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For all the Megs, Jos, Beths, Amys – and Louisas





‘Don’t try to make me grow up before my time.’

Louisa May Alcott
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Louisa

Christmas won’t be Christmas without any presents.

It will be better.

Today, I will not prepare a turkey for fourteen people. I will not have to answer to three women who can legally vote, work and live independently and yet are unable to organise their own wrapping paper and tape. I do not have to meet anyone’s expectations. I will not be in one part of the house and forced to respond to the sound of the call of ‘MUM’, coming from a different part of the house. I will not peel, I will not chop, I will not dice. I will open the fridge and find its contents undisturbed. I will not discover a bottle of milk, or wine, or tonic water that contains a bare quarter-inch of liquid. The cheese shall not be molested by anyone but me. There will be no Christmas songs. I could fill the air with Chopin or Metallica, if I choose. I might choose silence.

Today I turn forty-nine. I think I might, at long last, be a grown-up. At least, I’ll finally get to celebrate my birthday like one.

When you’re the mother of four children (and you have a nightmare of an ex-husband), and your birthday is on Christmas Eve, your birthday bar is low. The best birthday I can remember was 2018 – or was it 2019? No one got norovirus, we didn’t run out of hot water, nothing structural fell off the house, or off anyone’s body. No one called or threatened to call the emergency services. I think my daughters even remembered to get me a card. It would have been Beth who thought of it, I’m sure.

I pull my duvet up to my neck, and wiggle my toes, grinning into the dark. This might be the very best birthday ever. It’s my first Christmas home alone. Meg is with her husband, and her in-laws. Jo’s with her boyfriend. Amy found a glamorous friend in London to stay with. Apparently, she’s going to a big party tonight in a grand hotel, then someone is taking them to dinner, and someone else is taking them to a day spa. I suspect she’s made alternative arrangements because she found the idea of a sisterless Christmas too weird. I hope she can afford it. I certainly can’t.

Obviously, Barb thinks this is outrageous. She’s desperate for the girls to come home, so she can shout at them for me. (She’s been practising, by shouting at me.) I feel bad for Barb. They’re her family too.

And yet.

‘Maybe we need a quiet Christmas,’ I said, a couple of weeks ago, when she’d turned up with a carload of festive groceries. ‘A few bits, just in case,’ she said, filling the kitchen with carrier bags. ‘In case of what?’ I muttered, my words masked by the hiss of the kettle. ‘Which specific emergency requires a frozen vegetarian Wellington for twelve?’

‘I have a feeling they might all turn up, just when you’re not expecting them,’ said Barb. ‘Yes, they’re a bit scatty and self-obsessed, but they’re not going to miss Christmas. They’re not going to miss your birthday. Especially when … when …’ She raised her eyes to heaven and, in case that wasn’t clear enough, focused on a photo of Beth on the corkboard. (An old photo. She was twelve, in the garden, squinting up at the sun because Amy had said she wanted to see what happened when someone looked directly at it. Her brown, velvety hair is glowing orange in the light, and she’s wearing her favourite T-shirt – pale blue, faded, covered in lizards and bearing the mysterious legend In a while, alligator. It really made her laugh.)

I love that photo, and I hate it. When I look at it, I can hear her voice in my heart and I worry about where she is and if she’s warm enough. I can’t even give her a cardigan.

I swallowed, and swallowed again, and raised my own eyes to heaven. ‘The thing is, Barb – it’s … this is … she’s not …’ I swallowed for a third time and tried again. ‘The girls are all adults. They have lives to lead. Meg’s married, Jo is probably going to marry Adam—’ Barb shook her head and made a growling noise. ‘It’s hard. But it’s the way of the world. They’re growing up.’

Barb bent down and pulled a long, long tube of Jaffa Cakes from the carrier bag. It took her some time. The tube was taller than her (she’s barely five foot, but still). ‘Last Christmas was bad, Louisa. It was always going to be bad. You need some better times to build on. We all need to be together, we all need to feel that there’s a future for us, beyond …’ I waited for her to finish her sentence. She gazed into the middle distance, before opening the tube and eating a Jaffa Cake whole. I could see the circle of it, stretching her throat. It was like watching a snake in a documentary.

‘Maybe, if we have one Christmas apart, the next Christmas will be better,’ I said gently. At that point, I started to let myself feel excited. For once, it wasn’t going to be about Christmas. Instead, this could be the beginning of my New Year. For as long as I could remember I’d been defined by who I was to other people. Meg’s mum. Will’s ex. The decorator. Or, as I imagined, when people started whispering, ‘that poor woman whose daughter died’.

It dawned on me that I had one year left of my forties, and maybe my time was coming. I could spend the end of this decade getting to know Louisa again. Who is she? What does she like? If she got a whole day all to herself, what would she do with it? Those thoughts have been filling my head, and heart. Keeping me warm.

Rubbing my heels together, I realise that I could spend the whole day in bed, if I want to.

With my right leg, I trace an arc from one corner of the sheet to the other. The cotton feels soft and smooth against my skin, and then I encounter a ball of slightly damp flannel.

Ah, I’ve woken up nude. I must have kicked off my pyjamas in the night. It’s happened a few times, now. I wake up in the early hours of the morning feeling as though my blood is on fire – then I rip off everything I’m wearing, fan myself with the duvet and fall asleep again. Sometimes, I think, I must do something about this: I google ‘perimenopause’, I read reviews of three different magnesium supplements, and I try to make an appointment with my GP. My GP says, ‘We have nothing, call back the next time the full moon falls on a Thursday,’ I fail to buy any supplements because the top-rated one costs eighty pounds and I’m already in so much debt that I can’t bring myself to put magnesium on my credit card, and I get on with my life.

I mean, it can’t be happening yet, can it? You can’t be pregnant and engaged before you’re twenty years old and then start going through the menopause before you’ve had a chance to draw breath. I’ve never had a haircut I’ve particularly liked. I’ve never found the statement outfit that will take me from day to night! I’ve never had the opportunity to go from day to night. Not unless you count nodding off in front of Aladdin, and waking up covered in fractious little girls who should have had their tea an hour ago.

Anyway, as far as I can tell, the main symptoms of perimenopause are tiredness and brain fog. Which means I’ve been going through it for, oooh, about thirty years. Still, this morning, I feel almost energetic. My Christmas wishes are about to come true, for the first time. I’m so excited.

My solitude feels like a secret. I wiggle and shiver, as though something piquant is about to burst from my skin. I could do anything! I could go to the airport and fly to Brazil. I could tell everyone that I’ve flown to Brazil and stay in bed until January. I could start smoking again. I’ll wear all of my jumpers at once and sit in the garden, and reread Angela Carter and smoke and smoke and smoke. In fact, I don’t have to go outside! I could smoke in bed! I am forty-nine years old and I own this house!

For the next month, at least. Technically, legally, I suppose it’s mine until someone else buys it. I wrap my bare arms around my body, suddenly cold. Am I doing the right thing? I could call the estate agent today and tell them I’ve changed my mind. But I can’t afford it. I can hardly manage the mortgage payments, since the rates went up. I certainly can’t buy Will out. I can’t even hire a lawyer to tell Will to piss off – even though I know that’s what Barb would tell me to do. And I can’t tell her because she’d insist on paying for the lawyer …

Not today! I’ve spent too many years of my life worrying about exes and mortgages and lawyers. They do not get a look-in on my birthday. Today I’m going to be completely selfish. Well, maybe I’ll be completely selfish this morning, before Barb comes over, or Meg messages because she doesn’t know how to cook a potato. I haven’t had a thing that’s just mine, in the last thirty years. Not even a thought. No matter what time it is, or how far away they are, the girls always find their way into the middle of whatever I’m doing. They help themselves to my clothes, my food, my mind and my soul. I can’t leave brand-new underwear in my drawer. I can’t leave my mind unattended for a moment, one of them will sneak into my head and demand my attention.

The trouble is that I’ve spent too much of my life lying in this bed, in the dark, ruminating. This ends today! I take a deep breath in, and a long breath out. I throw off the covers and plod down the stairs, from my attic room, to my bathroom.

This is one of the best things about living alone. Upstairs, I have a tiny en suite – a basin with no water pressure, a shower I can’t stand upright in, and a macerator toilet that can’t cope with a robust fart – but downstairs, the family bathroom is mine! All mine! It’s clean, and gleaming. There is a big, white, dry fluffy towel waiting for me. All I must do is flick a switch to turn on the heated towel rail. (And I don’t have to worry that someone else will forget to turn it off.) The brand-new bottle of Jo Malone Lime, Basil and Mandarin shower gel is unopened, and on the shelf where I left it. A Christmas miracle! Happy birthday to me!

I think about turning the radio on. And then I shake my head and smile. I’m going to enjoy the silence. Stepping into the shower, I prepare to be pummelled by hot water. I can already smell my delicious, fresh shower gel. I’m forty-nine, fragrant and free!

I’ve worked up quite a lather when I hear a banging. That’s odd. Is it the wind? Maybe someone has a package for one of the neighbours. If they think I’m getting out and dealing with it, they have another think coming.

As I angle the shower head towards the back of my neck, the banging seems to get louder. It sounds as though someone is shouting ‘Mum!’

You have to laugh. I can’t stop being a mother for a second. The girls are all miles away, and here I am, thinking I’m being called. Honestly, if I go for a walk, the wind in the trees seems to be whispering ‘Mum’. When I turn on the radio, I half-expect to hear the DJ asking what’s for dinner, or can they have twenty quid for a taxi.

‘MUM! MUM! IT’S MEG! PLEASE BE IN!’

I’ve been ignoring the voice of my eldest daughter. The panic roils. Shame and anxiety duke it out for supremacy, and anxiety wins. There isn’t time to rinse myself or stop the water. My heart seems to turn inside out. I grab my towel, attempting to fasten it around my body as I roll and skid to the bolted front door, dripping.

Meg is crying. She looks pale and drawn, even though her face seems ever so slightly fuller than usual. Her jawline has softened.

‘Darling!’ I say. ‘What’s wrong? Come in!’ As I reach to hug her, I hear a thud, as my towel unfastens itself and hits the doormat.
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Meg

When the front door finally opens, and I hear the familiar ‘Darling!’, I know I’ve done the right thing. I haven’t left home; I’ve come home. My tears are flowing, sliding out of my eyes, down the slope of my nose, and onto the doormat. But now I’m weeping with relief, not desperation. I’m ready for tea and sympathy.

It takes me a moment to really see my mother, and the sight makes me stop crying straight away. Mum is naked in the doorway, dripping. Her hair looks even darker, shinier and messier than usual, chestnut ringlets and tendrils sticking up, festooned with water droplets. I never think about what she looks like – she’s just Mum. I inherited her hair colour, and her dark-brown eyes (although, to my eternal disappointment, not her slim build – Mum loses weight when she’s stressed, I tend to double down on snacks). But in the early-morning light, on this strange day, she looks very young. Her skin is smooth and bright. Her lips are full. She looks like a woman. Not the bossy person who raised me, who had strong views about bedtimes and skirt lengths.

Her arms are outstretched.

‘What are you …?’ She pulls me close, my wet face is forced against her wet shoulder, and I can’t breathe, or move my head. Or, crucially, tell her to pick up her towel.

Ten miles away, Charlie’s mother is wearing a blouse – a blouse! – and a red pleated midi skirt decorated with partridges. I wouldn’t be surprised if she put the outfit on before bed, to maximise the time available to her today to follow me around, criticising my housekeeping. Eventually, Mum lets go. ‘Do you want to, ah, put on a dressing gown or something?’ I say, gesturing towards the white, wet pile at our feet.

She snatches it up, and laughs. ‘Thank goodness you weren’t the postman! Well, if you were, I suppose I wouldn’t have got out of the shower. Do you remember when you and Laurie used to play postman? And you’d all come to the door in different outfits …’ Mum trails off, and I try to force down the irritation rising up inside me.

‘No, that was Jo. Can I come in now? It’s cold out here. You must be really cold,’ I say meaningfully. Just because I can’t see her nipples doesn’t mean I don’t know they’re there. I don’t trust that towel at all.

Mum stands back a little – she’s still in full, wet view of any interested neighbours. ‘I’ll put the kettle on, unless you want something stronger …’ Her eyes flick across my face, with a quizzical look.

This is why I came home. She still gets me. I smile and squeeze my bag close. Because everything is terrible, but it’s wonderful too. I’m so scared, but I’m so excited. I still don’t know how it happened. Well, obviously I know how it happened. And I wish the circumstances had been slightly more passionate. Because I have a horrible feeling that we brought new life into the world when we were both hung-over and trying to fix the fight we half-remembered having the night before, and that Charlie had to go and puke immediately afterwards.

I follow Mum into the kitchen. She’s got her elbows clamped to her sides, while she clutches the top of the towel. As soon as she picks the kettle up everything falls down again.

‘Mum, I’ll sort this,’ I say, trying not to look at her buttocks, which are following me around the room like the Cheshire Cat’s smile. ‘You get dressed.’ Please. Now.

She leaves the room, and I unbutton my coat, leaving it on the back of the chair. I pick up my phone, and start writing a message. I can’t, I write. Then I delete it. I try I’m sorry. But I’m not sorry. Charlie should be sorry! And what if he comes here, for me? I can’t spend Christmas with Jack and Evelyn, tutting and muttering because I’m not ironing their son’s underwear, or hand-feeding him grapes or whatever they think their precious little boy deserves. I’d rather look at Mum’s buttocks for the next three days. I’d rather do a Magic Eye with a picture of Mum’s buttocks.

Mum returns, in leggings and a sweatshirt. She looks at me, she looks at the kettle and she sighs.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’m a bit distracted.’

‘What’s going on?’ She pulls some mugs out of the cupboard – one says World’s Best Mum. I could tell her in a cheesy way, and say, ‘Give me that mug.’ Although the other mug says Baileys – best plasterers and renderers in the North West so I’d better make it clear that I’m not considering a career change.

Deep breath! Better out than in! And it’s Christmas! ’Tis the season for babies and pilgrimages and unconventional family announcements! She can’t be cross with me, I am married. Technically. ‘Mum, I’m …’

I’m pregnant and I’m leaving Charlie. I’m getting divorced. I’m starting a brave new chapter of my life, in the name of personal growth and feminism! I’m unable to spend another second of my life living in a house with a man who pronounces it ex-presso!

But none of this comes out. I start sobbing again, gasping and gulping for air. If I’m not careful I’ll give myself hiccups. I have to stay calm. ‘I’m scared,’ I say eventually. ‘I think I’m pregnant. And I can’t … I don’t think I can be married any more. I can’t do it any more. And you’ve said I can always, always come home so … I’m home.’

‘Wow.’ Something sour and strange seems to flash across her face, just for half a second or so. ‘Well, darling, of course you can always come home. Here you are.’ She frowns, puzzled. ‘What do you mean, you think you’re pregnant? What have you told Charlie?’

‘Well, my period was late, so I did a test.’ Actually, I did about nine. I told work I was having ‘connectivity issues’, ducked out of the Zoom call, and then spent an hour in the bathroom with a two-litre bottle of water, wondering whether I could be less pregnant with Clearblue than First Response. It was double lines and pluses all the way. ‘And I told Charlie …’ I pause. This is embarrassing. ‘I told Charlie that we were out of little sausages, and I had to go to the big Tesco if he wanted his pigs in blankets.’

‘You’ve walked out on your husband, on Christmas Eve, and he thinks you’re at the supermarket?’

I nod. This is classic Mum. She has a way of presenting the facts of your life to you, in an extremely judgemental way. But it’s impossible to argue, because they are facts. (‘You drank seven cans of White Claw. You threw up in Barb’s flower bed. You knew your biology exam was at nine a.m. the following morning.’)

But Mum should just understand, shouldn’t she? She should see where I’m coming from, literally and figuratively. She left her terrible husband! Well, Dad walked out – but surely that’s all the more reason for her to support me, leaving my bad relationship.

She should be able to look at her eldest daughter and magically fix the situation with wise, maternal intuition. I don’t know what to tell her. I shouldn’t have to tell her. And it’s hard to tell her anything when it’s obvious that she hasn’t got a bra on.

She turns around to tend to the kettle, and I wonder what she’s going to say.

Are you going to get divorced?

Can’t you patch it up?

It’s normal to argue at Christmas.

Are you going to have the baby?

What are you going to do?

If any of these sentences come out of her mouth I am going to scream and throw tea at her.

‘Sit beside me, darling. Um, mazel tov! You’re having a baby! What gorgeous news! Best Christmas present ever!’ I join her, and we clink mugs. There is spillage. ‘How far along are you?’

I shrug. ‘Dunno. Three days? Four days? I did the first test at the start of the week …’

Mum shakes her head, and sighs quite heavily. ‘That’s not how you work it out! When was your last period?’

I think for a minute. ‘Bonfire Night? Halloween? It must have been around then, I remember eating all the sweets we’d bought for trick-or-treaters.’

‘Why can’t you track it on your phone, like your sisters? Anyway, what are you going to do about Charlie? Meg, you have to tell him.’ Mum picks up a teaspoon and starts drumming the table with it. Drops of tea fly up into her face, but she doesn’t appear to notice. ‘If you’re going to have this baby—’

‘Of course I’m going to have this baby!’ I say, patting my stomach protectively. ‘Mum, how can you talk like that? This is your precious grandchild!’

‘Meg, I’m not talking “like” anything. And – bloody hell, a grandchild. I guess that will make me …’ She gulps. ‘Anyway, it’s not fair for Charlie not to know. You need to tell him now.’

I frown. ‘Is there a big rush? He’ll work it out, I’m sure. Where else could I be? And I’ve not been drinking, I’ve not had any soft cheese or sushi. Maybe he’s sensed it?’

Mum sighs. ‘I’ve met your husband, and I don’t think he’s blessed with psychic powers. I promise he’s not thinking, Oooh, my wife is off her tuna nigiri, I bet I’ve knocked her up! Like it or not, you have to tell him, sooner rather than later. He’s the father of your child.’ She raises her eyebrows. ‘I assume he’s the father of your child?’

‘Yes! Yes! Mum, please don’t think I’d … There isn’t anyone else.’

‘And you want to break up with Charlie even though you’re still … you must have recently …’ She gestures to my torso. She raises her eyebrows again. Mum, don’t do this. I’m worried that she’s going to make a thrusting motion, or worse, the playground circled thumb and forefinger, with the finger of the other hand … I feel a bit sick.

‘I really don’t want to have this conversation with you.’ Mum has never been squeamish about sex. I can just about talk to her with it in the abstract. I don’t want to talk to her about any sex I’ve had, personally. ‘Without going into specifics, I’ve been trying to make it work, for a while. And I can’t do it, so here I am.’

‘Here you are,’ says Mum. ‘But you can’t hide here indefinitely. This isn’t going to go away. What will he do when you don’t come home from the shops?’

A friend once told me that she thought the best way to deal with relationship woes was with a great big imaginary red ejector button. If you could press the red button and end your romantic relationship instantly, with no consequences, what would you do? If the idea of escaping, erasing the past and fleeing forever left you distraught, weeping ‘But I love them!’ then the relationship might still have legs. But if you would gladly use the button if you could, it meant that you had to end the relationship. Even if it left you eating guilt, pain and recrimination for breakfast, lunch and dinner for the foreseeable future.

‘Mum, please,’ I say, fighting to keep the tears out of my voice. ‘I’m tired. I haven’t slept properly for ages!’

‘Welcome to the club,’ she mutters. ‘And if you’re short of sleep now … hoo boy!’ She softens. ‘Look, Christmas is a lot. Your in-laws are more than a lot. Maybe you just needed a breather. You could drive home now, no harm, no foul. I might even be able to find you some little sausages.’

I grit my teeth. ‘If I have to spend another second in a house with Charlie, Jack and Evelyn, I’ll burn it down.’

‘So call him! Message him! Tell him you’re here, he’ll be worried. Where’s your phone?’

Mum has no idea. ‘I can’t just text him! It’s Christmas Eve!’

‘You text him now, or I make you leave so you can drive back and tell him yourself. Text him, Meg, then go up to your old room, and have a rest.’

I pick up my phone. No messages. No missed calls. Nothing yet. I type, without looking at the screen, Charlie, this is very hard for me. I delete that. Charlie, we can’t go on. No. Charlie, I’m spending Christmas with my mother. I will call you in a few days and let you know what’s happening. I add a kiss. I delete the kiss. I press send, I turn my phone off, and I wonder what he’ll do. Will he come here and look for me? Will he finally understand why I’ve been so unhappy? Will he change for me? Do I want him to?

‘It is done,’ I say, as though I have ordered and carried out a Mafia hit, all by myself. ‘I’m exhausted. Can I go and lie down in your room?’ She has a bigger bed, and softer sheets, and no *NSYNC posters.

‘NO!’ says Mum, with such ferocity that she spits out a little bit of tea. ‘I mean – best not, darling, my room is being, ah, redecorated.’

‘Over Christmas? What are you having done?’ This sounds unlikely. I don’t know how any room in this house can be redecorated. They’re barely decorated. Most of the walls are covered in odd patches of paint. Every two or three years, Mum thinks she wants to redecorate, daubs a new colour on the wall and then claims she’s too busy and too tired to take it further. She cannot make a decision to save her life. She says it’s because she spends her life doing up other people’s houses for money, and she can’t be bothered to tackle ours, for free. I think it’s because even though she claims to have some sort of artistic eye, she genuinely can’t tell the difference between Fog and Alabaster.

‘Well, we’re stripping and cleaning things and getting it ready for the New Year.’ She’s speaking very quickly. ‘They found some … black rot, so it’s going to be quite a project.’

Who’s ‘we’, and who are ‘they’? ‘Black rot doesn’t sound real, Mum. I think it’s one of the Pirates of the Caribbean films. Have you got dodgy contractors?’

Her eyes narrow. ‘Rot, mould, it’s an old house. Anyway, it’s in hand. You go for a lie-down, in your room, and then you can have a nice bath.’ She puts her hand over mine and squeezes. ‘But please don’t go in my room, it might not be safe.’ I believe her. Not because of the mythical black rot, but because I suspect that if I trespass, there will be consequences.

When I open the door to my old room, I start to worry that I’ve made a huge mistake.

A couple of hours ago, I was lying in a king-sized bed, beside my sleeping husband, making a list of evidence. I couldn’t stay with him for another second, because he hadn’t fixed the wonky wall light on my side, and I’d been asking him for weeks. How could I live with a man who kept fifty old cycling magazines under the bed, but hadn’t been on his bike for nearly a year? And how could I live with the coffee stain on my beautiful bright yellow throw? A stain I’d made when I tripped over Charlie’s stupid cycling mags and spilled a mug of coffee I was holding. The house was a state, and he didn’t care. And if it was bad now, what would happen when the baby arrived? Everything would be covered in a thick layer of regurgitated banana, and Charlie wouldn’t notice. He’d fill the cot with cycling mags. Or get a new stupid enthusiasm, like potholing, or kitesurfing. I’d be up to my eyes in stains, and Evelyn would be there, tapping me on the shoulder, saying, ‘Have you tried bicarbonate of soda?’ Tell you what I’m going to try, Evelyn! Divorce!

But the room I shared with Charlie looked like a hotel, compared to what’s now in front of me.

The first thing to hit me is the smell. It reaches my eyes before my nose – stale, synthetic and sugary, it’s the essence of my teenage years, distilled. Only it doesn’t smell fresh, young and hopeful. It smells like an explosion in a haunted cupcake factory. I recognise something that’s supposed to be rose, and a suggestion of strawberries and cream. Is this safe for my baby? Would I be better off lying in a cloud of vape smoke?

Then there’s the boxes. I almost fall into a cardboard box filled with wire coat hangers. Why do we have these? They look like they’ve come from a dry-cleaner – and I’m not sure that my mother has ever had anything dry-cleaned in her life. I try to stack them on top of a different box – full of face cloths, or towels, I can’t tell – only for the box to fall down and upend itself.

It takes me a good fifteen minutes to clear a path to the bed. By the time I lie down and close my eyes, I’m too cross to nap. Bloody Mum, using my room as a dumping ground. Bloody Charlie, driving me to this. Bloody Christmas. Bloody … as I try to think of something or someone else to curse, I can hear my name being called. Yelled.

‘Meg! MEG!’ It’s Mum. ‘Charlie’s here!’

Oh, for goodness’ sake. I’m supposed to be napping! I can’t any have peace and privacy for an hour! I’m so furious that I’m on the brink of screaming at her. Just in time, I realise that if I pretend to be asleep, and don’t reply, Charlie might go away.

‘MEG!’ Mum screams again. I hear mumbling: one voice, high and agitated – that’ll be Mum – and another, low and posh. I hold my breath, hoping to hear the front door opening and closing, a car door shutting.

But no. I hear heavy footsteps, creaking up the stairs. Then there’s a knock at the door. ‘Meg?’ says Charlie. He comes in, before I have a chance to answer.

My eyes are closed. My hands are clasped, in the middle of my chest. I lie very, very still, employing the Jurassic Park principle of survival. If I don’t move, Charlie won’t see me. ‘Meg,’ he says, beginning to trip over towels and coat hangers. ‘I know you’re pretending to be asleep. I know how you look when you’re really asleep.’

I sigh and sit up.

‘Fine.’

Charlie perches on the end of the bed.

‘Out of interest,’ I say crossly, ‘how do I look when I’m really asleep?’

Charlie looks thoughtful. ‘Well, you always end up lying on your tummy,’ he says. ‘And you stick an arm out, and a leg out. You look a bit like a figure on a road sign, one that says Careful! Trip Hazard.’ He looks past my shoulder, at the pillow. ‘And I don’t see any drool. You’re a big drooler.’

I fold my arms. ‘Whatever. You fart in your sleep.’

He smiles. ‘Trust me, you don’t want to get into who farts the most in their sleep. Anyway, Meg, what’s going on? What happened? What are you doing?’ He squeezes my ankle. ‘Come home with me.’

‘I am home,’ I say, turning away from him, to face a large poster of the Jonas Brothers. ‘Go away.’

‘Just tell me what’s wrong?’ says Charlie. ‘I’m sorry I didn’t get cranberry sauce. I was going to pick some up, but you bought it before I had a chance to go to the shop.’

‘This isn’t about cranberry sauce,’ I say. ‘It’s … Look. I just need some time, and some space, to work out what’s wrong. And what I want. Look, I need a little while to think!’

‘How long?’ asks Charlie. ‘Because I thought we’d all watch Elf at eight.’

He’s just not getting it. ‘I don’t know!’ I say, exasperated. ‘A month, maybe? Give me a month, here, just to get my head straight.’

‘Meg, please, this is crazy! Just let me—’

‘What?’ I snap. ‘What do you think you can possibly do, here and now, to fix this? Just go! Leave me alone.’

‘OK,’ he says at last. ‘I guess, if that’s what you want.’ He stands up, and makes his way towards the door, muttering and tripping over coat hangers as he goes.
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Jo

I’ve lost count of the number of times that I’ve made this journey, and I still get nervous about saying the directions out loud. I know exactly where we live, but for some reason I panic about distances and turnings and worry that someone will have built an extra side road without me noticing.

‘It’s the second left, just after Acacia Avenue, and then another left at the end of the road,’ I say, trying to sound confident.

Amy glares at me and rolls her eyes. ‘Idiot! That’s the slow way! Go right, and straight on until you get to the school …’

‘Girls! One at a time, please!’ The taxi driver sounds desperate. ‘You’re worse than my grandkids! You’ve done nothing but bicker all the way here. It’s Christmastime! How’s about a little cheer, eh?’

‘Sorry,’ I mutter. I hate being told off. When will I become a proper adult who doesn’t always feel about seven?

‘It’s my fault,’ says Amy nicely. ‘I confused you. And it might not even be a school any more. Perhaps it’s a giant vape shop. Everything turns into a vape shop eventually.’

I reach over and squeeze her hand. She pulses against my palm in response.

‘How old are your grandchildren?’ I ask, because I am a suck-up.

‘Freya’s eight and Lottie’s almost four. Lottie idolises Freya, but Freya’s a big girl now, got her own friends. She doesn’t want to know.’ He laughs. ‘They’ll get on better in a few years, I’m sure.’ He turns around to look at us. ‘How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?’

‘Twenty-seven,’ I say automatically, obediently, as Amy says, ‘Old enough, thank you!’ She leans over and nudges me in the ribs, hard enough that I can feel it through my coat. When did her elbows get so pointy? ‘Anyway, we’re here! If you can just pull up on the right, that would be great, cheers.’ The last word sounds stagy, fraudulent. I don’t think I’ve ever heard her say ‘cheers’ before.

She slides the door open while reaching for her bags, both dark and sleek. A small case with wheels, and something that is, I suppose, technically a backpack – although it bears as much resemblance to my scruffy backpack as a spaceship bears to a milk float. It takes Amy seconds to exit. She lands on her feet, elegantly, and she’s at the driver’s window. ‘Cash or card?’ she asks, and then she’s tapping something against the driver’s phone before I have a chance to get my wallet out.

‘Amy!’ I call, too late. ‘You should have let me pay, that was expensive! You’re a student! An ex-student! You don’t have any money.’

She huffs. I hear it, the driver hears it, they can probably hear it in Central Manchester. ‘For goodness’ sake, stop … stop big-sistering me. I’m an adult too, why don’t you treat me like one? An adult with a credit card!’ Amy’s whine isn’t convincing. And she doesn’t help herself by stamping her foot at the end.

To be fair to her, I’m not exactly commanding authority right now. I windmill and flounder, trying to get all my worldly goods on my back from a crouching position. I grab, wildly, at a carrier bag. A magazine falls out, followed by an empty sandwich packet. Amy attempts to help me. ‘When did you have a sandwich?’ she asks.

‘Ah … just before your train got in,’ I improvise. To be honest, I’m not entirely sure that this is my bag. I scoop it out anyway, close the door and shout, ‘Thanks! Merry Christmas!’ Our driver toots his horn, and then turns left, back to his home, his life and his squabbling grandchildren, I suppose.

It would be nice to take a moment to gather myself, figuratively as well as literally. It’s not that I’m not happy to be home. But it’s complicated. I take a breath and try to start working out answers to difficult questions. What will I say to Mum? It’s mutual … For the best … No, I don’t know how long I’ll be staying … I didn’t ask to be born! Oh, help. Should I give up and go back? Where, though?

Amy is already attacking the door knocker, and I have to swallow down the tightness rising in my shoulders and filling my throat.

‘Weird that Mum hasn’t put the wreath up,’ she says. ‘And normally she has those lights in the garden.’

‘It is strange,’ I reply. Our house is the only one in my sightline that is unlit and unwreathed. It pulls focus like a dead tooth. There’s a faint suggestion of squalor. What is usually shaggily verdant is now bare and brown. There isn’t a stained mattress resting against the hedge, but it isn’t hard to picture one.

‘She hasn’t gone away, has she?’ I say. ‘Perhaps Barb dragged her to Tenerife for some winter sun. Karaoke. Florid cocktails.’

‘Oiled youths, shirtless, and catering to the needs of the older lady,’ says Amy.

‘How can you? That’s our mother!’

‘Calm down!’ she laughs. ‘I meant Barb! Anyway, according to Instagram, Barb is safely ensconced around the corner with her nine-foot Christmas tree and animatronic penguins. Pouring pints of Baileys Irish Cream into decapitated Lindt reindeers.’

She knocks again. ‘Maybe she’s gone out for the morning, though. We should have called ahead. Whose idea was it, coming home as a surprise?’

‘Yours!’ She is exasperating. ‘I wasn’t even going to come!’

‘Right, because of …’ She pauses. ‘What’s his name. Job? Something biblical!’

‘Adam! My boyfriend’s name is Adam.’

‘Ex-boyfriend,’ corrects Amy, and that’s when our mother opens the door.

She stares at us and blinks. It’s as though she doesn’t recognise us – or rather, she knows us from somewhere and she’s trying to place us, running through memories of various schools and supermarkets and parties past.

‘What … a surprise!’ she says at last.

‘Mum!’ I drop everything I’m carrying, and hug her, hard. I need her to be pure familiar comfort, but she feels different. I think she smells different. I only saw her a couple of months ago, surely nothing has changed that much between now and then?

She did seem confused. And she hasn’t put the decorations up. Is this some sort of terrifying early-onset degenerative condition? Will we need to be her carers? Did the universe make Adam break up with me, so I’d be able to come home and look after her? Oh lord. She kisses the top of my head and then catches my chin with her hands. ‘Jo, you need a fringe trim. How can you see out? Do you want me to do it for you?’

‘I’m growing it,’ I lie. ‘I forgot to clip it back.’ Regardless of her mental state, no March woman can be trusted with a pair of scissors.

‘Amy! Look at you!’ Mum hugs my little sister, who simply submits. ‘Goodness, it’s nice to see you in real life, and not on a video call. You look great!’

I realise I haven’t observed Amy properly today, I’ve just seen what I expect to see. A sense of prettiness, girliness, blonde hair and blue eyes. I used to tease her and tell her that she looked like the sort of ornament you’d find in a charity shop – a shiny shepherdess with ringlets and a bonnet. I think I’ve always been jealous that she’s so good at being a girl, when I’m so coarse in comparison. Big nose, frizzy hair – someone once told me that I look as though I ought to have a Swiss army knife in my pocket. (I don’t – you’ll find some used tissues and fluffy mints, if you’re lucky.)

But Amy is indefinably different too – glossier, with sharper edges. She’s done something to her eyebrows. In fact, she’s done something, full stop. ‘Did you get Botox?’ I hiss. I’m furious. Somehow Amy has erased all the faint traces of our sisterhood – the shadow of my face no longer exists on hers. ‘Your face probably hasn’t even finished developing yet! And how can you call yourself a feminist?’

‘Calm down, no Botox,’ says Amy. ‘My housemate has one of those mad electro fencing mask things.’

‘You do look lovely, darling,’ says Mum, and I detect a hint of anxiety in her voice. We troop into the house, behind her, and Amy whispers, ‘It’s fillers, you idiot. And if you breathe a word to Mum …’ She doesn’t need to finish. I know what she’s capable of.

The world is weird. My mother has become strange. My sister has a new face. I have no boyfriend, and no fixed address. And it’s supposed to be Christmas.

‘Goodness, it’s dark in here!’ I say loudly, flicking on the light switch. ‘Where are all the decorations? Mum, do you want a hand with things? We can get everything down from the loft.’ Was she going to have Christmas in the dark, on her own, without us? With no tree? I’m on the brink of bursting into tears. ‘Mum, are you OK? Really?’ I take her hands. ‘What’s going on?’

‘Nothing! I just fancied doing something different this year.’ She shrugs. ‘I thought it would be nice to have a quiet time. But now you’re all back, so I guess we can decorate! Not sure where we can get a tree from, at this point in time.’

‘You don’t even have a tree?’ I’m aghast. ‘Is Barb aware of this?’

‘We’re all back!’ says Amy quietly. ‘Is Meg here?’

‘She’s upstairs, having a lie-down.’ Mum looks at us. Amy and I look at each other. And we’re all thinking, How much does she know?

‘OK,’ I say. If I speak loudly and confidently, this will be less strange, and more Christmassy. ‘Let’s get those decorations! I’m off to the loft!’
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Louisa

This is unbelievable.

I could just about cope with one daughter turning up, unannounced. Especially because I was hoping that with a bit of guerrilla counselling and half a packet of biscuits, Meg would be back with Charlie by teatime. But three daughters! Now that Jo and Amy are here, there’s no way Meg is leaving. They’ll all camp out in the sitting room, leaving trails of mugs and crumbs, knocking over wine glasses, taking custody of the remote control. I’m thrilled! I’m delighted! I’m … imagining my perfect, silent, solitary birthday swirling straight down the drain, like the bath that I’ll never get to take because my selfish little cows will inevitably use all the hot water.

It’s fine. Fine. Honestly, it’s absolutely … I realise I’m punching the cushion I’m holding, instead of fluffing it up. I stop. I take a breath. And I punch some more, beating in time to my feeling of fury. Not! One! Of! Them! Has! Wished! Me! Happy! Birthday! And if I don’t stop punching this cushion, one of them will walk in and say, ‘Mum, what are you doing?’ And I can’t trust myself not to say, ‘What does it look like?’ before throwing it at their head.

Is it too early for a drink?

I stop punching and let myself sink into the sofa. I’m bone-tired; the exhilarating rage has left my body very suddenly, and I feel as though I’ve fallen down a hole. Maybe I’ll just sleep. They can’t make me do anything if I’m asleep. Everything might feel slightly more manageable after a short nap.

Tucking my legs under my body, I try to remember forgotten yoga classes and meditation taster sessions. A succession of lithe women in leather necklaces appear in my mind’s eye. Quiet your mind. That’s the part that used to drive me crazy. As if it were that easy, and you could simply stop the shouting, neon-flashing worries by saying ‘Shhhhh!’ But I pay attention to my breath, and I try to feel my chest rising and falling. In through the nose, out through the mouth. Slow it down. Find ease. Find strength. And I feel better for about three seconds.

Then I sit bolt upright and start hyperventilating.

Jo should be in London, with Adam. Where is Adam? Secretly, I’m quite relieved that he’s not here – I can never say anything to Jo, but I find Adam fairly tedious. Oh, I hope he’s not going to turn up soon too. And why has she brought so much stuff?

Why isn’t Amy with her friend?

Women in their twenties don’t leave their friends and boyfriends and impulsively come home for Christmas for fun. Something has happened. And they’re going to be back here until I fix it. I bury my face in the cushion, and let out a small, muffled scream.

When I pull it away, I realise Amy is standing in front of me. ‘Mum,’ she says cautiously. ‘Are you OK?’

‘What? Yes, darling, fine! I was …’ I think for a second. ‘Meditating!’ It’s sort of true.

‘Happy birthday,’ she says. ‘Sorry, I should have said something earlier. This is for you.’ She hands me a little cube, wrapped in shiny, pink paper. ‘Thank you, love!’ I tear it open. She remembered! ‘This is very thoughtful of you!’ The pink paper contains a pink box. ‘High-strength retinol! That’s very, um, wow! Ah … what is it?’

‘Found it on TikTok! It’s supposed to be good for ageing skin, Mum. It’s much stronger than regular retinol, and I thought, now that you’re fifty …’

I laugh, because I’m not sure what to do with my face. ‘Fifty! No! No, no, no! Not yet! I’m forty-nine today!’

‘Oh!’ says Amy, confused. ‘Right. Well, if you use that, you’ll look thirty-five!’

‘Ahahahahaha!’ If I keep laughing, I won’t shout at my youngest child. Why would I want to look thirty-five, anyway? What is this obsession with turning back time? You might as well make me go back to school and do my exams or force me to give birth again. Absolutely not. ‘It’s very kind of you. Thank you. Anyway, I thought you were with your friend in London. What happened?’

‘It’s a long story,’ says Amy. ‘We had a bit of a falling-out, it’s stupid. I wanted to come home. I’ve got some news!’

‘You’re pregnant too?’ I say, swallowing hard. Then I clap my hand over my mouth. Does Amy know about Meg?

‘No! No! Nothing like that! I’m moving back in with you! College isn’t working out for me, but I’ve been thinking, and learning from a lot of entrepreneurs. So I’ve decided to set up my own business! Isn’t it great?’ She’s smiling widely. There’s something different about her face, and I’m struggling to put my finger on it.

Not great at all. ‘What about your course?’ I say. ‘You need to finish, Aimes. You need to get your degree.’

She shakes her head. ‘I wasn’t learning anything, Mum. You can find out more online than you can from lectures. It was a bit old-fashioned, and a bit slow. I kept thinking about what I wanted to do when I left, and I thought, Why not get started now? What’s stopping me?’

‘Amy, you can’t drop out!’ I say. ‘You know how I felt about dropping out. And I had to, because I was pregnant with Meg. You don’t have any reason to leave. All I wanted for you was to have a proper education. It’s important. You can do anything, if you’ve got a degree. If you can just keep going for a bit longer, and finish the course …’ I sigh heavily. ‘You can’t do this. You have to go back after Christmas.’

‘It’s not like that any more, Mum,’ she says. ‘I think university is a waste of money.’

‘And you’ve already wasted plenty of it. Let’s talk about this properly, really think about it. You’re halfway through, it would be crazy to drop out now. I can’t believe you’re doing this! Haven’t I taught you anything?’

‘Ugh, this is so typical!’ says Amy. ‘You’re still treating me like the youngest. You don’t believe in me. No one does.’

‘Oh, love, we all believe in you, I promise. Look, is this about your friend and the falling-out? Because if that’s why you want to leave, you’ve got options. You can find somewhere else to live, maybe switch to a different module and make sure that you don’t see her …’

Amy’s face darkens, and she shakes her head. ‘It’s a lot of things, Mum. It’s just not the right place for me. And I’ve decided to be positive, get proactive. The people who love me are supposed to support me. I’m going to make you so proud of me.’

Oh lord.

‘I’m very, very proud of you already,’ I say. ‘You don’t need to do anything. But promise me that you won’t do anything rash.’

‘That reminds me,’ says Amy. ‘On the subject of rashes, don’t use the retinol if you’re going out in the sun, it will make your skin all blotchy.’

She skips out of the room. I look at the box, covered in promises stating it contains the ultimate fix for dull, sagging, ageing skin. Happy birthday to me.
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Jo

The stairs in this house have a personality, a musicality. A thud, a squeak, a swoop. This is a song I know very well, and with Meg’s hand in mine I can travel through time. The stairs are dense with ghosts; we’re chasing each other back up, or we’re careening down in makeshift toboggans, enjoying the treacherous ‘sleeping bag game’, which was banned when Amy fractured her wrist.

Here, it’s as if the last ten years never happened. If I could have a Christmas Eve wish, that’s exactly what I’d ask for.

‘Are you all right?’ asks Meg. ‘You look like you’re holding something in.’

‘Oh, you know. Memories, nostalgia, the usual clichéd stuff.’ I’m loath to tell Meg how I’m feeling. I’m being vulnerable, silly, sentimental.

‘Ah. I thought it was a fart. I might as well warn you, I’m going to be breaking wind unapologetically. So far, pregnancy is very gassy.’ She smiles sweetly. ‘Maybe that’s the best thing about being with your family. You can relax!’

As we reach the hall, I glimpse a flash of bright yellow through the glass pane of the front door. I know that car.

‘I think Barb is here.’

‘Oh, no.’ Meg drops my hand and climbs back onto the penultimate stair. ‘No, I can’t talk to her, I can’t tell her, I can’t see her.’ She shakes her head. ‘I’m going back upstairs. Don’t let her know I’m here.’

‘Don’t be ridiculous.’ I reach for Meg and pull her back down. ‘Get it over with. The longer you put it off, the worse it will be. And Barb has been divorced twice, at least. She might have some good advice.’

‘Her advice is reliably terrible. She’ll suggest that I go on a singles cruise or dye my hair red.’ Meg winces. ‘Or maybe she’ll chase me with her sage stick.’

‘Look, we’ve all fucked up,’ I mutter. ‘We’re all in for a dose of Barb wrath, we’ll share it out.’ I take a deep breath, fling the front door open and grin. ‘Auntie Barb! Ha … appy Christmas!’

It takes me a moment to make sense of her hair. The woman in front of me is undeniably Barb – five foot nothing, sparkly tweed jacket, Mr. T-style jewellery – but her ashy, flicky, bouffy ‘do’ is gone. Now she has a jet-black, high-gloss bob. It’s giving a little Louise Brooks, and a lot of Betty Rubble. I suspect it did not grow out of her head.

‘Your hair!’ I gasp. ‘It looks …’ like a Lego person’s hair. ‘Great!’ And then, too late, I start to think of all the reasons why a woman in her seventies might be wearing a wig, and I feel furious with myself.

‘Isn’t it fabulous? You know, one day I woke up and thought, Barbara Adina Leah, you’ve spent your life sitting around in salons, getting the same hairstyle as everyone else. Why not make a change? So now I just have wigs! Today, I’m Cleopatra! Tomorrow, I’m Brigitte Bardot! Changed my life, it has, without a doubt. Anyway, let me in! We’ve got things to do! Time’s a-wasting. Where’s your mother?’

She pushes between Meg and me, and we follow her to the kitchen. ‘Come on, start packing. We can take my car,’ says Barb, who is walking around the room opening and closing cupboard doors. ‘Louisa, what’s in the freezer? Where are your extra sets of crockery?’

‘I barely have a set of regular crockery.’ Mum frowns. ‘Barb, what’s going on? Where did you get that vodka?’

‘It’s perfect! It will make them feel at home!’ Barb has a bottle tucked under each arm.

‘Who?’ we say, in unison.

Barb rolls her eyes. ‘There isn’t time to explain. I can tell you properly on the drive. I was just in the nail bar on the high street – you know, the other one, the good one was all booked up. The one with that awful Thompson girl, who was at school with Amy.’

‘Jessica Thompson!’ says Amy. ‘She’s got two kids now, would you believe? She wasn’t awful, but she came here for a party and ate potpourri.’

‘I remember!’ I say. ‘She thought it was a beetroot crisp.’

‘Barb,’ says Mum. ‘Please get to the point.’

‘Jessica was talking about a poor Ukrainian family on Garland Road. There’s a little kiddie, just three years old, and they’ve had a terrible shock. Apparently they escaped some kind of flood or something. They’ve lost everything. So I came straight here. I thought we could organise something for them and take it over.’

‘But …’ Mum raises her eyes to heaven and takes a deep breath. ‘What did you think we’d be able to bring? We were going out for lunch tomorrow. The cupboards are pretty much bare. The girls aren’t supposed to be here.’

‘Thanks, Mum,’ I mutter. ‘That’s very festive of you.’

Barb shrugs. ‘So this is serendipitous! Anyway, your cupboards are stocked. I took care of it. Let’s get these spoils on the road!’

She throws a Yule log at my head, and I reach up and catch it just in time. It’s absurd, but I feel proud, lucky, dexterous.

Mum sighs. ‘OK, fine! But let’s leave the vodka here.’

‘I suppose it might be a bit controversial, under the circumstances.’ I take a bottle from Barb and look at the label. ‘It says Russian vodka.’

‘Never mind that.’ Mum grabs the bottle from me. ‘My need is greater.’ She opens an empty cupboard and tucks it away. At least Barb has left us with plenty of storage space.
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