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Dedication

For Loobs




It is a small thing

to rage in your own bowl

Anne Sexton

I too beneath your moon, almighty Sex,

Go forth at nightfall crying like a cat,

Leaving the lofty tower I laboured at

For birds to foul and boys and girls to vex

With tittering chalk; and you, and the long necks

Of neighbours sitting where their mothers sat

Are well aware of shadowy this and that

In me, that’s neither noble nor complex.

Such as I am, however, I have brought

To what it is, this tower; it is my own;

Though it was reared To Beauty, it was wrought

From what I had to build with: honest bone

Is there, and anguish; pride; and burning thought;

And lust is there, and nights not spent alone.

Edna St. Vincent Millay
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Somewhere near Watford

All the old party girls were falling. Sarah could feel it on the city streets, in the slow limp of Saturday nights where no one went out any more to pound the pavements with their passion or fury. Sofas were the new bar stools. People didn’t salute the sun from jagged rooftops, glass in hand. People jogged instead, at 5 a.m. Across the land, beds were made and slept in. Geese flew overhead, unheard. The clubs and pubs were dying; younger generations preferred coffee and conversation. Everyone was thinking about their gut health, or their crochet, or the state of the economy. 

Sarah herself, once a committed party girl, was regularly flirting with sobriety. This time she’d managed a month so far. She had given up drinking in February – nothing so cliched as January, for god’s sake – because she was starting to feel unwelcome in her own life. As though her personality was a badly fitting suit she’d inherited from a dead aunt. Night after night, she had sat sober, in front of a candle, forgiving herself, waiting for clarity to hit. A month in, she was ready to cave. It was just so boring. Sarah possessed grit and tenacity like any woman with red hair, but the one thing she couldn’t hack was the boredom. 

Which was why she was sneaking glances at someone else’s phone, reading the texts of the woman sitting beside her. To be fair, they were excellent texts. Some of the best Sarah had read, in fact. They were a real treat. They were a sort of party. They had everything: intrigue, raunch, playfulness – and a plot twist. 

I keep thinking of you with Keeley.

I keep thinking of you coming over after and punishing me, tasting her on me. 

Have you got a lot on at work?

Yeah we’re moving to a bigger office on a higher floor on Monday.

These all sent in succession, barely a thirty-second pause between, the shift in tone leaving its recipient seemingly unaffected. Sex and mundanity, all wrapped up. Sarah was reeling. Unsure whether this unflinching juxtaposition of opposites was evolved or basic. The woman whose phone she was spying on looked barely thirty. She looked like she was coming home from a shift at a department store or jewellery shop. She looked elegant but not rich, keen to shuck off her blouse and trousers and get into her pink onesie with a bowl of noodles. A normal life. A normal life shot through with sexts.

The train was heading out of London, bound for the North. Blocks of flats flicked past in her peripheral vision. The woman next to her skittered through her socials. Checked her bank balance. Ordered a pair of fur-lined Crocs. It wasn’t the colour Sarah would have chosen but this wasn’t Sarah and it wasn’t her life. Or her phone. She was just looking at it. It was Saturday night. This was entertainment.

Ding! A new message arrived on the woman’s phone, the alert blooming down blue from the top of the screen. The woman flicked back to her inbox.

That’ll be exciting for you and the team xoxo

Sarah sighed. Can we get back to tasting Keeley? It was a silent thought, but the woman seemed to sense it and self-consciously clicked her phone to sleep and placed it face down on the table, turning her head towards Sarah in an accusatory fashion. Sarah closed her eyes and pretended to be asleep. She could probably actually sleep, she was so tired. Should she do a little fake snore? No. It was hard to gauge the volume of such things, and overdoing it would incriminate her instantly. Instead, she resigned herself to a genuine, heartfelt slump. 

It was work, Sarah told herself. The lack of an exercise regime. Too many decades of being a caner. But it was more than that, too. She was suffering from a bone-deep exhaustion these days; sometimes so deep she struggled to get out of her chair. What was that? Boredom, was all that Sarah could conclude. Was it the same thing the romantics called ennui? Or ‘general malaise’? Maybe it was just a social fin de siècle. Sarah hoped she could give it a French name. Things with French names always sounded better. Like her sister. 

Sarah would be seeing Juliette the next day. They were going on a trip, and she needed to be on form – they both did. Holidays demanded that of you. Besides, Juliette would be expecting teetotal Sarah to be full of gusto, not dragging her anchor. 

Ding! The woman next to her turned her phone over. Sarah squinted and scried, trying to make out the words on the screen without moving her head. Maybe the texters would say goodbye to each other now. But how did you conclude a conversation like that? Sarah wondered. Did you go sexy or mundane, to sign off? Going sexy might be too much of a leap after hugs and kisses and fur-lined Crocs. So, then. Back to work? Business as usual? Depressing. Because sex was important. In her teens, sex had been bravado and bluster, rarely about her own pleasure so much as the social conquest. In her twenties, sex was a power tool, a way to test her carnivorous desires to destroy men and eat their souls. Which would have been fun, if she hadn’t secretly doubted her true attractiveness, and found her carefully organised fantasies constantly punctured by the chaos and instability of reality. In her thirties, sex was rife with fertility considerations – was she/did she want to be/could she/was it too early/too late – the viral questioning of that exhausting epoch. In her early forties, so far she was feeling a desirous ownership of her body seeping back under her bedroom door at night, like light from an old lamp. This was her decade to really take it all back; to sharply skewer everything she wanted carnally, before the following decade’s menopause sent her into another chapter of manufactured spite: telling her she was a washed-up crone, soon to be invisible. Her vision was suddenly unfogged by capitalism’s weakening of womanhood, and she wanted to snatch the window while it lasted. Sarah didn’t know how she felt about her ovaries. But she was definitely looking forward to not having to worry all the time about how she was supposed to feel about them. Sex wasn’t about her ovaries. It was the simple, brute charge of getting her rocks off. And Sarah had been decidedly unrocked for a long time now. The orbitals of sex – romance, passion, desire – were pleasant and conducive but also very much not the thing. Now that Sarah had given up drinking, sex was all she had left. It was the only source of thrill and escape. For a while, she’d thought that this natural substitute for alcohol would get her through these pale, wan months where her soul wintered and restored itself, healing in tandem with her liver. Citalopram had left her libido in a sulk. But she’d cut the antidepressants down – literally, millimetre by millimetre, shaving them each day to avoid headaches – and now she had been officially unmedicated for three months, she was like a sailor on shore leave. Shame the online dating scene wasn’t up to it. A vivid sex life might have been just the thing that saved Sarah from the dullness of her own redemption arc. But there was no one to go out with to find potential hook-ups. Everyone was married off, babied up, tired. Soon she would be the only one left out of the old crew that used to rail around Manchester’s Northern Quarter: Soho for rock stars. If online dating was the best option – sober dates, with people she met online – the era had taken a tragic turn. It wasn’t the anonymity that bothered her. The anonymity of the internet was in its own way arousing. Sarah could go for a bot, when the time came. No, it wasn’t that – it was the nonchalance. The laziness. Complacency was the real boner-wilter. Sex was nothing if not a case for industry. Sweat. Effort. But maybe the sex she knew, the sex she liked, wasn’t relevant any more. Maybe her sex life had a sell-by date, and it was rotting at the back of the fridge, behind the aspirational silken tofu. If this was the case, it was truly the end times. It was, in part, her dystopian mood that had prompted the suggestion of a motorhome trip. And then, to Sarah’s surprise, Juliette had jumped at it. 

The train slowed on the approach to a station and the woman with the phone started to stand up – Sarah’s cue to move and let her pass. She got up and let the woman squeeze with her bags and coat through the narrow gap into the aisle.

‘I hope you enjoyed that,’ the woman said as she passed.

Before thinking, Sarah replied: ‘I enjoyed it more than anything in ages, thank you.’

The woman stopped, stunned. She looked at Sarah’s face and, ascertaining that Sarah was being genuine, nodded, before making her way to the doors.

A few people on the train turned to look at Sarah. Sarah did not feel it would be wise, or respectful, to explain.





The next day, Sarah got up early in her city centre hotel – fresh, like a sober person! There had been no noises in the hotel: no midnight anarchy. No running in the corridors. No smoking in the lifts. Maybe someone had got up at some point and clunked their door with a suitcase because they were getting an early flight, but it had barely woken her. The deathly hum of the aircon soundtracked her facial cleansing routine.

It was strange to be back in Manchester. For so long it had felt like home, like an ex, and now it was like they had almost forgotten each other. A sadness for lost love percolated into her morning coffee. She looked around at the other people having hotel breakfast. Here they all were, visitors, passing through. 

At 9 a.m. she checked out and got a cab to the hire shop. She stood with the man doing the handover on a drizzly forecourt, surrounded by huge white and cream vehicles. She had gone classic: a B-class Hymer, made in the late 80s – boxy lights, an American metal grille on the front, shiny walnut interior, corrugated-metal sides that shone rose gold, big sexy-ass fenders, hubcaps like festive charger plates. It looked cool, but it was small inside. Would she and her sister really be able to spend a week in there together? 

‘Get your leccy plugged in soon as you park up,’ the man said. ‘That’s the big orange cable,’ he went on. 

‘Right.’

He looked at her. ‘You driven anything this big before?’

‘An ice-cream van, once. In a sort of chase situation. Also, a tractor. Drunk. On private land.’ 

‘She’s a good girl,’ he said (yep: She), slapping the van’s bumper. ‘Getting on a bit, but behaves herself if she’s handled right,’ he added with a wink.

Oh fuck’s sake, really, please. As a woman clearly not in her twenties any more, she often had to endure this: men going out of their way to make her still feel sexy. So considerate of them. Sarah had bitten her tongue while he delivered the rest of his macho little handover ceremony: the cartridge toilet, the gas canister, the grey-water release. By the end he was practically doing bench presses with a metal pole on the sofa in the back ‘lounge’. 

‘It’s heavy, this, despite the fact it’s hollow,’ he gasped as he lay on his side, pole aloft, one hand unplugging a grey rubber stopper from the floor. ‘You sure you’re going to be all right?’

‘I’m pretty sure I can handle a foldaway table, yeah, but thanks.’ 

‘Well, it slots into that hole, there. Either end works. Then you just wriggle your top on until it’s in good and locked. Takes a bit of coaxing.’

‘Oh.’ Gross.

‘Where you heading anyway? You want it for a week, did you say?’

‘Yes. We’re heading up to Scotland.’

‘In early March! Why?’

‘It’s my sister’s birthday.’

‘Be careful. People die up there. Of exposure.’ 

‘We’re pretty hardy. I am especially.’

‘Prefer Ireland, myself. Better dairy products. You’re probably lactose intolerant, aren’t you?’

‘What would make you think I was lactose intolerant?’

‘All the young people are these days.’

‘I think a lot of them are just environmentally conscious.’ She considered the motorhome and questioned her choice again. ‘And I’m not young. People telling me I was too young until they started telling me I was too old has already put me behind on the property ladder. I’m the lost generation.’ 

He frowned, confused. 

‘Never mind,’ Sarah said. She thanked him, took the keys and got into the cab.

The Hymer was awful to drive. The dog-leg gearstick refused to get into first, which made stopping and starting stressful. Sarah started to wonder whether she should have just gone for something more modern. But she was determined to stick it out. It was important not to be ageist. The unfiltered morning sun blazed through the windscreen. Sarah remembered she didn’t have her sunglasses. She’d left them at a man’s house, three nights ago. Shit. This was going to be a problem. She wasn’t likely to see him again and had been relieved that he hadn’t messaged her, so she hadn’t even had to ghost him, or be honest. She had simply put their previous chat in her archive, with her drug dealers. So now she just had to look on it as a simple transaction: sex in exchange for her favourite Christian Diors. Had the sex been worth it?

Well. 

‘Ronnie Hotdogs’ was his name. 

Scarlet lingerie was his game.

He had, as Sarah had requested on Feeld, kept a pencil behind his ear and his boxers at half mast. She was going through what she could only presume was a carpenter-fetish phase. The scenario in her mind was a small hallway and rushed, illicit coitus – midway through the construction of some sustainable wood shelving. (Sustainable wood because even in her fantasies, the thought of ecological disaster could put her off. The Earth on fire was not erotic.) Ronnie had obliged, to a point. They had used his hallway, the boxer elastic was tangible on her inner thighs, and the pencil was there, nestled in the nook of his left ear’s upper cartilage, withstanding their slams with admirable tenacity. The only trouble was, it was an IKEA pencil, one of those short stubby wooden ones you get free by the entrance, and Sarah was distracted by the logo and a thousand depressing memories of university rentals and bulk-buying tealights. She almost couldn’t finish. When she eventually did, she had an overwhelming desire for meatballs. Over cocoa and cheese toasties she had questioned his choice of prop, and he had defended himself by saying it was ‘the only pencil he had in the house’. Which only vexed Sarah further, since she had spent a hundred quid on red suspenders at Agent Provocateur. Maybe she really should start doing what her friend Ginny suggested: ‘Tell them your fetish is a year’s subscription to Elle Decor and two bottles of chilled Dom Pérignon’ … But Sarah knew that was a slippery slope. 

She’d get them back, she consoled herself. She would turn up at his house when she got back. Or just, you know, message him. She could see the tortoiseshell Christian Diors on the plant stand by his shoe rack, placed there before she’d gone in for the kill. Damn. She stopped at traffic lights and checked her phone. No new messages. Was he wearing her sunglasses? Would Ronnie Hotdog’s next Feeld conquest spot them and take them as a spoil of passion? Unthinkable. They were great sunglasses. No, Sarah decided, he would not. He seemed the honourable, organised sort. The day before their date he’d sent her a text asking her to confirm the date YES or NO. Like it was a hair appointment. He was a matter-of-fact person. He would not harbour stolen property. Also, he’d disliked her tattoo. Which meant he might be a moral person, too. 

‘Is that an eye?’ he’d asked, working away behind her.

‘It’s a hieroglyph,’ Sarah said, trying not to lose her focus.

He stopped. ‘It’s putting me off,’ he said. ‘I feel like it’s watching me.’

It wasn’t the first time a man had said this, but Sarah pretended it was. That tattoo was regretful, something she’d had done drunk as a teenager. Sarah despised the term ‘tramp stamp’, but it was a tramp stamp.

‘You should get that lasered,’ he said. He’d started to lose his erection.

‘Or we could just change position?’ Sarah said. ‘Give me solutions, not problems, Ronnie.’

You could always rely on the executive chat to get a rise out of them. Missionary it was. Well, Sarah thought, Jesus was the OG carpenter. So that was apt.





Sarah’s mind was pulled into the present as the lights turned to red. She pushed her foot down on the brake and, with effort, the clutch pedal. She yanked the gearstick from fourth to neutral. The motorhome was stubborn, snarling and clunking with every attempt to tame or correct it. 

Seeking solace, she reached for her phone and checked her messages (nothing), then her emails. A little notification popped up telling her she had activated automatic replies. Her OOO. She marvelled at her own brazenness. It was the first time she’d done it, but her boss had made her. Take some time. He was worried about her, she could tell. He thought she was a maniac. But she was a productive maniac. She worked fifteen-hour days most days, and often late into the evening for American Zooms, and she checked and replied to her emails all weekend, if any came in. She’d told herself for five years that she’d slow down but after the pandemic, she seemed to be speeding up. It might not be a problem. She loved her job, but more than that, Sarah loved doing a good job. But she should have boundaries. Boundaries. Like she was a landlocked country and there was infantry on every side awaiting the opportunity to besiege her. But she’d do it. She’d try. She’d drink the millennial Kool-Aid. Writing an out-of-office message had felt like the most boundaried thing Sarah had ever done in her entire life. It was two lines long and had taken hours of construction. 

Hello,

I am away until 10th March. I’ll get back to you after that.

Thanks,

Sarah

WOAH. HOLD UP. WHO WAS THIS ICE-COOL BITCH?

Sarah, that’s who.

Sarah going on holiday.

Yeah.

Holiday. 

The last time Sarah had gone on holiday, she’d gone to Crete for five days with the one man who had ever counted as a boyfriend, Eric. It was a delicious time – sex on tap. All of their randy detonations. The sauce of his scalp. The salt of his legs. But watching people around the pool, Sarah had felt irked by their indolence. Why are they all just lying around, doing nothing? she found herself constantly thinking. Then she’d had to have a word with herself. They’re on holiday, Sarah. And, newsflash: so are you. But she wasn’t. Whenever she was on holiday, Sarah presumed – unfairly, she knew, but so be it – that everyone else on holiday was less intelligent than her. After all, they were on holiday. They were clearly stupid enough to be wasting days, if not weeks, of precious time. Also, being around other people in non-work situations gave Sarah anxiety. Outside of the professional realm, she wasn’t sure what she was entitled to. She was one of those people who needed to make sure she got a sun lounger. A seat. A strawberry from the fruit cocktail on the breakfast buffet. She hated trains – the anxiety of the platform – knowing it was important to be adult and wait, but also wanting to elbow everyone else out of the way to get a seat. Was anxiety an extension of the ego? Had to be. Anxiety was, more often than not, Sarah had deduced, a panic that you would not get the thing you deserved. In Crete, Eric had said: ‘Why not consider, Sarah, the worst that would happen if you didn’t get down to the pool early?’ Really, he should have been her therapist. Really, he sort of had been her therapist. Sarah had looked at the pool, towel in hand. ‘That’s a horrible visualisation, Eric. Obviously, I wouldn’t get a sun lounger.’ 

‘And then what?’

‘I would have nowhere to sit. Or lounge.’

‘You could sit on a chair. Or a wall. Or the grass.’

‘I want a lounger.’

‘Why?’ 

‘To relax.’

‘But you’re not relaxed, are you? You’re stressed – about getting a lounger.’ 

Eric had a point. He was one to extend a point, though; some might say wring it out. ‘All I’m saying is,’ he went on (he did like to go on), ‘it might shave more years off your life to worry about getting a lounger, to get up at 6 a.m. and run down with a towel, than it would to just sit on the ground and have no mental stress. Just go with the flow of the holiday, so it’s an actual … holiday? Rather than … chillaxing in the panic room?’

Bah. The voice of reason. It was such a turn-on and a turn-off at the same time. But Eric hadn’t had sciatica like Sarah so really he had no idea what he was talking about. He did, however, have a hypermobile thumb and very big, warm arms which Sarah missed, sometimes, on certain nights in December. It had ended when he’d wanted more intimacy and she had told him that she didn’t need his opinion on anything. ‘I just can’t consume any more opinion. How do people have room in their heads for all these OPINIONS?’ she’d ranted. He had been hurt by that. He had just been trying to make her feel better about a work thing. But he didn’t get it. The world was so full of opinions; everyone had an opinion on everything, all the time. She couldn’t take any more input, and certainly not in the bedroom. Why couldn’t she and Eric just fuck and leave it at that? Talk more with your lover, everyone said. No, Sarah thought, with your lover you should really focus on talking less.

On the Cretan holiday, by the pool, a woman’s legs had broken Sarah’s heart. They were muscular, shaded in the lines and creases behind the knee, along the hamstring. Sarah had stared at those legs for many minutes. God, they were good legs. They reminded Sarah of that technique at school with a 2B pencil to create depth: cross-hatching. Strong, sturdy, perfectly shaded legs. They were legs that parked an estate car in a tidy garage, legs that folded themselves neatly, effortlessly, under crisp white tablecloths. Legs that walked around supermarkets buying ingredients that made actual meals. They were legs that went on biannual, fortnight-long holidays. They were legs from a life that Sarah would never know. 

Speaking of which …

Sarah turned the motorhome into Juliette’s tiny street – a cul-de-sac in a leafy part of South Manchester. She drove to the end of the road – they’d trick-or-treated here with the kids last October, summer-partied here last July – and parked up next to Johnnie’s Alfa Romeo (a fuckboy car if ever she saw one; Sarah was on to him – had been for ten years, mate) and checked her face in the mirror. You didn’t want to see your younger, prettier sister without checking you looked at least halfway hot.

Her harsh self-appraisal was loosening, but it was still a daily bind. Mostly she felt lost and hypocritical. Ginny had made her do an exercise months ago, on a sunny afternoon at Ginny’s bougie little flat on Kemptown seafront. They were wrapped up in scarves and beanies, drinking languorously amongst the seed-heads of alliums. Half-shells of coconuts filled with seeds and waxy fat bobbed on the branches of the balconette’s one small magnolia tree. Ginny was not what you’d call a keen gardener, although she did love the birds. On Sarah’s previous sobriety jaunts, Ginny had pointed out that getting wrecked a few times a month and being sober-ish the rest of the time was, in fact, a form of moderation. But Ginny had more restraint in general. More class, you could say. For her own kicks, Ginny had obsessions with porn stars she DM’d and occasionally met up with for brunch. It didn’t appeal to Sarah – it was too much of a mash-up. It was tasting Keely and moving offices. Maybe this was why Sarah wasn’t cut out for the modern world. Sarah thought all parts of you evolved as you grew older, except your sexual deviancies. Those were the same they always were. Hardwired. Ingrained in your reptile parts. Your politics could shift, but your tastes were set. She could never be turned on by certain combinations, in the same way that she could never put black pepper on a strawberry.

‘I had an idea for an activity today.’ Ginny was a great facilitator, and on the day amongst the alliums, she was on a feminist tip. ‘We’re going to make a list of older women we admire,’ she said. She tore off two A4 sheets from a refill pad and put one in front of Sarah with a chewed, lidless biro. The other she placed in front of herself. Then they made their lists: Oprah, Iris Apfel, Olivia Colman, Joni Mitchell, Sandra Oh, Janis Joplin, Fran Lebowitz … Sarah sat back and regarded her list in the sunshine.

‘Now,’ said Ginny, like the magician she was, ‘what do we notice about these lists?’

‘Our handwriting’s appalling. We should have written them before the six glasses of wine.’

Ginny shook her head. Ginny was luscious. Sarah didn’t use that word often, but she was. ‘None of these women are traditionally pretty and thin,’ Ginny said. ‘They are characterful, complex, wise, accomplished and compelling. They are engaged and deep.’

Sarah had immediately felt guilty for reducing Ginny to ‘luscious’.

‘So if they are our aspirational model of an older woman,’ Ginny continued, ‘why do we force the metrics of “pretty” and “thin” upon ourselves? I constantly do things to make myself thinner and prettier. But the women I admire from afar possess different qualities. So why do I not cherish those things in myself, and seek to nurture them, and make choices based on that nurture? Why do I spend time and energy facilitating the shallow things?’ 

Ginny consoled herself with a Camel Blue and a freshened glass of Whispering Angel.

Sarah thought hard. She loved hanging out with Ginny, and she wanted to answer well. She always wanted to impress Ginny, who was two years older and twenty years wiser. ‘Because … we’re socially conditioned to want to be pretty and thin?’

Ginny sucked hard on her cigarette. ‘That doesn’t give us the whole answer, I don’t think. Or we would judge these women we admire by those things, too.’

Sarah knew Ginny had been thinking on this for some time. 

‘Leave it with me,’ said Sarah. ‘I’ll circle back.’

‘Circle back,’ repeated Ginny, who was a manager too.

They finished the wine, and some more wine. As the sun was setting, Ginny said suddenly, as though plucking it from the inner sanctum of her most precious brain: ‘I think it has something to do with saying goodbye to the girl.’

Sarah jolted in her seat. ‘Which girl?’

‘The girl,’ said Ginny. ‘There’s only ever one. For all of us.’

Sarah presumed Ginny was thinking of a lost lover from her college days. She had gone to boarding school and Cambridge. Besides, it was almost Christmas. Show a person some fairy lights and booze and they were instantly at the mercy of nostalgia. But Ginny’s words had haunted her since. Who was the girl? And why did she have to say goodbye?





Sarah pulled onto Juliette’s gravel drive. She turned off the ignition and hopped down from the cab, her boots crunching as she landed. She walked towards the house. Well, that’s disappointing, Sarah thought as she saw the new sign in Juliette’s porch window. No junk mail, no religious groups, no cold callers. Not only that – there was an extra sign on the actual letterbox, done on a strip by a Dymo label-maker, saying: Did you see the sign about junk mail?

Fuck me, Sarah thought. Or fuck Juliette. Because clearly no one was. (Besides, two Christmases ago, Sarah had seen Juliette use a ‘Rare Pearls’ rollerball. By Avon. The sign in the porch was a ruse.) 

Reassured in her life choices, Sarah rang the bell.

Juliette answered. She’d styled her hair – blonde locks plaited up either side of her head and pinned on top, like a stern German governess crossed with a Coppola-lit Kirsten Dunst. There she was. Juliette. Infinitely more boundaried. Surer, seriouser, sexier. 

Juliette’s youngest, Harpo, appeared in the hall behind her. He was wearing one of those kids’ T-shirts saying ‘THE FUTURE’ that irked Sarah instantly. These were T-shirts bought by parents who wanted to feel more important than they feared they were. Harpo let out a solemn miaow.

‘He’s being a cat,’ said Juliette.

‘Okay. Thanks for the intel.’ A sarcastic look that was appreciated by Juliette.

Sarah stooped to cuddle Harpo. 

‘It’s been three days now,’ said Juliette. There’s bowls all over the kitchen floor. I’m praying this isn’t a self-identification thing I have to deal with at the pre-school.’

Sarah pulled back and regarded her nephew. ‘I’m sure we pretended to be various things, didn’t we, back in the day?’

Harpo miaowed an angry sentence which had the intonation of I’M NOT PRETENDING.

‘Only characters from films, I think?’ said Juliette. ‘He’s gone quite method, really. I’ve had to consider getting a litter tray.’

Sarah looked at Juliette with alarm. Harpo looked sad again.

‘He’s in a mood because he can’t come with us,’ explained Juliette.

‘Oh, puss.’ Sarah crouched and tickled Harpo’s chin. He blew his lips, purring. ‘It’s going to be so dull. Your mum and I are going to be stuck in a van with each other for a week, talking about how ancient we are.’ 

Harpo stared at Sarah, then looked towards the van. He did a moue worthy of a Parisian dame. He was the tougher half of the crowd. Sarah had a better relationship with Juliette’s older and savvier child, Molly – a sharp-faced girl of nine, queen of withering looks and hyperactive dances. When Molly was a baby, Sarah had felt as though she could have put her whole body in her mouth and eaten up the fruity little solidity of her. Watching Molly learn and grow was the purest delight Sarah had ever known – she surrendered to another female’s glory, maybe even for the first time in her life. But when Juliette had told Sarah she was pregnant again, with a boy of all things, Sarah had felt ransacked. A boy? Why the need for that? It was excessive in every way. What about Molly? Sarah had joked to Juliette: ‘Congrats, dude, you have a penis inside you ALL THE TIME.’ Juliette hadn’t laughed. No one at the family barbecue had laughed. Johnnie, Juliette’s husband (imagine marrying someone with the same first initial as you, the daily cringe, the monogrammed bathrobe and handkerchief confusion …) had a look in his eyes that said, Mmmmmmmmm cheers for sexualising my unborn child. Johnnie had a lot of special looks for Sarah. Then, in a strange emotional bypass, Harpo hadn’t taken to Sarah like Molly had. Fine. Let him … do whatever boys did. Bounce off walls. Wank in shoeboxes. Whatever. She could toss him some gems. Sarah had thought of advice already for when he was a teenager and asked her how to get girls. ‘Let them come to you.’ But primarily, Sarah was an Aunt Of Women. She was committed to being there for Molly to guide her through the vipers’ nest. She’d be a sagacious presence in her niece’s life. She could even invest in a muumuu when the time was right. The raiment of maturity.

‘Where’s Molly?’

‘Ballet. She sends her love.’

‘Sends her love? Is she suddenly thirty?’

Harpo scampered off up the stairs. ‘IT’S ONLY A WEEK, I LOVE YOU!’ Juliette yelled, in the panicked descant she used with her kids. Juliette started lugging out her bags and Sarah stepped in to assist. The smell of Juliette’s house affronted Sarah, like always. Onions and damp. She and Juliette used to have a house that they couldn’t smell. As children they walked through the same front door and smelled … nothing. As John Cooper Clarke said: ‘The smell of one’s house cannot be known.’ The smell of one’s house was for others only. Now, Juliette’s house smelled alien to Sarah. Unheimlich. Did that mean the fragrance of their childhood home was a combination – a cocktail – of the four of them that they all acclimatised to? Did Sarah’s flat in London smell weird to Juliette, when she occasionally pit-stopped there en route to conference days, or France?

Sarah remembered one time Juliette had brought Molly with her to stay because they’d come down to see Frozen: The Musical. She had woken to hear them in the bathroom together – it was a small flat – like sisters or women at a club, Juliette whispering loudly, or loudly enough for Sarah to hear in her bedroom: ‘Just wipe your hands on that [the dressing gown hanging on the back of the door, had to be] – there’s NO TOWEL.’ 

Sarah had put a towel in there as soon as she’d got up.

What had really hurt was that she had given Juliette and Molly the best towels she had – and Juliette hadn’t noticed. They’d been on the dresser in their room when they arrived, and they were there, pristine and folded, when they left. They had gone to the bathroom without their special guest towels, like commoners. What had made it better, though, was that in Juliette’s open case the next day Sarah had spied the same fragrance body lotion – the beauty range of a mid-price high-street clothes shop – that Sarah had got her for her birthday two years previously. It couldn’t be the same bottle, it was brand new. Which meant Juliette had bought it again, after using it up. That Sarah had chosen that body lotion for Juliette had meant something. And on they went. There was an act of affection to neutralise every act of betrayal – and vice versa. The eternal book balancing of siblingdom.

In Juliette’s hall, Sarah’s eyes followed the wall – rows of hooks filled with rucksacks and duffel coats. Puddlesuits hung like carcasses. A sliver of lounge revealed two cats dozing on the back of the sofa. Beyond that, out through the bifolds, a vegetable patch in the garden, overgrown in early spring. The house was small and simple, and Juliette was content. It was a word you hardly ever heard in the modern world, much less applied to a living, breathing person, but so it was. That was how Sarah described Juliette when people asked her how her sister was. Content. But Sarah didn’t buy it, not fully. In her eyes, Juliette had stepped into the drag show of the nuclear family and never stepped out. Meanwhile, Sarah felt that Juliette still saw Sarah’s lifestyle as a deliberate act of delinquency. Found anyone yet found anyone yet found anyone yet? was the constant line of enquiry from all angles, her sister included. It implied that, rather than intentionally curating her wild and precious life, Sarah was always searching for some kind of pairing, an inner radar on, bleating out a lonely pulse. All of which made her feel not so much a person as a pair of Bluetooth headphones, endlessly seeking to be twinned. She and Juliette were vastly different, and Sarah had always put that down to the age difference: almost three years. Somehow that meant they were opposed, rather than close. There had been no social media in the 90s and people raved about the freedom of that, but Sarah had never known freedom, not with Juliette around. Juliette held Sarah to account, she scrutinised her and demanded to know her reasons, her location, her status. Juliette was the ultimate follower. She liked things Sarah said and did to get attention. The illusion was that Juliette was hooked to Sarah, but Sarah was just as hooked to Juliette. It was as though the things she said and did only had meaning when Juliette bore witness to them. Maybe Sarah’s use of social media these days was about trying to get back the level of scrutiny she’d once felt, growing up with a sister. Sarah was older. She’d absorbed more of the madness, shielded Juliette from more. At least in the beginning. At least at home. Sarah went for bigger men, arty men – she wasn’t averse to someone a bit beastly, clever and funny and nimble of wit, ideally smarter than her before she had the chance to get bored or turned off. 





They pulled the holdalls out into the porch. 

‘Where’s Johnnie?’ Sarah asked. ‘Foraging for wild edibles? Taking his lumberjack exams?’

‘You are hilarious,’ said Juliette.

But Johnnie was more hilarious. Always in a hat worthy of sub-zero Canada. Always bragging about his sourdough. Always an hour away from an ice plunge. Always considering how to increase longevity. For what? To be deeply boring for a bit longer? It was an odd goal in Sarah’s eyes. Longevity seemed pointless when you were as tedious as Johnnie. Worse still: it was rude. If you’re going to live longer, make an effort to be at least halfway fucking interesting, mate.

He was always listening to American bro health podcasts and walking around with a wireless bone-conducting headphone constantly on, like a David Lynch character. Like he was being controlled by some higher power, such as Andrew Huberman. He was always wanging on about zone-two fat-burning exercise and the evils of alcohol and sugar in general. Paleo? You bet-eo. The man made his own nut mixes. He was part of the anti-party movement in Sarah’s eyes. One of the ones who had started to kill it for everyone. A leading global force in destroying the cultural climate. He’d found his path and now constantly had to justify it by razing to the ground anyone who thought differently. He was loud, he was opinionated, SURE. He was rich, came from a good family. Initially, she had enjoyed his natural melancholy and extreme good fortune and enormous talent. Now, she just thought he was a dick. Sarah could imagine him down the gym, educating everyone ruthlessly on the correct dumbbells for maximum muscle rip. He had a very square head, like Buzz Lightyear.

‘Let’s go!!’ Juliette yelled. ‘BYE, JOHNNIE!’ 

Juliette closed the door and stepped out onto the gravel drive. She peered at the van. ‘Woah. Antique. It’s not going
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