie,’ Mum says. ‘Are you missing Kat?’

I am. I haven’t even spoken to her since she went to Edinburgh so she doesn’t know I’m pregnant yet. I arranged to meet up with her at the pub before she left so that I could tell her I was worried. It was before I’d done the first test and I suppose I just wanted her to be reassuring and tell me I was being silly and I’d probably just got my dates wrong. I hadn’t even told her about me and Reuben (partly because she was never around and partly because I knew she’d give me a hard time about it) but I decided it was time to fess up and talk it all through. Kat always makes me feel better, despite her brutal honesty. She always makes everything seem simple somehow. And then Zoe-from-Kettering and the trees turned up too, so I couldn’t tell her. And now she’s hundreds of miles away. I sent her a text yesterday morning saying: Hope you’re having an amazing time. Call me when you can. I’ve got something important to tell you xxx. I got a reply saying: Love u Hats, speak soon xxxxxxxx but I haven’t heard any more from her. I’m sure it’s Zoe’s fault. She’s quite a lot older than us and very possessive and doesn’t like Kat having other friends.

‘Yeah,’ I say to Mum. ‘She’s not going to be back for ages. It’s not the same without her and Reuben around. And for all I know, Reuben might never come back.’

‘Hmmm.’

Mum avoids talking about Reuben if she can help it. I don’t think she even realizes she’s doing it; she just sort of edits him out whenever she’s talking about my friends. I asked her once why she doesn’t like him and she’d looked at me, surprised. ‘I don’t not like him,’ she said. ‘I like him very much. He’s charming. And he’s always very sweet with the twins. It’s just . . . Reuben always makes me think of that Chinese curse: May you live in interesting times. Reuben is “interesting times” in teenage boy form. Which is why you like him, of course. I get that.’ She’d smiled and cupped my face in her hand for a moment. Thinking about that moment now, I’m overwhelmed by the urge to tell her I’m pregnant, to share the burden of it.

‘Mum,’ I say, not looking at her, ‘I’ve got something to tell you.’ My heart pounds at the thought of just saying the words to her. Just two words . . .

‘Oww!’ she yelps. ‘Dammit!’ I look up to see that she’s stepped barefoot on a Lego space ship that Alice has left abandoned in the middle of the floor.

‘You okay?’

‘No,’ she says, sitting down and rubbing her foot. ‘Why does Carl never get them to tidy up? Where is he anyway? It’s not Hips, Bums ’n’ Tums at the Leisure Centre is it? Or has he got a session at the new place?’

I grin. ‘You mean “Pecs Appeal”?’

Mum grimaces. ‘No,’ I say. ‘Some wedding thing. He was meeting with the florist. Or was it the caterers? I dunno. He said you knew about it. Think he was hoping you’d be there, whatever it was.’

‘Oh God, I completely forgot,’ she says, sighing. ‘Honestly, this wretched wedding is turning into a full-time job.’

‘You do want to get married, don’t you? I mean, you’re not having second thoughts?’

‘No,’ Mum says, a bit too quickly, not meeting my eye. ‘No, of course not! Why would I?’

‘I dunno,’ I say. ‘You don’t exactly seem enthusiastic about the whole choosing the flowers and dress and stuff.’

There’s a tiny, guilty bit of me that almost hopes she might call it off, just so I can get out of the peach-bridesmaid-dress horror. But I don’t really want her to. Poor Carl. He and Mum have been together four years now, and he’s wanted to marry her all that time. Mum finally gave in last Christmas after his billionth proposal. He’d be devastated if she called it off and I don’t want that. I enjoy winding Carl up, and he may be a bit of an idiot, but he’s all right really, and he adores Mum.

‘I’m just snowed under at work that’s all,’ Mum says. ‘And the whole big Hello! magazine wedding thing . . . I don’t know. It’s not really me. But it’s what Carl wants.’ She smiles. ‘I’m tired, that’s all. And hungry.’

‘We saved you some pizza,’ I say. ‘Might be a bit cold, though.’

She pads across the kitchen and nukes the leftover pizza in the microwave.

‘How have things been here?’ she says. ‘You look tired too. Pale. Not coming down with something, are you?’

‘No,’ I say. ‘I’m fine.’

‘What were you going to say before? You said you had something to tell me?’ My heart thuds. Perhaps I should tell her . . . But I can’t. She’s just got in. She’s tired. The twins are charging about like rocket-fuelled maniacs upstairs. I can’t just blurt it out. And I need to work out how I feel about it, what I want to do. It’s my problem, my mess. I have to sort it out.

‘A woman phoned earlier,’ I say instead.

‘Hmmm?’ Mum sits back down and looks at the unappetizing blob of soggy dough and rubbery cheese on her plate.

‘It was kind of weird, actually.’

‘Was it?’ she says vaguely, as she chews her pizza and flicks through the post, sifting out the bills and junk mail and takeaway leaflets.

‘Her name was Peggy.’

There’s a loud shout of ‘GERONIMO!’ from upstairs (Alice) and then ‘Watch out!’ (Ollie) followed by a very loud crash. Mum sighs. ‘Have the twins had a bath?’

‘No.’

‘This week?’

‘Yes. Ish. Probably.’

‘Are you two going to be ready for bed when I come up?’ Mum calls upstairs.

‘Mummyyyyyyy! You’re back!’

‘Did you bring Jaffa Cakes?’

‘Pyjamas on,’ she calls up to them. ‘Or no bedtime story.’

‘Did you ever meet any of Dad’s family apart from Nan? Or did he ever talk about them?’

She looks up sharply at the mention of Dad. We never really talk about him. It’s not that we can’t. We just don’t. There’s no reason to. Even when he first died we didn’t talk about him that much. He’d been away so much when he was alive that he hadn’t really been part of the day-to-day, so things didn’t really change when he died. Not in a way I could explain anyway. And I knew somehow, like you do when you’re a kid even though no one tells you stuff, that although Mum would have talked about him if I’d wanted to, she didn’t really want to.

‘Why do you ask?’ she says.

‘The phone call.’ Mum looks blank. ‘The one I just told you about?’ She hasn’t heard a word I’ve said. ‘The woman I spoke to – Peggy – was the neighbour of someone called Gloria. Dad’s aunt, supposedly.’

‘His aunt?’ Mum pulls a face. ‘I don’t remember him ever mentioning anything about an aunt. Or about any family other than his mother. He didn’t really talk about that kind of stuff. I always got the impression they were a bit . . . dysfunctional. But who knows?’ She shrugs. ‘Family wasn’t really his thing.’

It’s an innocent-sounding comment but there’s an edge to her voice as she says it. I know she’s not just talking about long-lost relatives.

‘Well,’ I say, defensive, ‘maybe he didn’t get on with them. Anyway, he was hardly ever here, was he? He could hardly be popping round to see his aunty every weekend if he was in Iraq or Bosnia or wherever, could he?’

Even we didn’t see much of him, except on TV, reporting from faraway places I knew nothing about except that there were wars going on there. I didn’t mind. I was used to it. I loved it when he was on the news, looking all brave and blond, sometimes in a flak jacket. My dad on telly. When I was little, Mum would call me in to see when he was on. But then, when I was a bit older, she wouldn’t watch. Sometimes you’d hear explosions in the background or gunfire, but I knew it couldn’t hurt him. He’d told me it couldn’t and I’d believed him. He was invincible.

‘What on earth did she want anyway? This aunt?’

‘It wasn’t her, it was her neighbour. Apparently the aunt – Gloria – she’s not very well. Sounded serious. She was worried. Peggy, the neighbour, I mean. She thought maybe you’d want to know.’

‘Why would I want to know? Given that I’ve never heard of her before today?’

I stare at her. ‘She doesn’t have any other family.’

‘Sorry,’ she says, rubbing her head as though it’s aching. ‘That came out wrong. Of course I’m very sorry that she’s ill, but we’re hardly family, are we?’

‘Well, Dad was,’ I say. ‘So I am, even if you’re not.’

‘They can’t exactly have been close, Hats. I don’t remember her sending us any Christmas cards or inviting us round for Sunday lunch, do you? And now she’s ill she wants to play happy families? It’s a bit weird, isn’t it?’

‘I really don’t think—’

‘I mean, as far as I know she wasn’t even at Nan’s funeral. Her own sister. Perhaps they didn’t get on. How did she know how to get hold of us anyway? How did she have our phone number?’

‘I don’t know.’ I hadn’t thought of this. ‘I didn’t ask. Phone book? Internet. I dunno. It’s not hard to find people, is it? She knew about us, though. She knew my name.’

‘Did it sound as though she wanted money? Do you think that was it?’

‘No! I’m sure that’s not what she meant. Peggy’s just worried about this woman. Gloria. I think she just thought maybe we’d like to see her. And maybe it would help her to have some family around. She’s an old lady and she hasn’t got anyone else. Peggy didn’t ask for anything. She just made it sound as though she was lonely.’ I edit out the bit about Gloria being ‘a bit of a character’.

Mum sits down and sighs, topping up her glass of wine.

‘I don’t mean to be unkind, Hats. It’s just I’ve got enough on my plate what with work and the twins and Carl’s wedding-planning frenzy without long-lost relatives who aren’t even my relatives turning up and needing my help. There must be someone else who can help. Some real family.’ She shakes her head and picks the pepperoni off her pizza. ‘Typical of Dominic that he can still manage to cause me problems even now,’ she mutters.

Which really winds me up. How dare she criticize Dad?

‘Well, she’s my real family even if she’s not yours. And Alice and Ollie’s too. If you can’t be bothered to go and see her I’ll go on my own.’

‘Fine,’ Mum says. ‘You do that, if it’s what you want to do.’

‘Good. I will.’

Mum sighs again and puts her hands over her eyes. Then she pushes her hair back and looks at me. ‘I’m not going to argue about this, Hattie. I haven’t got the energy. If you want to go and see this woman, I’m not going to stop you. But I don’t think it’s a good idea. Perhaps there’s a reason your dad never talked about her. You’ve got to admit it’s pretty strange, isn’t it? That she’s never been mentioned or turned up before now? I mean, even Nan didn’t talk about her. There must have been some kind of family feud. Best not to get mixed up in it, love. You don’t know anything about her.’

‘I know she’s a sick, lonely old lady. What else do I need to know?’ I say, piously.

At which point a fishing net is plunged over my head from behind.

‘Gotcha!’ shouts Alice, who STILL hasn’t forgiven me for the Hobnobs thing.

‘Ow!’ I snap. ‘Alice that really hurt.’

‘And you’re not in your pyjamas,’ Mum says. ‘Horrors.’ Alice is still in her ‘spy outfit’ of wetsuit and night goggles. Ollie is behind her in the Sleeping Beauty dress Alice was given for her birthday and tried to set fire to.

‘Don’t be cross with her, Hattie,’ he says. ‘She was just practising stealth. You need it to be a spy.’ It’s true that stealth isn’t Alice’s usual tactic and it could certainly do with a bit of practice.

‘Okay,’ I say, still annoyed with Alice, but knowing that Ollie hates her being told off.

‘Come on,’ Mum says, shepherding Alice upstairs. ‘If you’re really quick, there might still be time for a story.’

When I look up Ollie’s hovering, watching me.

‘Are you okay, Hattie?’

‘I’m fine, Ols. Never better.’

‘You don’t seem like it. You seem a bit sad.’

‘Do I?’ Ollie notices everything about everyone. He’d make a much better spy than Alice, for all her night-vision goggles and invisible ink pens.

‘Is it because Reuben’s not here?’

‘No!’

‘I’d be very sad if Alice was in another country.’

‘Yes, but Ollie, Reuben isn’t my twin, is he? He’s just my friend.’

‘He’s your best friend. Alice is my best friend.’

‘It’s different, Ols.’ I look at my little brother, his serious face frowning as he thinks, completely at odds with the garish pink dress. ‘But yeah, I do miss him. He’d only be getting on my nerves if he was here, though. Now go and get your jammies on.’

Ollie comes over and gives me hug.

‘Night,’ I say, kissing him on his freckly nose. ‘Love you.’

‘Night, Hattie,’ he says.

I sit for a minute after he’s gone, trying to imagine how it would feel to have your own kids. How much you’d love them. The thought of it terrifies me. But then what if you didn’t? What if you had a baby and you didn’t love it? What if it just got on your nerves all the time and you were stuck with it for life? People with kids always say you can’t hate your own, but do they just say that because they have to? And anyway, if you never wanted the baby in the first place, wouldn’t it be different?

I wish I could talk to someone about it all. I wish Kat was here. I don’t want to tell her on the phone. And she’s never exactly been Reuben’s biggest fan. I send her a text. Hey HellKat, you ok? Call me? xx

But she doesn’t.
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From: hattiedlockwood@starmail.com

To: wilde_one666@starmail.com

Subject: NOT BEHAVING LIKE A KNOB: A BEGINNER’S GUIDE

I’ve been ignoring you, Reuben, but a) I don’t suppose you’ve noticed and b) even if you had, I’m resigned to the fact that you wouldn’t even know why. So let me help you out.

I know you’re *terribly* busy lounging around on beaches and everything but you’re supposed to be my friend and part of what that entails, dearest Reub, is NOT FORGETTING ABOUT ME JUST BECAUSE I’M NOT WHERE YOU ARE.

So, here is a short guide to not being COMPLETELY CRAP: (YES I KNOW I’M USING TOO MANY CAPITALS BUT I DON’T CARE.)

1)   Open laptop or take phone from pocket*

2)   Write friendly, informative message, featuring amusing anecdotes and asking after the wellbeing of your dearest friend (me)

3)   Send

4)   Go back to whatever more interesting thing you were doing

*Ideally when sober enough to type

Not difficult really, is it?

ANYWAY because I am a generous and forgiving person I am writing to you anyway.

So, I know you’re probably still getting over the driving test excitement but I have more thrilling news . . . I have discovered a mystery long-lost relative. A great-aunt to be precise. Her neighbour phoned earlier in the week and told me about her. Gloria. She’s my dad’s aunt and she’s not very well so she wants us to go and visit. But the weird thing is, none of us knew anything about her till now. No one ever mentioned her before. Do you think there was some massive family feud? Or maybe she’s got a criminal past or she was locked up in one of those awful lunatic asylums or something? I hope it wasn’t something boring like someone being left out of someone else’s will or not turning up to someone else’s wedding. Mum’s being funny about it. She says it’s because she’s so stressy about work and Carl’s wedding madness. But also I reckon it’s because this old lady is related to Dad. I don’t know. It’s like she wants to pretend she was never married to him. Anyway, I’ve decided I’m going to go and see the great-aunt – Gloria – on my own. Everyone else is off having an adventure.

You’re in France (I assume) being an international playboy. Kat’s in Edinburgh being a drama queen. Admittedly, going to see my great-aunt isn’t quite as glamorous as partying in Biarritz or wherever you are but still, it’s better than another day at the Happy Diner. I was having a totally rubbish day at work and I just told Mel that’s it. I’m going. There’s nothing you can do about it.

Other than that everything’s the same. Of course.

Hattie x

PS Please tell me you know really that Jack Kerouac is an American novelist, poet and literary iconoclast and NEVER, under ANY CIRCUMSTANCES, played for Chelsea.



In fact, my conversation with Melanie hadn’t happened quite like that. I’d been on my break and Mack had said, ‘Coming outside? Or have you still “given up”?’, waving a pack of Marlboro Lights at me. And I’d gone, because it was a lovely sunny day and the staff room in the Happy Diner where we have our lunch was hot and airless and full of angry wasps, which are my all-time nemesis. And also because I really, really wanted a cigarette, and because I just wanted everything to be like it always is, and I thought what harm can it do, really? But then outside had been just as hot and everything smelt of traffic fumes and the cigarette had just made me feel sick and dizzy and a bit sad.

Mack looked at me.

‘You all right?’ You seem a bit down.’

I shrugged, because I didn’t quite trust myself to speak, and Mack said, ‘Hey, what’s up, Hats?’

He’s a good bloke, Mack. Not the sharpest knife in the drawer, if you know what I mean, but kind. I managed to say, ‘Oh, you know,’ but I knew I was going to cry and I think he did too, so I just legged it to the loos and locked myself in a cubicle and cried in there. And I was just thinking how wrong it was that I’d become the sort of person who’s forever crying in toilets, when I heard the door go and someone came in. I sat and waited for whoever it was to go to the loo and then go away but they didn’t, they just made lots of clattering and hissing noises, so eventually I had to wipe my eyes and go out. And when I did it was only Evil Melanie, spraying her non-lank hair until it was this kind of rock-hard halo, surrounded by a hanging cloud of Elnett fumes that made my mouth taste of chemicals. She stared at my face, which I thought I’d done an okay job of cleaning up in the toilet cubicle, but could now see in the mirror was all smeary and puffy, and said, ‘You’ve been crying, haven’t you?’ Queen of Empathy, she is, our Mel. I mumbled something about hay fever, as she got out a bottle of perfume, dabbing some on her neck and then, horrifically, into her monumental cleavage. And then she fixed me with this deeply unnerving look and said, ‘I’ve thought you’ve been looking a bit peaky recently. And don’t think I haven’t noticed Mack sneaking you extra pancakes when you’ve been on your breaks.’

And I panicked big time, because Melanie has this amazing instinct for gossip and sussing out people’s darkest secrets. According to Mack, she worked out Big Jim’s dad was gay before Big Jim did. So I said, ‘Yeah, my great-aunt’s really ill actually. I didn’t want to say anything but it’s really getting to me.’ And then without planning it, I said, ‘I was wondering if I could swap my shifts so I can go and visit her.’

She gave me a hard stare. Asking to swap shifts is a worse offence than poisoning the customers, in Mel’s book.

‘We think she may not have long,’ I said, and I sort of did a bit more crying, for effect.

‘Yeah okay,’ she said. ‘You’ll have to make it up next week, though.’

‘Thanks Melanie,’ I said. ‘Really appreciate it.’ And she said, ‘Here, borrow my mascara. You look a right state.’ When I’d finished sorting my face out she said, ‘You sure that’s all it is? Nothing else going on? You can tell me if there is, you know.’ And I said, ‘No, that’s all,’ and practically ran out of the loos before she could say anything else.

When I got back to the staff room, Mack had left some pancakes for me, covered with a plate to stop the wasps getting them, which set me off crying again, but luckily no one was around to see.


From: wilde_one666@starmail.com
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