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Isy tries solo skinny dipping

‘All right then, I will!’ I yelled at Mark, wriggling out of my fleece, T-shirt, two vests, bra, jeans, long johns, pants, legwarmers, socks and shoes, in that order, tossing them aggressively onto the sand.

‘I didn’t say anything!’ he shouted into the fierce January wind, he and my other two mates looking on bewildered as I sprinted, Day-Glo naked, towards the unforgiving arms of the Celtic sea.

‘Don’t stop running from the bastards,’ I thought. ‘No matter how cold it is. Whatever you do, don’t stand still.’

Tiny ice-cold fingers jabbed at my everywheres as I took one step, and then another, into the freezing cold water. I tried to run further in, but my body went limp in protest. I was like a fly in treacle. Sinking down onto my knees instead, my every pore screamed out as I submerged myself up to my neck. I stubbornly faced the horizon for a few seconds then turned around to look back at them on the shore, positive their silence was due to their having nicked my clothes and scarpered to a hiding place behind some rocks. Surely that was it. I’d done a crazy thing and they’d nicked my clothes. We were still OK. We were all dicking about. We didn’t have to grow up yet.

And I turned, my blood already changing to strawberry Slush Puppy in my veins, and there they were, my three best mates. They weren’t hiding behind any rocks and nobody had hidden my clothes. They weren’t even looking my way. Amy was tiredly chucking pebbles at Gavin’s foot, Gavin was texting, and Mark was sipping tea from a Thermos. I left the sea and made my way back towards them. In the film version of this scene, the woman emerges from the water onto the deserted beach, awakened, sexy, rejuvenated, never more alive. In the real life version, I’d never been more dead. Back I trudged. My thighs were sporting that mottled raspberry-ripple look I’d last exhibited on the netball pitch at fifteen, my hair was stuck to my face in wet gloops, and my skin was becoming numb. Suddenly painfully aware they could see everything, I turned round and attempted a sort of backwards hop towards them on the sand, just showing them my bum. Good old bums, the same on each sex; neutral – the Switzerland of the anatomy.

I finally reached them, and sulkily yanked my crumpled clothes off the ground and back on as they averted their eyes.

‘What did you do that for?’ mumbled Mark, screwing the lid back on his flask. ‘We’ll hit rush hour now.’

As we all hurried to the car in silence, it dawned on me that I had reached the point where my mates hiding my clothes behind a rock was a better scenario than my mates not hiding my clothes behind a rock. How had it come to this?

Rewind two days. It’s 30 December, and the four of us have stopped at a service station on the way to the beach cottage in Wales for our annual New Year’s piss-up. I’d been to the loo and everyone was taking ages, so I was standing aimlessly next to WH Smiths doing what I always do at service stations: kicking the floor; checking out travel pillows and thinking how useful they are but how they take up so much room in a suitcase; watching sunburnt kids gleefully drizzle Fanta into the creases on those massage chairs. Eventually I entered the shop, snaffled a fizzy cola bottle from Pick ’n’ Mix as a sweet, sweet, micro ‘screw you’ to The Man, swallowed it whole, then promptly bought a packet of Rolos out of guilt. Amy and Gavin, the only couple I know where I’m friends with each of them equally, scuttled round from the toilet area as I came out of the shop.

‘Do you want my first Rolo?’ I asked Amy. ‘That means I hate you.’

‘Actually I’m feeling a bit sick, so I can’t,’ she said. She glanced nervously at Gav.

‘You can just bite off the outside,’ I suggested. ‘I’ll have the toffee. Even though it’ll have your germs on it.’

This time she ignored me. She looked at Gav again. He grinned now, and the two of them took on a kind of holy sheen. She spoke again. ‘Isobel Jane Suttie, we’ve got something to tell you.’

The sentence ‘we’ve got something to tell you’ is the benevolent cousin of ‘we need to talk’. Other relatives include ‘are you sitting down?’ and ‘are you standing up?’ and ‘are you standing on a bouncy castle?’ Everyone knows that ‘we need to talk’ is never, ever good. When you’re a teenager, it means that the person who’s said that is then going to talk for a long time and that the other person is going to sit on a swing with their heart going like a machine gun, using their tatty cuff to wipe away the tears and snot. ‘We’ve got something to tell you’, on the other hand, is normally about good news for the speakers – the clue’s in the plural. It’s not going to affect you, the listener, unless your doctor likes to hire barbershop quartets to deliver the news of a terminal illness.

‘Mmmm hmmm,’ I said in response to Amy and Gav, feigning nonchalance as I tipped loads of Rolos into my mouth, while grasping onto the nearest thing for support – one of those machines where you operate a metal claw which I’ve only ever seen pick up a toy once, at Alton Towers. Then drop it just before it got to the chute. Don’t ever bother with those machines unless you want to teach a child never to trust anyone. I had a bad feeling about whatever Amy and Gavin were going to tell me. They obviously had a very good feeling about whatever they were going to tell me. Beaming from ear to ear, they then proceeded to say one word each. I dread to think how they decided to do this and whether they did it for everyone they were telling. Amy said, ‘We,’ Gav said, ‘Are,’ Amy said, ‘Going,’ Gav said, ‘To,’ Amy said, ‘To,’ and Gav said, ‘No, I just said “to”, it’s “have” now.’ They giggled for a few seconds as my knuckles whitened.

‘Shall we start again?’ said Amy.

‘No,’ I said, ‘I think I’m getting the—’

Gav interrupted. ‘Have,’ he said, ‘A,’ Amy chortled, and I said, my mouth a cave of sugary stalactites, ‘Latte? Fry-up? Bath?’ and they grinned, took a breath, and, in unison, said the word I’d been most expecting, and most dreading. ‘Baby.’

‘Oooffft!’ I managed. Then, ‘Well done.’

‘Awwww,’ they said. ‘Auntie Isy.’

In fact, that was the first, but not the last time I have heard the term, ‘Auntie Isy’. ‘Auntie Isy’ drummed up a picture of an old woman in a black dress who’s never married, who’s covered in cat hair and who has a permanent trail of cake crumbs across her neglected décolletage. ‘Auntie Isy? Oh, she had a suitor once. He worked at the spam factory. That was years ago. Still, she’s happy in her way. She has her tapestry.’ I didn’t want to be Auntie Isy, and I sure didn’t want them to be Mummy and Daddy. I was aware that I should have been pleased for them, but my heart was plunging deep down into my trainers, and no amount of Rolos could stop it.
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An explanation

Let me press pause here, guys, before you think I’m a total bitch. It wasn’t that I wasn’t pleased that they were so excited. Of course I was. It’s just that I didn’t know how I’d fit in now. I wasn’t a natural with children – the only things that had run through my head the few times I’d been around a very little baby were the same things that had run through my head in school netball lessons: ‘Don’t drop it don’t drop it’ and ‘At all costs, avoid the one in the red bib’ – but I knew they would be. They were two of the best people I’d ever met, and they were going to bring another human being onto this earth! He or she might become – in order of desirability – a humanitarian, a tennis champion, a firefighter, an IT person, a prostitute, an estate agent. And I would know this kid, and love it (hopefully) as much as I loved them.

It was just such a shock that this was happening now. These were supposed to be the last few halcyon days, before we finally settled down. We were in our mid-to-late twenties, in that wilderness where you stop listening to current music and ‘rediscover’ your favourite band from the Nineties – in my case the seminal punk-cum-indie band Carter The Unstoppable Sex Machine. You buy skinny T-shirts with the band’s logo emblazoned on them only to find they don’t fit like they used to, and plan an expedition to see them play a reunion gig only to find out your cousin’s getting married the same weekend and you’ve got to do a reading of a poem she’s penned herself, which contains lines like ‘I always threw away the travel section of the Guardian till I met you,’ and ‘I love the way we use your ex-girlfriend’s wine glasses and both feel nothing but jubilance and I genuinely wish her the best.’ OK, that second line was an exaggeration, but you get the drift. Stuff about chocolate sprinkles on cappuccinos and long Sunday treks and flakes of croissant and sweaty palms being entwined for hours. We were in that wilderness where, if you’re unlucky enough to be a member of Facebook, people suddenly and without warning start replacing their profile pictures of themselves drinking from a pineapple in Costa Rica drunkenly covered in dribble and sick with a close-up of their baby, covered in dribble and sick, wearing a tiny Carter The Unstoppable Sex Machine T-shirt. The one thing worse than the selfie is the selfie by proxy.

We were at the time the dastardly hat-trick of mortgages, marriage and kids starts to pursue you. It starts with a whiff of it, and you think you’re mistaken, then it’s a definite aroma, and before you know it, it’s like Temple Run and you’ve got to check over your shoulder for it constantly, and try daring things to confuse and escape it, like an impromptu trip to Berlin with someone called Chantal you met in the Co-op in the early hours, like snorting nutmeg off a bin, like pretending to be a mystery shopper in order to get free burritos. In my head, myself and my mates were going to get married one day at the same time, in a massive marquee containing thousands of wedding guests who cheered for ‘their’ couple like at a festival but listened kindly to the support acts they’d never heard of. We’d all get pregnant on the same night (not in the same room, but in the same county), then all live on the same street, and all die on the same day, painlessly yet nobly, and holding hands. But we can all have these intentions. Before you know it, you’re a homeowner and parent, chubbing up on special offer mature cheddar and £6.99 Rioja (£7.99 on weekend nights!), unable to contain yourself when you spy a good drying-rack, and buying people gigantic candles and Audrey Hepburn mousemats for their birthdays.

I don’t begrudge anyone happiness. People can rub noses, rub bark, or rub their genitals on sandpaper in darkened rooms – I don’t care, as long as they’re ultimately kind, can laugh at themselves, and don’t say the phrase ‘shall I be mother?’ when they pour tea or gravy. I think it’s just that I don’t like to feel left out. It harks back to school. Those mottled legs never did serve me well in netball. The feeling of being picked last was so familiar it was like putting on a pair of trusty old slippers. Possibly it was the slippers that held me back, but you weren’t allowed to wear Doc Martens on the pitch. I always wanted to be one of the gang, so sought out other weirdos who didn’t like netball and who made their own clothes. I got an undercut hairstyle when everyone else did. I dyed it with henna because that’s what Hester from two years above did. And now I had a group of mates which was co-dependent in the same way: there was an unspoken rule that we were moving forward at the same rate. We were solid. We holidayed very drunkenly in the same hovel of a cottage every New Year. We made each other do dares all night at festivals which normally involved speaking in olde English. We had Mega Malteser and Movie Sausage and Mash Marathons.* It wasn’t like any of us knew Bez from The Happy Mondays but I liked to think we knew how to have a good time. We were conscious that we were dangerously close to growing up, and that, like the cast of Beverley Hills 90210 and creepy men from small-town nightclubs, our playing age was about six years younger than our real age. But I thought we had a few more years to do just that – play – before getting finally slurped from the wilderness into the vortex.

I didn’t much care for this path towards ‘growing up’, and spent most of it scrabbling around trying to make sense of my life. Luckily, being a single writer/performer/Crystal Maze aficionado allowed me to scrabble around to my heart’s content, because I didn’t have to inform a boyfriend of my scrabbling schedule, and because you don’t really have to grow up in my job. Admittedly at this point, I was still struggling to make ends meet. It wasn’t long ago I’d been working in a call centre for a virtually bankrupt food delivery company in a corrugated iron shack with no windows, but that made me feel that my options were even more open. Surely they were open. They had to be. At the very least, someone was going to build a window in the wall. Weren’t they?

This is a book about what happened after that pivotal moment in Leigh Delamere service station when Amy and Gavin, two of the best housemates I’ve ever had, told me they were having a baby. It’s an ode to the wilderness that comprised the last delicious dregs of my twenties: all its brambles, unexpected ditches, sinister wildlife, clearings with dodgy rope-swings, and missing signposts. I stumbled through that wilderness on a quest to have as much fun as possible and also find the crème de la men – someone who would make me deliriously happy yet also not let me get lazy yet also not pull me up on it when I did, thank you very much. If I was ever going to go in for wearing matching underwear and drinking wine from glasses instead of mugs and using oven gloves instead of T-shirts and all that bollocks, I didn’t just want The One. I wanted The Actual One.

* I don’t like calling them ‘movies’. We only did it to make a nicer sounding acronym – MMMSMM.
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Isy makes a massive penguin

But for now, we’re in the service station, I’m still reeling from Amy and Gav’s pregnancy news, and some poor eight-year-old’s sobbing because his dad’s now spent six pounds on the claw machine but SpongeBob SquarePants refuses to budge an inch.

‘We wanted to tell you now,’ said Amy, ‘so you didn’t wonder why I wasn’t drinking.’

Mark emerged from the men’s loos, flapping his massive hands from side to side in the air to dry them.

‘You know that defeats the point of washing them?’ I snapped. ‘I read it in Metro.’

He smiled. ‘You’ve told her then?’

‘Yeah,’ said Amy and Gav in unison.

‘We didn’t know whether to,’ added Gav, putting his arm round me. ‘We know it’s a hard time for you.’

‘What with the break up,’ Amy added, like in a shit film script.

Rewind ten days. I’m going out with a guy called Sam, who I’ve been with for a good few years. To all intents and purposes, he’s The One. I know he’s The One because it’s a Sturdy Relationship™. We really make each other laugh. We both secretly love Queen and openly love Curb Your Enthusiasm. He’s intelligent (i.e. he wears glasses), he has two good shirts, and uses a wide vocabulary which includes approximately eighteen words that contain more than five syllables. He shaves often, but we sing along to Randy Newman while he does, so I don’t notice how much. He bites the nail of his right thumb only, having pared it down from all his fingers over the years. He wears one pair of trainers until they’re rendered broken, then buys exactly the same pair again, sometimes online if he can’t find them in this country. He’s compact, personality-wise: holds back for months, then surprises me by getting upset because I’ve missed our anniversary, and doesn’t shout or cry easily – very British, I suppose. I often feel that not all of him is in the room, like there’s a secret bit, and sometimes think, ‘No, this is all of him.’ He likes to keep me separate from his friends, on the whole. We live about twenty-five minutes from each other. We have sex about half as much as I say we do when we fill in a magazine survey, the same as every other couple in a long-term relationship. I’d be able to pick out the sound of him breathing in if I closed my eyes and someone got a hundred men to line up and inhale in turn. Which I’d love to set up, incidentally. Of course, it’s not as good as it was at the beginning – but what is? The beginning is like a violent fever, often involving frequent sex, frenetic and giggly or intense and tearful like sixth form poetry. As time moves on, the bubble doesn’t so much burst as disintegrate, depositing slivers of film over what’s really inside.

This year, for the first time, Sam had asked me if I wanted to spend one night at his family’s house on 20 December, before I went to my parents’ house in Matlock for Christmas. What actually happened was that he texted me to say his mum had said did I want to come for an early Christmas celebration. ‘Are we five?’ I thought. I was surprised his mum hadn’t texted my mum the question. On the train there though, I remembered how his mum made massive Yorkshire puddings, the size of the plate, like miniature paddling pools filled with the contents of a roast, and my spirits soared very high, let me tell you. Her Yorkshire pudding plates were like a grown-up version of my pies. I was going through a big pie-making phase at that time. When I say ‘pie’, I mean I’d get a dessert bowl and line it with bread, butter side up, fill it with the contents of a fry-up (but no tomatoes as they make the bread soggy), smear a layer of tomato sauce over the whole shebang, then put another piece of bread on top, butter side down, and sort of seal it around the sides by pressing it together. I’d then get a fork and make two holes in the top so it looked like a pie from a nursery rhyme. And sure, it wasn’t a pie in the eyes of the law, but if you believe something’s a pie, it is a pie. Apart from McDonald’s apple pies.

No matter how well you know someone’s family, there are always Christmas customs they have which wrong-foot you. The other family carries them out as normal, because they’re as ingrained as that stain on the worktop, but to you, as a stranger witnessing them, they seem outlandish or just plain crazy. My family are as bad as anyone else’s. Every Christmas morning we have to get out the posh tableware we only use at Christmas and check all of it for rogue vegetables before we start cooking. This is due to the fact that one year we were about to place the carrots in a lidded serving dish when we found that lurking in the corner of said dish was a shrivelled Brussels sprout from exactly a year before. It was brown and tiny and apologetic, like it had retreated in shame. Everyone blamed everyone else, including the sprout itself, but eventually my dad was given the mournful task of chiselling it off with a chopstick and lobbing it into next door’s garden – there was an on-going row about a tree. I’ve always wondered if it grew into a sprout bush but I’ve never seen anything that resembles one, much as I crick my neck peering over the fence.

The other main custom my family has at Christmas is reading aloud other families’ round-robin letters – you know, the letters which give a summary of what’s happened that year. I find them fascinating reading not so much because of the facts in them, but the way in which they’re written, and why they’ve chosen to spend a paragraph describing a rainy trip to Yorkshire Sculpture Park with only a brief mention of their daughter’s wedding as an addendum.

Every year, my mum threatens to write one for our family, and this year, she’d emailed one round – just to us lot, of course:

Overall, it hasn’t been a bad year for the Sutties. Unfortunately, my husband had a bad stub to the toe in March and had to sit down for ten minutes. However, he’s been on the mend since, and we’re hoping to have him back to his jolly self in time for Christmas Day. Sadly, I haven’t been without my fair share of health problems either. A bad cold in August of all times left me unable to bell-ring one evening, and as a result, people said it didn’t sound quite as melodious as normal. We had some new kitchen worktops done in October and no one noticed so we’ve started pointing them out aggressively to anyone who comes round. My two daughters remain fine, despite both being unmarried and childless!

When I got to Sam’s family’s in Croydon, I handed out my mum’s round-robin, which I’d printed out, as a kind of early Christmas present. They laughed, because they were great, but I noticed his mum then trying to hide what turned out to be their round-robin – and it was a proper one.

‘Oh come on, let me read it!’ I said. ‘My mum only wrote that one to take the piss because nothing goes on in our family.’

Eventually they acquiesced, but I soon saw why they’d been reticent about me reading it. It wasn’t because they were hurt about the Suttie one, it was because Sam’s parents’ round-robin mentioned all their kids’ boyfriends and girlfriends except me. No wonder – I never saw his parents, lovely as they were.

Reading that round-robin made it clear to me that no matter how much I tried to kid myself, we weren’t really considered a couple. His parents hadn’t excluded me out of malice – it just hadn’t occurred to them. I could have won an Olympic medal, or broken a world record for watching back-to-back episodes of ITV’s seminal fantasy gaming show Knightmare (ah, another unfulfilled ambition – Knightmare, not the Olympics), but it just wouldn’t have crossed their minds to mention me. I texted Amy:

Bloody hell. Sam’s parents didn’t include me in Xmas round-robin and mentioned all other partners of their kids. Sam’s dad just told Sam to take me to park and he said no I’m watching football! He can be such a twat x

And then, the inevitable happened. I sent the text to Sam’s phone. I always thought it was an urban myth that you could send a text to the person the text was about, but I’d just actually done it. What’s more, I’d done it about a delicate matter. No matter how annoyed I was, I couldn’t deal with the idea that things maybe weren’t going quite as well as Sam and I were both pretending they were. I was appalled at the idea of him knowing how hurt I was about the round-robin and then him telling his mum and the subsequent shitstorm stalling the arrival of the giant Yorkshire puddings. I had to get to that phone and delete it.

Sam’s phone – an old Nokia with an actual aerial, like a child had designed it – was in the pocket of his black fleece jacket, which was hanging in a cupboard everyone could see. I couldn’t just go and get it without explaining myself. The house was pretty hot. The only thing I could think of to do was to pretend to be cold. I tried chattering my teeth but realised that’s only done in cartoons. I rubbed my bare arms. Yes, this felt convincing.

‘Ooh, I’m freezing!’ I said lightly to him. ‘Can I have your fleece? It’s in the cupboard, isn’t it?’

‘Have this,’ his mum kindly said, taking a crocheted blanket from the arm of the settee.

‘The thing is,’ I replied, ‘when I’m cold I really need something covering the whole of my arms. I often sleep in a tracksuit in bed.’

What was this? I was going totally off-piste. A tracksuit? Why didn’t I just say ‘pyjamas’? Maybe I’d make an appearance in next year’s round-robin whether I liked it or not.

‘Do you want a cup of tea?’ his dad said, getting up. ‘Tea warms you up when you’re cold, and cools you down when you’re warm! Ah, tea!’

‘No, I just really want Sam’s fleece!’ I almost shouted, then added, ‘It smells of him.’

‘Ah!’ said his dad. ‘Not tea! Fleece!’

There was silence.

‘Go and get your fleece then, Sam,’ his dad said. ‘You wouldn’t take her to the park – this is the least you can do.’

Thankfully, Sam was playing a game of Operation with his brother that had twenty quid riding on it.

‘Don’t worry,’ I shouted, running towards the cupboard, ‘I’ll get it. Wouldn’t want you to drop that kidney.’

I got it and put it on, zipping it up as I felt I should, while furtively feeling in the pocket for the chunky phone. There it was, heavy in my hand like the gorgeous brick it was. I sat back on the sofa for a few moments, utterly boiling but giddily triumphant. But how was I going to do this? I couldn’t get his phone out then and there. Then I remembered. I could go to the loo. The good old loo. Safe in the confines of freshly Persilled towels and a carefully locked door, I deleted the text at last. I also took the opportunity to see who else had been texting him. Maybe he was having a secret affair. It was all people I knew – his mates. I was almost disappointed.

Later that night, after I’d opened Sam’s gift to me of a Frank Zappa T-shirt, plus a slate chopping board, his mum asked him what I’d got for him for Christmas. He looked blank. I couldn’t believe it.

‘Um …’ he looked at me searchingly. ‘Freaks and Geeks box set?’

‘Yeah,’ I said, ‘what was it in?’

He looked at me again. ‘A case?’

I turned to his mum. ‘It was in a penguin’s stomach,’ I said.

She looked blank, her forkful of giant Yorkshire pudding wavering between plate and mouth. I smiled and tipped back in my chair. ‘Yup. I made your son a penguin.’

Rewind five days.

I called the penguin Roy because Sam and I had recently been to London Zoo and there was a penguin there called Roy whom we fell in love with immediately and couldn’t tear ourselves away from. At the zoo, one of Roy’s legs was a bit shorter than the other and he was always looking around daydreaming when fish were being handed out, then he’d try and catch up with the big group of penguins but he couldn’t.

I had no idea how to go about making a penguin from scratch but I knew I wanted him to be big – and sturdy, unlike his real-life counterpart – so I bought a roll of chicken wire from the DIY shop which was a good four-foot high, and just bent it round, like the squat body of a snowman. It stayed in that shape, which gave me confidence: the body was complete. I then went to the newsagent downstairs, who gave me a load of out-of-date newspapers, and I slathered papier mâché all over Roy’s body, leaving a vertical opening about a foot wide down his front, like he’d been unzipped. I considered trying to make penguin organs out of papier mâché and placing them in there, actually a bit like a massive version of Operation, but decided that might be a step too far. I instead constructed ‘shelves’ inside Roy’s stomach, made from mesh, which I then also papier mâchéd. Sam could put DVDs or books inside him. At the top of his body there was a groove for his head, which I made from a bubble lampshade I stole from my living room, stuffed with more newspaper to make it into a ball. His wings were fully rotational, made from a frame of single wire in a big petal shape with black felt stretched over it, and once they were attached, I painted the whole thing with black gloss paint. An orange papier mâché beak and painted-on eyes permanently looking left completed him. I realised as I applied the finishing touches that he didn’t have feet, but I didn’t think that mattered in the grand scheme of things. Like if you met a mermaid, you’d be so bowled over, you wouldn’t notice if she had hairy armpits. Or maybe you would, and you’d like it. I certainly would.

By chance, the newspapers which were stuffed into Roy’s head were primarily the Sun, which meant had Roy come to life, he would have had some pretty interesting opinions about other penguins coming over to the UK, and whether it was OK to look at other penguins sunbathing. I was going to put ‘topless’, but penguins are always topless. As are all other animals, come to think of it. And bottomless. Bloody tarts. Roy’s head was great because, as it was totally detachable from his body, he could appear to be in all different kinds of moods – pensive, happy, suicidal – and he could also peer at you with his head on one side or seemingly out of the corner of his eye, if you stood to his right. There was even the rogue option of his head coming completely off and being positioned under the crook of his wing, like a penguin ghost from a picture book.

Roy was never meant to be some kind of kooky gift. I just like acting on instinct and following things through thoroughly. Roy happened to be born out of a truly spontaneous moment at the zoo. The materials were what they were because I have the three-dimensional art skills of a child. Also, I really adored making him. It was a secret project that started small. By the time I painted the final touch of gloss paint on his beak, I felt a bond with him no one could break.

As it turns out, if you decide to make a papier mâché penguin for your partner to try and save your relationship, the raw materials will cost approximately £180, and the reaction will be vague.

I took Roy round to Sam’s in mid-December, while we were still in London. I’d been building this present up a lot, but I was confident he would be a hit. As he and I stood on Sam’s doorstep after I’d rung the bell – I’d tried to get Roy to do it with his wing but Sam’s neighbour was watching from the bus stop and I felt it was too much – I said, ‘OK, buddy, you need to work your magic.’ Roy looked at me dubiously with his head on one side. I straightened it. That was better. Wow, I had total control of his emotions, like when you have kids! Sam was opening the door. I had my arm round Roy, who at five foot was almost my height. The bus driver had feebly tried to charge me for him but the rest of the passengers had protested so much when I told them my story that he’d let Roy on free, and then a few stragglers had clustered round me for the journey, asking how long it took to make Roy, and other technical questions like ‘Is it a panda?’ and ‘Why have you done this?’

The door was fully open now and Sam stood on the doorstep. His gaze was locked onto my face in the same way men’s gazes are when they’re trying not to acknowledge the existence of your breasts. Except in this case he was avoiding acknowledgement of the five-foot penguin by my side.

‘Hi, Sam,’ I said. ‘This is Roy.’

He finally took Roy in, like a toddler takes in its newborn sibling and realises life will never be quite as simple again.

‘Um, hi, Roy,’ he muttered.

I replied in a high, squeaky voice, ‘Hello, Sam.’ What was I doing? Roy wouldn’t talk like that. This was all wrong. I decided never to try and speak for Roy again, never to adjust his head. He was a penguin in his own right.

‘Is Roy for me?’ Sam asked, shooting a glance up and down the street, shiftily waving at the neighbour, who was now watching the show.

‘Yup!’ I said. First we had to get him up the stairs to Sam’s flat. He was pretty heavy, especially as I’d packed box sets into his stomach, so we left his head on the doorstep for the first trip, and then I raced back down the stairs to get it. The neighbour, incidentally, had got on his bus.

OPS/images/9780297609988.jpg
(
I8y = & (
o 1
tie (gl |
u , e Y
L 7
How | tried, and 7
failed, to remain 'z
twenty-something =
for ever I

/





OPS/images/title.jpg
wctuad
THE'ONE

How I tried, and
failed, to remain
twenty-something
forever

ISY SUTTIE

WEIDENFELD &NICOLSON





