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Dedication

For my mum and dad




Epigraph

They fuck you up, your mum and dad. 

They may not mean to, but they do. 

They fill you with the faults they had

And add some extra, just for you.

But they were fucked up in their turn

By fools in old-style hats and coats, 

Who half the time were soppy-stern

And half at one another’s throats.

Man hands on misery to man.

It deepens like a coastal shelf.

Get out as early as you can,

And don’t have any kids yourself.

‘This Be The Verse’

Philip Larkin
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Family plot

That winter, before the argument that changed everything, Lena was happiest eating sandwiches in Kensal Green Cemetery. She ate them once a month or so, on a bench in the shade of an oak tree, with her twin sister Alison, her father Tom, and her mother, Sheila. Though her mother didn’t actually eat the sandwiches, because she was dead. 

Sheila Delancey

1952–2017

The words on the temporary wooden cross didn’t really do her mother justice. Which wasn’t the wooden cross’s fault. How were you supposed to distil someone’s life into an epitaph? Especially someone as alive as her mother had been? She’d had a New York accent and she’d talked quickly, as if she knew her time was running out. She’d dyed her hair pillar-box red and she’d worn a lot of waterproof mascara (just as well, because she’d cried easily – Lena had once reduced her to tears by describing the plot of the musical episode of Buffy). She’d called everyone ‘baby’, and she had been a biochemist before she had children, and every year she’d stayed up all night to make Lena and Alison a birthday cake each. ‘Why should you have to share? We should teach girls to have desires! To take up space!’ she would say, before swearing at her Italian meringue. She had entered the Great British Bake Off once, but she didn’t make it past the second round of the selection process (probably because of the swearing). If only she’d been chosen. Imagine all the footage they’d have of her, just doing ordinary things: wearing oven gloves and setting a kitchen timer and flirting with Paul Hollywood. 

‘We have to sort out a proper headstone,’ Lena said, on the second Sunday in December, as the remaining Delanceys sat side by side, gazing at the grave. ‘Maybe something slightly less enormous than that one.’ She nodded to the marble column that marked the grave next to her mother’s. A couple – Barry and Nigel – were buried there. An optimistic vase sat at the foot of the ledger stone, forever empty.

‘It’ll have to be quite big, or it’ll look out of proportion,’ Alison said. They had finished their sandwiches and had moved on to plum tart (Alison’s contribution to the picnic – she made a lot of frangipane when she was approaching an illustration deadline).

‘Have you seen how much headstones cost?’ Tom said, brushing crumbs from his beard.

‘It’s not really an optional expense, Dad,’ Lena pointed out. ‘I can pay for it, if money’s an issue.’ 

‘It’s not the money, Lenny. It’s the principle.’ Tom reached for a second piece of tart and Lena moved the Tupperware away from him. He had a sweet tooth and an angina diagnosis; an unfortunate combination. ‘Bloody vultures, these memorial masons, preying on the recently bereaved.’ 

‘I’m not sure we count as “recently bereaved” any more,’ Alison said.

Alison had a point. Two years, three months and twelve days had passed since the night in the hospital when their mother’s internal organs had shut down one by one, as though someone was flicking off the lights. Sometimes Lena felt like she was still standing there, blinking in the darkness. There aren’t many silver linings to losing your mother unexpectedly on an ordinary Tuesday, but the happiness Lena felt when she was with her father and her sister was definitely one of them. It was the fierce sort of happiness you only experience when you’re aware of the abyss that’s waiting on the other side, just out of sight. Before, she had taken her parents for granted. Before, she and Alison had mostly communicated via Mariah Carey GIFs and the yellow heart emoji. Now, some of her favourite Sunday afternoons were spent sitting between Tom and Alison on a wooden bench, grumbling about memorial masonry. 

‘I like simple gravestones. Like Blanche Bridge’s,’ Tom said, showing them an image on his phone: a white headstone covered in dense black text. ‘The writer. Have you read her work? She’s buried in Kensal Green somewhere. You know we’re related to her?’

‘Yes, Dad,’ Lena said.

Tom’s face fell a little. He had always been a mansplainer, but Lena had only noticed in recent years, since there had been a word to describe it. 

‘Be nice if your mum’s headstone echoed hers in some way, is what I was thinking,’ he said, defensive. ‘Seeing as Kensal Green is sort of the family plot.’ Tom was proud of his ancestors. Apparently, the Delanceys were descended from a long line of writers, stretching back to Edmund Delancey, a dreadful Elizabethan poet who had written obsequious odes to Elizabeth I: My heart doth rage / Yet my mistress stays; / Would my courage / Could her soul amaze. Then there was Richard Delancey (real name Eleanor) who wrote fat Victorian novels about parsonages that weren’t as good as George Eliot’s. Blanche Bridge was a wonderful writer, though – she’d written light comic novels at the turn of the century, and was rumoured to have had an affair with Vita Sackville-West before Virginia Woolf came along. Tom was a writer, too – he’d had a few short stories published in his twenties – and Lena had always thought she might write a novel one day, seeing as it was in her blood.

‘I can ask Jim if he’ll give us mates’ rates,’ Alison said quietly. (She said everything quietly. She did not take after their mother.)

‘Who?’

‘Jim. He was at art school with me, but he’s retrained as a stonemason. He specializes in gargoyles.’

‘Ideal,’ Tom said. ‘It’ll be my grave too, soon enough.’

‘Dad.’ Lena wished he wouldn’t joke about that sort of thing.

‘What? We’ve all got to die eventually. By the way, when I go, I’d like a bench dedicated to me. But not here. On Hampstead Heath.’

‘Stop it,’ Alison said.

‘Or a charitable foundation in my name.’

‘You only get one of those if you die young,’ Lena said.

Alison laughed at that. Their father didn’t. ‘Right, that’s it,’ he said. ‘I’m cutting you out of my will.’

‘You have to actually write a will before you can cut us out of it,’ Lena pointed out. 

‘Yeah, yeah.’ Tom crushed the silver foil from his sandwich into a ball. ‘Anyway, you horrible lot. What do you want for Christmas?’

‘For you to write a will,’ Alison said. ‘It’s totally irresponsible, not having one.’

‘You’re ganging up on me.’ Tom wasn’t smiling now.

‘What do you want?’ Lena asked him.

‘A new set of arteries would be great.’ 

‘I’ll see what I can do.’

They sat on the bench in silence for a while, as the oak leaves shimmered in the wind, thinking about mortality. At least, that’s what Lena was thinking about. That, and how small their family seemed: small enough to fit on a bench, now, if you didn’t count Adam, her husband, and Suria, Alison’s wife. Even if you did count them, they could probably perch on the arms, or something. Family gatherings were too quiet and polite, these days. It wasn’t a coincidence that she and Alison had both started trying for a baby.

‘I was a bit mean to Dad today,’ Lena told Adam that night. She was lying with her legs up the wall, even though she knew the wall thing was a myth. 

‘I’m sure you weren’t,’ Adam said. ‘You’re never mean.’ He was lying with his legs up the wall, too, in solidarity.

‘I was a bit. I had a go at him again, for not writing a will. And I told him off for eating pastry.’

‘Only because you love him.’ Adam took her hand in his. ‘I reckon we’ve made a baby this time. That sex felt really procreation-y.’

‘I don’t know,’ Lena said. ‘I’m thirty-five. My eggs have probably all shrivelled up—’

‘Thirty-five isn’t old!’

‘I found a white pubic hair the other day.’ 

‘So? I’ve got loads of them. I prefer to think of them as silver plated.’

‘Platinum pubes,’ she said.

‘Exactly. And look at how smooth your hands are! You’re extremely biologically young. Basically a teenager.’

She laughed and turned to look at Adam as he sat up, pushing his messy golden hair out of his eyes; he looked particularly handsome in the warm light from the bedside lamp, his fine nose and square jaw in sharp relief against the shadows. Lena liked herself more when she was around Adam. That’s why she had fallen for him all those years ago, at a Bristol University Conservation Group meeting. She hadn’t actually intended to go to the meeting – she’d stumbled into the wrong room on the way to a hip-hop dance class, and there he was, giving an impassioned speech about the plight of the greater mouse-eared bat. He had smiled at her and she’d felt a flash of warmth, a thrill of energy, and that had been that. He had asked for her number and she had laughed all the way back to her halls, thinking, is it supposed to be as easy as this? Their relationship had been easy ever since. They had said ‘I love you’ after three dates and moved in together straight after graduation, and they’d eaten such delicious sushi on their honeymoon in Tokyo that Lena sometimes still thought about it, late at night. Over the years, they had started to argue about the recycling bin, and they had started calling each other ‘Donkey’ and ‘Pony’ during a trip to Vauxhall City Farm and couldn’t seem to stop, and whenever they went through Clapham Junction on the train, Lena knew Adam would look out of the window and say, ‘My parents lived here in their twenties. On Lavender Sweep, just up there.’ And until they had started trying, sex had become a special-occasion thing, like going to the theatre. They’d always enjoyed it, and resolved to do it more often, but it was easier just to stay on the sofa, watching BBC crime dramas and scrolling through Instagram, envying people with kitchen extensions. Still, he always laughed at her jokes, no matter how many times he’d heard them, and at dinner parties she often caught him looking around the table, marvelling at the way she entertained people. She was lucky to have him, even though he sometimes called her ‘Pony’ in public. ‘You’re the best person I’ve ever met,’ he sometimes told her. She never said it back, because she had Alison. He was definitely in her top three, though.

‘Want to go again?’ Adam said now.

‘All right. And then I better do some Christmas shopping.’

Lena sat on the sofa while Adam took a shower. Paddington 2 had just started on BBC One. The bear was desperate to buy the perfect present for his Aunt Lucy; Lena sympathized. She was browsing the Moleskine website, wondering whether her father might like a monogrammed notebook, when a GoogleAd popped up, advertising Genealogy DNA test kits. Not a terrible idea for a Christmas present, actually; her father had always wondered whether his ancestor, Edmund Delancey, was descended from French merchants, or whether he’d just changed his name to make himself sound more aristocratic. Give the gift of family history this Christmas! the advert said. 23 pairs of chromosomes. One unique you! Karla, a fellow associate in the litigation team, had got her DNA results a few weeks previously and discovered that although she had an Australian passport, her genes were mostly Scottish. Now she was threatening to host a Burns supper. ‘I might have a go at making haggis,’ she’d said. ‘I’ve always loved offal. Now I know why!’ Lena had told her that Suria, who was actually Scottish, hated haggis and bagpipes and, indeed, kilts, but Karla wasn’t bothered. ‘She should take a DNA test, too. She sounds pretty bland. She’s probably English.’

If there hadn’t been a special offer, Lena might not have bought the DNA tests. If her father hadn’t mentioned Blanche Bridge earlier that day, she might have panic-bought him an engraved pen or a pair of noise-cancelling headphones. But there was, and he had, so she tapped her card details into the Genealogy DNA website. All over the world, strangers were doing the same, innocently buying incendiary devices that they would wrap beautifully and leave under Christmas trees, ready to detonate on the twenty-fifth of December.




Special occasion

‘Alison, see if I conceive a baby while you’re looking at Instagram? I’m going to murder you—’

‘I’m not. I’m emailing Jim about Mum’s headstone—’

‘Can you put your phone away, please?’ 

Alison did as she was told. She stared at the floor of the cramped consulting room, averting her gaze while the embryologist fiddled around with a catheter. 

Suria was lying on a bed that reminded Alison of a sex swing she’d once tried out with an ex-girlfriend: ergonomic, but hard to get in and out of. The swing had been black, though, and this bed was cream. Everything in the fertility clinic was pastel and twee, the opposite of sexy. Which was appropriate, really, as there was going to be zero sex involved in the making of this baby. 

For the third time in twelve months, Aoife, the nurse, crouched between Suria’s knees and said, ‘Could you slide your bum towards me a bit? Grand, that’s it.’ 

Suria nodded, sullen, and shifted forward. She had taken against Aoife at their very first appointment; Aoife had said, ‘Been anywhere nice on holiday? You’ve a lovely tan,’ and refused to believe it when Suria told her she wasn’t tanned, she was just half-Malaysian. Alison took Suria’s hand and thanked the universe that her wife was willing to go through all this – catheters and speculums and strangers staring into her vagina and casual racism – so they could be a family. Alison couldn’t wait to carry her children on her shoulders, to embarrass them at the school gates, to accuse them of treating the house like a hotel, and her longing for a baby increased with every round of IUI and every negative pregnancy test, but she was very glad she wasn’t the one with her feet in the stirrups. 

Emily, the embryologist, handed a vial of sperm to Alison. ‘Just check it’s got the right code on it for me.’ She smiled a tight smile.

Alison checked the code against the receipt from the sperm bank, reading it forwards and backwards and forwards again, the way she checked her bank details every time she invoiced a client. ‘It’s the right sperm,’ she said. Although she wondered, briefly, if it would really matter if there were a mix-up. 

‘Has that ever happened?’ Suria asked. ‘Has anyone ever been impregnated with the wrong sperm?’

‘Jesus, not at this clinic! That we know of!’ Aoife said. Emily, who was drawing the sperm into the catheter, said nothing. ‘Here we go!’ Aoife said. ‘Little pinch, OK?’

‘This is actually quite painful.’ Suria’s shoulders were hunched.

‘Not as painful as giving birth,’ Emily said. ‘Or so I hear. Haven’t done it, myself.’

‘Nor me. Don’t fancy it,’ said Aoife, cheerfully, from between Suria’s legs.

Me neither, Alison had wanted to say. She couldn’t bear the idea of maternity clothes and breastfeeding and midwives calling her ‘Mum’, as though she had given birth to an entire team of NHS professionals. She didn’t mind that she wouldn’t be related to her child, because she loved plenty of people she wasn’t related to – and this way she’d get to be a parent without having to push an actual human being out of her vagina.

‘All done!’ Aoife said, snapping off her gloves. ‘I’m thinking good thoughts for you. A positive pregnancy test in time for Christmas. Or – whatever festival you celebrate.’ 

‘It’s not exactly a romantic way of making a baby, is it?’ Suria said, taking Alison’s hand, as they walked down Harley Street. ‘A racist nurse stabbing my cervix with a catheter.’ 

The sun was setting, though it was only four. Workers in high-vis jackets and Santa hats were emptying dustbins into the back of a roaring lorry. 

‘Would it be more romantic if we went to Fischer’s for hot chocolate?’ Alison asked.

Suria checked her watch. ‘Aye, OK. EastEnders doesn’t start till seven thirty.’

Fischer’s was a decadent-feeling Austrian restaurant with tiled walls, leather booths and portraits of eccentric Europeans. They sat at a table beneath a huge, old-fashioned railway clock. Suria’s mood had swung upwards, and she smiled so broadly at the waiter, as he placed their cups carefully on white saucers, that he asked, ‘Special occasion?’

‘Yes!’ 

‘Well,’ Alison said, as the waiter walked away, ‘we’ll know in two weeks whether it’s a special occasion or not.’

Suria stood up. ‘Meet me in the women’s toilets in, like, two minutes.’

‘Why?’

‘Just do it. Wait a bit, though, so it doesn’t look weird.’

As Alison sat, looking at the paintings of women dressed in bustles and men smoking pipes, the waiter approached again. ‘Is it her birthday? Your friend?’

Why not, Alison thought. ‘Yes.’

The waiter nodded and smiled. 

Alison pointed to the Ladies. ‘Just going—’ She had never been able to say the word ‘toilet’ without blushing.

Suria pulled her into a cubicle. ‘Take your jeans off.’

‘No!’

‘OK. You can do me.’ Suria was already unbuckling her belt. 

‘There are other people here!’

‘So? We used to do this—’

‘When we were, like, twenty-five—’

‘Pretend to be twenty-five.’ 

Suria braced herself against the cubicle wall. She looked hot, and Alison missed being young and spontaneous, so she knelt down and said, ‘Fingers?’

‘Tongue!’ 

Alison hesitated. ‘It’s weird, though. There’s sperm up there!’

‘Yeah, but above the cervix. It’s not like you’ll be able to taste it.’

A revolting thought. Fortunately, grief had taught Alison to compartmentalize. She used her tongue.

Suria grabbed a handful of her hair – painful but a turn-on, the way things sometimes are. ‘I’m going to come—’

‘Shh!’

They heard a flush from the next-door cubicle.

‘Don’t stop!’

Alison started to fuck her, two fingers, then three, and then Suria was shuddering, hands still in Alison’s hair.

‘Better?’ Alison asked afterwards, as she washed her hands and face. 

‘Better,’ Suria said, zipping up her jeans. 

Their hot chocolates weren’t hot any more.

‘Worth it,’ Suria said, sipping hers. 

‘You’ve got a chocolate moustache.’ Alison reached across to wipe it away. As she sat back in her seat, she noticed the waiter walking slowly towards them, proudly carrying a piece of chocolate cake with a sparkler in it, as though he was taking part in a small but important parade. 

‘Happy birthday to you,’ the waiter sang.

‘Happy birthday to you!’ sang the other customers.

‘Happy birthday dear—’ 

‘Suria,’ Alison clarified.

‘Happy birthday to you!’ 

Suria blew out the sparkler. ‘Sorry. Bit hormonal,’ she said, as the waiter took a step back, alarmed. ‘These are happy tears.’

Later, they curled into each other on the sofa and watched EastEnders. The Slater family were shouting at each other about Hayley, who had, apparently, done a runner. But Alison wasn’t really paying attention.

‘Stop double screening,’ Suria said, frowning at Alison’s phone.

‘Sorry. Just a minute.’ Jim had replied. What an honour to be asked! Kensal Green’s a lovely spot to be buried.

She texted her sister and father. Jim’s up for making Mum’s headstone.

Her father replied right away. And I’m attempting to write a will! 

‘Please put your phone down—’

‘Hang on.’ Another text from her dad. Shall I just leave the house to both of you jointly? I feel like King Lear, dividing my kingdom in two.

Lena replied, You could always hold a competition to see which of us loves you more? That always ends well.

Suria was reading over her shoulder. ‘What are they on about?’

‘Shakespeare in-jokes.’ Alison tossed her phone on to the sofa.

‘Pretentious wankers. Can’t we have Christmas just the two of us this year?’

Alison shook her head. ‘I love the pretentious wankers.’




Will (or won’t)

Tom sat at his untidy desk, searching his inbox for the email Lena had sent, over a year ago now, with the details of a solicitor who could help him draw up his will. He was supposed to be working on a short story, but the words wouldn’t come – and besides, his daughters were right, it was high time he sorted out his estate. Not that there was much of an estate to sort out: all he had to leave them was the house on Dyne Road, which had been remortgaged so many times that he couldn’t afford to retire. He and Sheila had always spent more than they’d earned. One unforgettably horrible morning when the girls were about eight, bailiffs had arrived at the door. He’d made Lena and Alison crouch behind the sofa until the coast was clear. He knew it was unforgettably horrible because they still talked about it, sometimes. Lena had been terrified of debt ever since. His fault, in other words, that she’d become a corporate litigator.

Still, the house was now worth a disgusting amount of money, thanks to gentrification and Kilburn’s excellent transport links. Lena occasionally tried to persuade him to sell up and buy a two-bedroom flat so that he could retire, but that was unthinkable. He was rooted to it, like the buddleia growing in the brickwork. He only really knew who he was in the context of NW6. There was the Kiln Theatre, which used to be the Tricycle, where he and Sheila used to go for a glass of wine and a movie on Sunday nights. There was his daughters’ old nursery, shut down shortly after they left because inspectors had found rat droppings in the baby room. And there was Dyne Road itself, a terrace of Victorian houses, neat as teeth. Most of the other houses in the street were shinier and whiter than his. Number 14 looked as though it could do with a trip to the hygienist. He ought to pay someone to give it a lick of paint – another thing he hadn’t got around to. 

A removal van parked up outside the window. The woman who’d bought the ground-floor flat next door was moving in. Recently divorced, according to Mr Walcott at number 18. Tom stood up to get a better look at her. She was about his age, with grey hair, a leather jacket and a fondness for pot plants, judging by the contents of her removal van. She turned and saw him staring and gave him a quick wave. How humiliating. He waved back, then tugged the curtains closed and sat down again. He hoped she hadn’t noticed his unironed shirt, or his unkempt hair, or the mess in his office: electricity bills and newspapers and half-drunk cups of tea. No wonder he hadn’t got round to writing his will, when so many other things were demanding his attention. He pushed the papers together and added them to the pile on the floor behind him. An old copy of The Times fell open on the puzzles page; he picked it up and spent a good ten minutes solving a cryptic crossword clue (Alarming disclosure of beauty (9)). Then he tossed it aside and turned back to his inbox. 

There was the email – the solicitor had actually replied, attaching forms for him to fill in. But now he remembered, why he hadn’t got around to completing them: they asked for the value of his pension (fucked if he knew), his funeral plans (morbid), the names of his executors. Anyone would do as an executor, as long as they weren’t a beneficiary, but he didn’t have many friends these days; he’d lost touch with most of them since Sheila’s death, and he hadn’t bothered to make new ones. Compared to his wife, everyone seemed as boring and unappealing as newsreaders. It wasn’t much fun, taking stock like this. What did he have to show for his life, apart from the house, two daughters, shelves of books and piles of bills and a surprisingly large collection of Christmas decorations? What words would his daughters choose for his headstone, when his time was finally up? He liked to think of himself as a good person – he’d marched against the Vietnam War, and he always voted with less fortunate people in mind, and he’d never cheated on Sheila, apart from that one time at the Christmas party when he’d kissed Natasha from Inter-Library Loans, but Natasha had come on to him, and he’d told Sheila about it straight away, and she’d forgiven him, so it didn’t count. But then there was the secret. He had decided, long ago, that his children were better off not knowing the secret, but it was always there, fluttering at the edges of his consciousness, persistent and irritating as a moth. Perhaps he ought to add it to his will – would a solicitor charge extra for a confession clause? No. Writing it down would be like giving it a physical form, the equivalent of saying ‘Beetlejuice’ three times. (His daughters had made him sit through that film every bloody Halloween. He missed fighting with them about the remote control.) He was the only person who knew the truth, now that Sheila was dead. Better to let it die with him. 

He minimized his inbox and turned back to his short story. He wasn’t ready to face any of it – his death, the possibility of his children finding out the truth (worse than death, that would be) – and it was naive, anyway, to pretend you could tie up the loose ends of a life in neat little bows. Better to die messy and intestate, to create a ripple: proof that you used to exist.




Bang

The argument took place, as family arguments often do, on Christmas Day, after the turkey but before the Christmas pudding. It wasn’t the first disagreement of the day: that morning, Lena had told her father off for eating a Lindt chocolate reindeer. She had found the wrapper in the bin while she was throwing away the turkey giblets. 

‘It’s Christmas!’ her father had said. ‘Give me a break, Lenny!’

‘Dad, I’ve been asking you for, like, twenty years to stop calling me that—’

‘Lenny’s a great name. Lenny Henry, Lenny Bruce—’

‘Both men.’

‘Leni Riefenstahl!’

‘Famously a Nazi.’

Her father was brandishing a box of All-Bran. ‘This is what I’m supposed to eat for breakfast. With skimmed milk. Have you ever tried skimmed milk? It tastes like diluted bird shit. For breakfast, I had fucking twigs, doused in diluted bird shit. I had to get the taste out of my mouth somehow.’ 

The glossy white kitchen her parents had installed in the Nineties looked dated. The pale wood and hard edges and the MiniDisc player mounted on the wall reminded Lena of a room in a museum, a snapshot of a glorious time in the family’s past that everyone was pretending wasn’t over.

She looked around the kitchen for back-up. Alison seemed very absorbed in peeling parsnips, and Suria was standing at the stove, frowning at a saucepan of cranberries, her apron spattered with red as though she was ready to go onstage for the final act of Sweeney Todd. Adam made a cross in the bottom of a Brussels sprout. He said, ‘I’m sure one hollow chocolate reindeer won’t do Tom any harm.’ 

‘Thank you.’ Tom smiled at Adam, who shifted in his chair, delighted. Adam had been trying to win her father over for fifteen years, without much luck. Once, after half a bottle of wine, Tom had told Lena he found Adam ‘exhaustingly good’, because he was a primary school teacher, and he was always trying to recycle things, and he insisted on playing the folk fiddle in public. ‘Hasn’t he heard of electric guitars?’ Tom had asked. ‘Or does he only approve of carbon-neutral instruments?’ He had laughed so hard at his own joke that wine had dribbled out of his nose.

Lena joined her father at the kitchen table and tried not to think about how grey his skin was beneath his stubble, which was also grey. He seemed to have faded since his angina diagnosis, like one of the family photographs on the fridge. ‘Just FYI,’ she told him. ‘You have to live until me and Alison are at least seventy-five. We cannot lose another parent.’

‘A Christmas guilt trip,’ he said, looking away. ‘Very festive.’

‘I’m serious, Dad. You’re not allowed to eat the roast potatoes.’

‘You’re not in charge of me! I’m not in a nursing home yet.’

‘If you don’t behave, I’ll put you in one.’

‘You dare.’

‘There’s one in Highgate with a creative writing club. Obviously we’ll have to sell the house to pay for it—’

‘Such cruelty! And from my own flesh and blood.’ 

‘I’ll boil you some new potatoes instead.’

‘A life devoid of roast potatoes isn’t worth living.’

‘And no pigs-in-blankets. I’ve got you some Linda McCartney sausages—’

‘Bloody Linda bloody McCartney’s sausages.’ He shook his head. ‘What are we having tomorrow night, Yoko Ono’s fish pie? Jerry Hall’s hot cross buns? Actually, I wouldn’t mind a feel of Jerry Hall’s buns—’

‘Dad, you’re disgusting,’ Alison said, throwing the parsnip peelings into the vegetable bin.

‘Thank you.’ He crossed his arms, pleased with himself.

‘This turkey,’ Tom said, when they sat down to lunch, ‘is a fucking triumph.’

Lena looked around at her family, at the kitchen flickering in the candlelight like an old film, and told herself to remember the moment so she’d be able to look back on it later. She hadn’t done that enough, before.

‘So moist!’ said Adam, about the turkey. ‘And I’ve never actually enjoyed Brussels sprouts before, but with the bacon and the chestnuts—’ 

Lena caught Suria rolling her eyes at that, but Adam didn’t notice.

‘And the carrots! I could write a sonnet about these carrots!’

‘Please don’t,’ Suria said.

‘No. Right. I should leave that to Tom.’

Tom cleared his throat, as if considering the sonnet idea. ‘I’ve never been a big fan of the sonnet form.’

‘Oh god,’ Alison said, filling up her wine glass.

Tom helped himself to new potatoes. ‘This puts me in mind of my favourite literary Christmas.’

‘Here we go,’ said Alison.

‘Which one’s that?’ Adam asked.

‘You have to guess.’

‘A Christmas Carol!’ 

‘It won’t be that. Too obvious,’ Lena said.

‘Exactly,’ said Tom. 

‘Christmas at Cold Comfort Farm,’ Alison said.

Tom shook his head.

‘I can’t think of any other novels set at Christmas,’ said Lena.

‘There are loads,’ Suria said. ‘A Christmas Wish. Christmas at the Cupcake Café. Bridget Jones’s Diary is Christmassy at the end.’

‘Novels Dad will have heard of,’ said Alison.

‘Ah. I didn’t say it was a novel. My favourite Christmas in literature.’

‘I give up,’ said Alison. 

Tom smiled. ‘Sir Gawain and the Green Knight! “Þis kyng lay at Camylot vpon Krystmasse, with mony luflych lorde, ledez of þe best—”’

Lena pushed her chair back.

‘I haven’t got to the good bit yet!’ 

‘You recite Middle English, you lose friends.’

‘Keep going! I’m enjoying it!’ Adam said.

But Tom was tinging his glass with his knife. ‘We should have a toast!’ he said. ‘To absent friends.’

‘To absent friends.’ 

‘To Mum,’ said Lena, because that’s what everyone was thinking anyway.

‘To Sheila.’

‘To Tom!’ Adam said.

‘Oh come off it,’ Tom protested. ‘I’m not dead yet.’

‘To family,’ said Suria.

‘To family!’

And it must have been getting a bit too maudlin for Alison, who preferred people to express their emotions alone, behind closed doors, where they wouldn’t hurt anybody, because she said, ‘Shall we have a break before Christmas pudding, and open the presents?’

The Delancey family tradition was that the youngest person got to hand out the Christmas presents. Alison had been the youngest (by twelve minutes) for the last thirty-three years, but somehow she’d maintained her enthusiasm for the ritual. She handed a package to Suria, then sat down to watch her open it.

‘Slippers!’ Suria said, standing up to kiss Alison’s cheek. ‘Just what I wanted.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Tom said, spreading his arms across the sofa. ‘How old am I that I have children who give their partners slippers for Christmas?’

‘To keep my feet dry when I’m taking out the bins,’ Suria said, sliding her feet into the slippers.

‘God, that’s a depressing present,’ Tom said.

Suria’s phone started to ring. ‘It’s my cousin, sorry, back in a minute.’ She shuffled out of the room (the slippers were a bit big).

Lena unwrapped a book. ‘Thanks! Milkman. I’ve been meaning to read this.’ 

‘Hope it’s good,’ Alison said.

‘It will be, it won the Booker Prize,’ Lena said, reading the back.

Tom held out his hand. ‘Let me see what’s considered literature these days.’ 

As he was reading the back cover, shaking his head, Alison handed him a present. ‘From Lena.’

‘Lucky me!’ He put the book on the floor and opened the gift: a glossy white cardboard box, decorated with green leaves. ‘What is it?’

‘A DNA test kit,’ Lena told him, leaning forward the way you do when you know you’ve given someone a present they’ll love. ‘You spit in a tube and send it off in the post, and they tell you where your ancestors are from, and how Neanderthal you are.’ 

Tom nodded. ‘Interesting. Thank you.’ He didn’t seem that enthusiastic. He put the box on the floor and rubbed his hands together. ‘Right. Next present.’ Lena was a little disappointed. 

‘A DNA test kit,’ Alison said, unwrapping Lena’s gift. ‘What a surprise!’

‘I don’t know if these things are such a good idea,’ Tom grumbled, reading the small print on his DNA test. ‘They collect your data. You’re putting your genetic material in the hands of organizations you know nothing about.’

‘Don’t take the test, then,’ Lena said, sulky.

‘I don’t think any of you should take it.’ The urgency in his voice silenced the room. He looked up at them all. His face looked as though it was collapsing. ‘Please don’t take the test.’

Lena felt something shift inside her. Her father famously never said please and thank you.

‘Why shouldn’t we take it?’ Alison asked.

‘Because I said so,’ he said, the way he had when they were little. ‘Just – don’t. OK?’

‘But why?’

Lena was beginning to panic. ‘What’s going on, Dad?’

He couldn’t look at them. 

Something was very wrong. ‘You’re dying,’ she said, just to get the words out, to get it over with.

But he shook his head. ‘Your mother said this would happen.’ 

‘We’re adopted,’ Alison said, as though that made sense of everything, as though they should have known it all along.

Tom said, ‘You’re not adopted …’ 

But everyone could hear the ellipsis.

‘Can we stop guessing, please?’ Alison said. ‘Can you just tell us what’s going on?’

And Lena couldn’t have told you how she knew, what it was that made it obvious, but everything shifted into place, like a key in a lock, like a contact lens, and she could see. 

Her father looked broken. It was breaking Lena’s heart to see him so broken. She smiled at him, even though she didn’t feel like smiling, but if she stopped, she wasn’t sure when she’d start again. ‘Are we going to find out you’re not our father, or what?’ she said, so he could deny it.

He cleared his throat. ‘I am your father,’ he said. ‘I’m just not—’

‘Not what?’ She hadn’t meant to shout. The words hung there as her father looked down, hands open on his lap, like he’d given up.

‘I’m just not biologically related to you.’ 

A silence. 

Lena’s heart was furious in her ears. ‘Oh my god,’ she said. ‘Oh my god.’ She held her hands in front of her mouth to stop herself saying it again.

‘Maybe I should give you some space—’ Adam was saying. But no one was listening to Adam.

‘Did Mum have an affair?’ Alison asked.

‘No!’ Tom said, looking offended, as though it wasn’t a completely logical question.

Lena couldn’t bear it, and she didn’t understand, and she just wanted him to make it all go away, so she kneeled by his chair and said, ‘Tell me it’s not true. It’s not true, is it, Dad?’ She shook his leg. ‘You’re my daddy.’

‘Of course I’m your daddy.’ He was crying, wiping away his tears with the back of his hand, like he was angry with them. 

‘You’re not making any sense,’ Alison said.

He was still looking down at his hands. ‘We tried to have children for years, but nothing was happening, so we went for tests and it turned out my sperm count was zero. So. The hospital matched us with a sperm donor.’

Lena’s mind was full of static. Her body felt full of static, too. Fizzing with it. ‘But then why,’ she said, touching his arm. ‘Why do you love us?’

‘I love you because you’re my daughters,’ he said. He couldn’t look her in the eye, though.

‘Why didn’t you tell us?’ Alison asked. Her voice was unsteady.

‘The doctors said it would be better if you never found out.’

‘Who was the donor?’ Lena asked.

‘They didn’t keep records,’ Tom said. ‘But they were mostly medical students. They tried to match them by appearance—’

‘So we can never find out who our actual father is?’ Lena was walking, directionless, ping-ponging from the sofa to the Christmas tree to the window to the piano that nobody played. Adam put out a hand to stop her. She shook him off. 

‘I’m your father!’

Lena knew she was crying, because she couldn’t see properly, but she couldn’t really feel anything any more, because she was outside of herself, and she didn’t know what her self was any more, either, because her father was a stranger. She thought of the video they had watched in their Reception year at primary school. ‘A stranger is someone you don’t know. Don’t accept sweets from a stranger. Don’t get in a stranger’s car.’

‘Look,’ Tom said, standing up. ‘I’m still your dad—’

Lena looked at Alison, and a thought struck her. ‘Wait – is Alison my full sister?’

‘You’re twins. Of course she’s your full sister.’

A rush of relief. She looked for herself in Alison’s face. But Alison had their mother’s eyes, and Lena had green eyes like their father – except they weren’t her father’s eyes, they were a stranger’s eyes, and she felt more lost than ever. Something exploded inside her, a ripping sort of rage that tore the future from the past and left her in the present, falling, nowhere, lost. 

Alison covered her face with her hands. ‘This is so fucked up. This is all so fucked up.’

The living-room door opened. Suria was back, holding her phone, looking around at them all – at Alison, sitting shellshocked in the armchair, and Lena, still pacing – sofa to window to piano – and Tom, who looked worn out, shrunken, ashamed, and Adam, who was standing next to the bookcase, picking up books and putting them back again, as though he hoped one might be a portal into another dimension – and she said, ‘… Everything OK?’

Lena pushed past her and ran upstairs to her childhood bedroom and locked the door. The walls her father had painted over and over again as her tastes had changed, white to pink to black to white again, felt flimsy, like a filmset. The books, still on the bookshelves, that he’d read to her each night seemed sinister. He had been acting a part every time he’d kissed her goodnight, and she had been acting too, only she hadn’t known it. Anger and grief propelled her forwards and she threw the books to the ground, but the sound they made when they hit the carpet was too muffled, too polite for her fury, so she ripped one book from its cover, roaring as she tore out the pages. She regretted it immediately. She’d chosen the copy of Bleak House her father had given her for her sixteenth birthday. She sat there on the floor, the yellowing pages scattered around her like dirty snow, crying and crying, because there was no greater crime in the Delancey family than destroying a book, but she wasn’t even part of the family any more, and she hated her father, because she loved him so much.

She lay on her old single bed and closed her eyes. She reached down and found the initials she’d carved into the frame, running her fingers over the indentations, reassuring herself she still existed, because she couldn’t be sure of anything any more. She wished and wished and wished she could unknow what she now knew, which was that she didn’t know anything at all.




Unnatural disaster

There was a bang, as Lena’s bedroom door slammed shut. Then the sort of quiet you get after a natural disaster. It was quiet in Alison’s head, too, and it was never quiet in Alison’s head, unless she was at the end of a kickboxing class or in the middle of a particularly good orgasm. Her father’s eyes were closed. She felt a surge of fury and a slamming sense that she wasn’t safe. She had never felt unsafe with her family before. 

Adam turned stiffly to face the room. ‘Do you think— maybe we ought to give you all some time to talk? Suria, I can give you a lift. I’ve only had one glass of wine—’

Someone’s hand was on Alison’s shoulder. Suria’s. ‘Do you want me to stay?’ Alison felt herself shake her head, as though someone else was doing it for her. She caught sight of herself in the mirror above the fireplace and she stood quite still for a moment, brain cauterized, staring at her reflection, into the void of her identity. All useful worry prompts action; all other worry is useless, she told herself. There was nothing she could do. There was nothing anyone could ever have done, apart from tell the truth. So her brain shut the anger away, the way it had after her mother’s death, putting the feelings into storage so that she could carry on living.

She stood there, and her father sat, still, silent, on the sofa, as Adam and Suria tiptoed around them, pushing unopened presents into bags, saying goodbye in hushed voices, like mourners leaving a funeral. She walked her wife to the door and watched from the doorstep as Adam’s car pulled away. She made herself think, ‘My dad’s not my dad,’ trying to feel it. But she didn’t want to. Because he was still her dad. As much as she’d ever be her child’s mother. Was it really just a week since she had checked the code on the vial of sperm in a Harley Street consulting room? She had wondered, then, if it really mattered whether it was the right sperm or not. Sperm was just an ingredient they needed to create their child – it would melt into insignificance once their child existed, the way butter disappears into a sponge cake. She hadn’t thought that much about the man who’d produced it.

Alison found Lena on her single bed, her back to the door, curled beneath the duvet. She climbed on to the bed and hugged her sister from behind, the way she had after Lena’s failed drama school audition and her first break-up and every time they watched Beaches. 

‘Has everyone gone?’ Lena asked. 

‘No one really fancied hanging around for the Queen’s speech.’ Alison closed her eyes, her breath rising and falling along with Lena’s.

‘What’s Dad saying?’ Lena asked, eventually.

‘Nothing. He’s tidying the kitchen, humming under his breath.’

Lena turned to look at Alison. Her face was puffy with crying. ‘Shall we get some fresh air? I need to get away from him.’

‘Don’t say that—’

‘Please?’

The stairs creaked as they walked down to the front door, but their father didn’t call out or try to stop them leaving.

They walked in silence, side by side, through the eerily empty streets of their childhood. The windows of other people’s houses glowed like television screens. Teenagers on a sofa, legs on the armrests. Families pulling crackers, red-faced with central heating. A couple shouting at each other, two children crying, like a dystopian John Lewis advert. ‘At least they’re having a shit time, too,’ Alison said, to lighten the mood. Lena didn’t react. Alison realized her sister was crying. She wondered if she ought to be crying too, and she blinked a few times, a sort of experiment. Nothing. 

‘I hate him,’ Lena said.

‘You don’t.’

‘I’m allowed to hate him tonight, if I want to.’

‘OK, but you’ll forgive him eventually,’ Alison said, because she needed everything to be OK. Her fury hadn’t lasted – it rarely did. What could she say to make her sister feel better? Ahead, the spire of St Gabriel’s reached into the air, like it knew all the answers. A man was sitting on a doorstep, a paper crown on his head, a cigarette in one hand. ‘All right, girls?’ He looked from Lena to Alison, then back again. ‘Wait, are you sisters?’ They ignored him. ‘It’s Christmas! Give us a smile!’ Alison grinned, because she didn’t like to disappoint people.

And then they were back at the house, and Lena was unlocking the front door, and Alison’s heart was hammering, because she knew that Lena was going to insist on the three of them sitting down and talking honestly about their feelings. 

Tom was pottering around the kitchen as though nothing had happened. ‘The prodigals return! We never had the Christmas pudding! I’ve just put it in the microwave.’ He turned and smiled, but she could see in his eyes that he was a little afraid of them, now.

Alison would have happily gone along with his act and offered to put the kettle on, but Lena sat at the kitchen table, palms flat on its surface, as though she was chairing a meeting. ‘Dad. You just told us we’re not related to you. We need to talk about it.’ 

Alison sat down next to her and looked down at the stains on the table, black rings from long-ago cups of tea. Their mother hadn’t believed in putting things on coasters.

Tom pulled out a kitchen chair and sighed as he lowered himself into it. ‘What is there to talk about?’

‘I mean – you and Mum lied to us our whole lives—’ Lena said.

He frowned, affronted. ‘We did not—’

‘You literally did—’

‘Technically, we never lied,’ he said, raising a finger. ‘We just – didn’t tell you the whole truth.’

‘That’s a lie of omission!’ 

Alison was starting to close down, the way she did whenever things became too heated. Party-popper streamers littered the floor, like ticker tape for an election nobody had won. She got up from the table and picked them up, for something to do. She often used housework as a way to get out of difficult conversations. Her bathroom was spotless.

‘The doctors advised us not to tell you,’ Tom was saying. ‘I am sorry about that—’

‘Thank you!’ Lena leaned back in her chair. ‘An apology!’

Tom folded his hands on the table, case closed. ‘I have to say, I do feel better, now it’s out in the open.’

‘Oh, you feel better. That’s OK then.’ Lena was trying to catch Alison’s eye, but Alison was staring at the streamers in her hands. She didn’t want to take sides. She didn’t know whose side she was on.

‘We were put in an impossible situation, Lena! I hope you never face a dilemma like that—’ 

‘It wasn’t a dilemma, Dad! It’s never OK to lie to your children!’ 

‘That’s easy for you to say.’

Lena swung towards Alison. ‘Have you not got anything to say about this?’ 

Alison wished Lena didn’t have to be so melodramatic, so fond of arguments and sentences that ended in exclamation marks. Yes, their father was in the wrong, but why couldn’t Lena put herself in his shoes? They were both waiting for her to say something. She sat back on her heels. She wasn’t very good at putting things into words. ‘I guess—’ she started. ‘I mean, ideally you wouldn’t have had to tell us like this, Dad. Because ideally it wouldn’t have been a secret in the first place.’

Her father looked defeated. ‘Your mother never told you either!’ 

‘Yeah, but she’s dead, though, isn’t she?’ Lena said, and Tom looked dangerously watery-eyed, and Alison just wanted to get out of there, but she knew Lena would follow her if she left, so she walked to the cupboard under the sink and rummaged around for the dustpan and brush.

‘I’d honestly forgotten about it,’ Tom was saying. ‘I’d completely put it out of my mind.’

‘You obviously didn’t, or you wouldn’t have freaked out about the DNA tests—’

‘Most of the time I forgot about it. The doctors told us to have sex after your mother had the treatment so that there would always be some doubt about who the biological father was. Even though – zero sperm count, so.’

‘Shitty advice,’ Lena said. 

Alison swept the remaining streamers into a pile and tipped them into the bin. Lena was watching her. She was going to have to rejoin the conversation. 

‘I’m not a bloody time traveller, Lena!’ their father was saying. ‘I didn’t know everyone was going to end up giving each other DNA test kits for Christmas like something out of fucking Star Trek!’

‘Oh, right, so this is my fault—’

‘That’s not what I said! I just don’t know why you’re so worked up about this. It doesn’t matter that much, surely, whose DNA you have?’

‘Of course it matters!’ Lena was staring at him. ‘How can you not see that this matters?’

Alison sat down at the table again. Her father was bent forward. His white hair was thinning at the crown. His hands were so lined they could have been drawn by an art student who’d just discovered crosshatching. This whole thing was worse for Lena, no doubt about it. Lena had always been proud to take after their father – gregarious, green-eyed, fond of crosswords, puns and Eighties alternative comedy – whereas Alison was used to being an outsider. It had always been a family joke, how shy Alison was, compared with the rest of them. ‘No idea where you get that from! Not me, anyway!’ Tom had said, after yet another parents’ evening ended with a teacher saying, ‘She just won’t join in with the rest of the class.’ But Tom was the one who didn’t fit in, Alison realized now. Not biologically, anyway. And as she looked at him, bowed over the table, braced against their anger, she felt a pang of protectiveness.

‘It doesn’t matter to me,’ she said.

‘What doesn’t?’ Lena asked.

‘Whose DNA we have.’ Their father had parented them. It was as simple as that. Lena had a tendency to overcomplicate things. 

Lena shifted away from her and stared out into the garden, furious. 

‘Come on, Lena,’ Alison said. ‘Dad was there when we were growing up.’

‘I was,’ Tom said. ‘I read you bedtime stories. I changed your nappies—’

‘Don’t try and make me feel sorry for you!’ Lena said, turning around, savage. ‘I want to know where I came from!’

Tom laughed, without smiling. ‘What, north-west London?’

‘You know what I mean! Who’s our biological father? Who is he?’

‘The donor’s not our father,’ Alison said. 

‘He is.’

Anger was Alison’s least favourite emotion of all, but here it was, rising inside her, leaving her spluttering and sweaty and inarticulate the way it always did. ‘You can’t say that—’

‘I’m sorry, but that’s the reality of the situation—’

‘Our genes don’t make us who we are.’

‘They do. That is literally all they do.’

‘So if I have kids with Suria, I won’t be their parent?’ Her voice sounded like someone else’s, loud and penetrating. Like Lena’s, actually.

A beat. Lena sat up straighter. ‘I didn’t say that—’

‘You basically did—’

‘Girls!’ Tom said, banging his hands on the table, his eyes red-rimmed. It was awful, seeing him like that. 

Alison took a breath to calm herself. She picked up the pepper grinder from the table. The pepper grinder existed. She existed, and Lena existed, and there was no point wondering what the pepper grinder would be like if it was made of wood instead of glass, because then it would be a completely different pepper grinder. 

‘Pudding’s probably ready,’ Tom said, crushing a festive napkin in his fist. ‘Who wants brandy butter?’

‘You can’t have brandy butter, Dad,’ Lena said. ‘Think of the cholesterol.’ She put her head in her hands and started to cry.

The sky was black by the time Alison got back to Leytonstone, except it wasn’t really black, more of a deep sludgy brown, because it never gets that dark in London. She stepped over the piles of letters in the hall addressed to people who no longer lived there, and the upstairs neighbours’ cat, which was mewing and rubbing itself on the skirting board. Everything was the same as it had been before. She wasn’t, though. Suria was sitting on the sofa, reading a book by lamplight, like a Victorian. Suria was very into the Victorians. She had a nineteenth-century-style nightie, which Alison hated – it was like going to bed with an elderly ghost – and she’d recently bought an uncomfortable fainting couch from eBay, which unlucky people had to sit on at parties. Alison hated the fainting couch even more than the nightie. Interior design was usually her domain and she favoured clean lines, pale wood, cupboards without handles, no fuss. But relationships were about compromise so she tolerated the fainting couch, just as she tolerated the cheese plant with its roots that trailed messily on the floor. 

‘Come here,’ Suria said, shifting up the sofa. ‘How are you feeling?’

Alison sat down. She felt tired, more than anything. The truth was trickling into her slowly, like sand through an hourglass. ‘Fine,’ she said. She was fine, really. At least, she would be, if she decided to be.

Suria put her book face-down on the arm of the sofa. ‘How’s Lena?’

‘All over the place.’ Alison picked up the book and pointedly saved Suria’s place with a bookmark.

‘No change there, then.’ Suria smiled, sympathetic. ‘I guess you probably have a better perspective on the whole thing than Lena does. You get what it’s like to need a sperm donor.’

And the anger was back. ‘Yeah, but there’s a reason you’re supposed to tell kids they’re donor conceived as soon as they’re born, so they don’t end up having an identity crisis.’ 

‘You think she’s having an identity crisis?’

‘Seems that way.’

‘Are you?’

Alison leaned against the sofa cushions and closed her eyes. Her brain was on fire. ‘Can we just go to sleep? I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Of course we can. It’s all going to be OK, OK?’ 

Alison nodded and wished she could believe it. Because a bomb had gone off in her family and they were hurtling away from each other, twisted and vicious as shrapnel.

Later, while Suria was in the shower, Alison unlocked the back door and walked out into the garden in her bare feet. The icy patio stung her toes and the pain wiped her mind clean. Her phone rang. She almost didn’t pick up, because it was Lena, and she didn’t want to think or talk about any of it any more. But she had never ignored a phone call from her sister.

‘I feel like an orphan,’ Lena said.

‘Well, you’re not.’ 

‘But don’t you feel like we’ve lost Dad?’

‘I don’t know. No.’

‘I guess it’s more like we never had him.’

Alison sat on the rotting wooden bench the previous owners had left in the garden. She could feel the cold and damp through her pyjama trousers. She was caught in the middle, somewhere between her sister’s insistence that everything was different and her wife’s assumption that everything was fine. ‘There’s nothing we can do to change what happened,’ she said.

‘Why aren’t you angrier?’

‘Because – what’s the point in being angry? Anger’s not a useful emotion. It won’t change anything.’

‘Emotions aren’t supposed to be useful, Alison—’

‘I just – I don’t think thinking about it is going to make me happy.’

‘You can’t just choose not to think about it.’

‘I can, actually. I have a meditation app that tells me my mind is like the sky and my thoughts are passing clouds.’ Inside the house, the bathroom light flicked off. Alison was suddenly very tired. She wanted oblivion. ‘I better go—’

‘Are you around, before New Year? Do you want to do something?’

‘We’re leaving for Glasgow tomorrow—’

‘Oh, yeah.’

‘We’re back for New Year’s Eve, though.’

‘I’m not sure I’m in a New Year’s Eve kind of mood this year,’ Lena said. 

‘OK, then. We’ll do something after that.’

‘Night. Call me if you can’t sleep.’

Suria fell asleep quickly, the way she always did, snoring and pulling the duvet to her side of the bed. Alison was horribly awake, staring up at the ceiling, but was the ceiling there any more? Hard to tell, in the darkness. She might as well do some work, she decided, so she padded to her office: the box room at the back of the house. Once she and Suria were parents, her desk would be replaced by a cot. She might as well make the most of it now. She was halfway through illustrating a non-fiction book about inspiring women. She had just finished the rough artwork for Madonna. Next up, Malala. But her hand was clumsy, and the pencil was blunt, and she couldn’t get Malala’s expression right.

What if her children felt the way Lena
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