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Praise for Selfish Girls

 

‘The story and characters felt both sharply real and ethereal at times, as though reading this novel enters you into a deep dream-like state . . . Complicated women, with all their intricate elements, are my favourite people to read about’ Emma Gannon, Sunday Times bestselling author of Olive

 

‘Abigail Bergstrom writes with so much vigour and colour and detail. Selfish Girls is an outstanding novel: pithy and singular, gloriously dark and compelling, a must read!’ Salena Godden, author of Mrs Death Misses Death

 

‘Sisterhood at its darkest and its most beautiful – every time you think you understand, Bergstrom reveals a new, breathtaking layer’ Monika Radojevic, #Merky Books New Writers’ Prize winning author of A Beautiful Lack of Consequence

 

‘I’m not exaggerating when I say this is literally the best book I’ve read in YEARS. And that’s coming from a Gen Z with the attention span of a cat’ Lucy Blakiston, Shit You Should Care About

 

‘Selfish Girls is Little Women meets Bad Sisters, and I adored it. With great empathy and precision, Abigail Bergstrom has created a family portrait that’s richly detailed and deeply intimate’ Chloë Ashby, author of Wet Paint

 

‘A masterclass in emotional storytelling. A searing, beautifully written portrait of messy love, buried pain, and the bonds that refuse to break. I couldn’t look away’ Amie McNee, author and creator of @inspiredtowrite                

‘Bergstrom writes with a beauty that bruises, capturing what it means to be a sister, a mother, a lover, a friend’ Hana Walker-Brown, multi-award winning journalist and author of A Delicate Game

 

‘An exceptionally clever and moving portrait of the messy realities of sisterhood – it took my breath away’ Olivia Petter, award-winning journalist, author and broadcaster

 

‘Selfish Girls is bold and lean and enduring’ Maxine Mei-Fung Chung, author of What Women Want





Abigail Bergstrom is a celebrated author and publishing powerhouse who has shepherded countless Sunday Times and New York Times bestsellers throughout her career. She writes for national magazines and broadsheets including ELLE, Sunday Times Style, Red magazine, the Telegraph, Grazia and Refinery29. She reviews books for Konfekt and also writes the substack newsletter ‘Something to Say,’ offering writing advice and cultural commentary to thousands of readers worldwide. She is also the author of the critically-acclaimed novel, What a Shame.
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For my sisters, Amy and Nicola,

and for my mother, Lesley.





 ‘What is this impulse in me to worship and crucify anyone who leaves me?’

Emily Skaja

Brute Poems, 2018

 

 

‘Abjection is above all ambiguity. Because, while releasing a hold, it does not radically cut off the subject from what threatens it – on the contrary, abjection acknowledges it to be in perpetual danger.’

Julia Kristeva

Powers of Horror: An Essay on Abjection, 1980
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Prologue

 

Red is a warning. The human body is almost entirely red inside yet there is no sign of it anywhere. Not one drop of red until something shatters and breaks. It’s the canopy of hell. Caught red-handed, the things she had done that her family wouldn’t forget. The colour of their school jumpers, crimson and wilting as they followed one another through the front door, cherry Tip Tops staining their lips. The streaks of sunburn, red, like a map of what had been forgotten. Ruddy shawls pinned with a daffodil for an eisteddfod. The inevitable revealed as she’d bitten into herself, peeling the skin down and around a nail.

Now red is the colour of an ending. Soaking through her cotton nightie, like lava scorching her sides, going into those deceptive corners of fear. The pain a vent, it comes from deep inside her. Feels like hands clutching around her womb and twisting in opposite directions. She moans as Noah tries to get her to sit up, pushes at his waist. She’d brought this on herself. Now he’s on the phone listing the facts: age, what time it started, how far along she is, how much blood.

She rolls over, reaching for the back of the sofa where a hardened coarse towel has been thrown down; it would be a shame to ruin a good one. A wince masks her anger, which fastens itself on a different outcome as she feels for something coming out of her, blood on her hands. The foul smell as she pulls down her knickers. The sac of cells resembling hope falls from between her legs onto the floor. Why hadn’t she thought to catch it? She cries out but it’s not a sound she’s made before. A maternal bellow: she’d needed to graduate to. And she knew it would linger with her now when she stared into the mirror, asking herself a question she could never say out loud: hadn’t this been what she’d wanted?





Impromptu Dinners

October

‘Ines Ivory?’

She doesn’t register the name at first because it’s not her real name. The voice seems to be calling these women held in a tension of their own making. She doesn’t feel anxious; she can’t feel anything. Competitive glances bounce off the walls of the narrow corridor, which is lined with green plastic chairs. They are deliberate in their discomfort, informing you that you’re not to settle. She focuses on the red nails belonging to the voice, seizing around the clipboard.

‘Ines Ivory?’

‘Oh, that’s me!’ She lifts a hand and notices that the gesture signals frailty.

‘Can everyone listen out for their names? We need to move quickly if we’re going to see everyone.’ The casting assistant draws her eyes over her. ‘You’ll be up next – follow me, please.’ She disappears back into the room and the remaining hopefuls seem resentful that Ines’s incompetence could eat into their shot.

She reaches for her bag then, hands shaking, shuts off her phone, the screen turning dark on a text exchange with Noah trying to convince her not to go, it’s too soon, her body is still recovering. But she isn’t as fragile as he likes to think she is. She wanted to do this, so she glides down the corridor, a paper plane in the windstream of her own determination.

 

Inside the audition room a young woman and a middle-aged man sit behind a table with bottles of water and pens spilling over yellow-lined paper. The brick walls are painted white and have signs with lists of names taped to them. The assistant hands the man Ines’s résumé as he finishes reading something on his phone. She tries to imagine herself as the woman in the photograph he’s just been given: pretty, distinguished, destined for something better than herself.

‘Name please?’

‘Ines Ivory.’

‘Age?’ He lifts his eyes to her.

‘Twenty-eight.’

‘Not at me, love, at the camera.’

Right, of course. She smiles and shifts her body, stares down into the hollow lens.

‘Have you done TV before?’

‘A few ads and a small role in a series that—’

‘Great. So, this is a nappy ad for a new brand. You’re a happy new mum overjoyed with your little one and an innovative absorbent technology. Any questions?’

She parts her lips to speak, then refrains. Hadn’t her agent said shampoo? Feels for the back of her head, her mind hazy now from the excruciatingly early train she’d taken to fit in a blow-dry.

‘Wake up – let’s go,’ the man chips, and his assistant flusters with the clipboard. It has lost its power in this new room, seems more like a life raft now under the harshness of synthetic lighting. The assistant reaches for one of the plastic babies piled on a table, placing it on the changing mat on the floor, which Ines hadn’t noticed. She looks at the tiny red apples decorating the plush mat and kneels before it almost instinctively, cradling the baby, head against her breasts, which are still sore.

‘No lines – we just need to see you with the product, put the nappy on, interact with the kid. Show us what you can do basically.’ He pulls at his T-shirt, stretching it to shield his paunch.

Music starts playing and a new voice comes through the speakers, describing the environmentally friendly nappies to keep the planet happy and thriving, like your little one. Ines pulls at the plastic leg of the counterfeit child. Its toothpaste-green eyes look through her, head round and hard with a firm wisp of plastic hair, mouth rubicund and scrunched, like the arse of a cat, its countenance somewhat conniving.

She starts talking to the baby, holding it gently by the wrists, smiling, meeting her nose with the plastic, which smells tangy, chemical.

‘There are no lines!’ the casting director shouts against the overplay. ‘Use the product.’

She reaches for the nappy, hands still shaking, and finds there’s blood on them.

‘Pick the kid up! Not like that. Christ, haven’t you held a baby before?’

She tries to wipe it off, wipe it from the plastic limb she’s just smeared as the apples start to merge into one, the mat soaking with blood, the doll’s face disappearing behind a dark pool of red. The sound of white noise as she’s carried back to herself, back to a wound with a freshness that makes outperforming it seem silly, and then this sensation again of drowning.

 

Her mind is blank as the heavy audition-room door slams behind her, anticipatory faces look up and there is an expression of surprise on the girl who walks past her. Ines can see she’ll do a better job, looks more like a mother anyway. She feels the wetness of her lashes, wipes at her mascara, surprised by the evidence of feeling, black and smudged across her fingers. She reaches for her phone, turns it on as she strides decisively down the corridor. An email notification appears alongside a text from Mam: How did it go?? x She clicks on the mailbox icon and Emma’s name floods her with relief until she realises what it is: an invitation to her niece’s baptism. And she starts to laugh then, the sound leaving her body with the loud shriek that hits the low ceiling of the corridor, eyes of the still-hopefuls pressing up against her, deliberate in their discomfort, informing her that it’s best you go now.

 

***

 

Dylan is rushing down the high street, pulling heavy bags brimming with tight chokers for narrow necks and chunky rings shaped like soap dishes. Her phone is ringing, and as she searches, the rope straps digging into her shoulders, she feels the vibration in her back pocket.

‘Hello?’

‘Did you want me to keep all your old school textbooks?’

‘What?’

‘There’s tonnes of them yer – I don’t know why you’ve bothered to keep them all.’

‘Hi, Mum. Yes! I’m fine, thanks,’ she couldn’t resist the sarcasm, ‘and how are things with you?’

‘Sorry, love, it’s a bloody mess yer – I’m just trying to get sorted. What about your elephant? Do you want him?’

‘Flumpy?’ She recalls the rainbow-coloured fur that smelt like bedtime.

‘Yes, Flumpy. Are we keeping him?’

Mam had lived in that house on Laurel Road for her entire life; Dylan couldn’t understand the sudden need for an industrial-scale clear-out. ‘Do I need to decide right this second?’

A sigh down the line. ‘Clara said this would be a healthy thing for me to do.’

Mam had been to three therapy sessions only to thank Emma and Kit for their generosity and announce: ‘It was really useful, and I enjoyed it. Three sessions were plenty for me though.’ And yet she often felt the need to namedrop ‘Clara’ in conversation, like some badge of honour but only for all the work she’d opted not to do.

‘What about these Polly Pockets? They can go, surely?’

‘Mum – I’m running around seeing stockists today. It’s not a great time to make consequential decisions about which parts of my childhood to hold on to and which to forgo.’

A scoff. ‘I don’t know why you have to make everything complicated, Dyl.’

A man pushes past her. ‘Look, I’m running late to meet Em and Ines.’

‘That’s nice.’ Mam’s voice softens. ‘Try not to bicker, won’t you?’

‘We’re adults now: we don’t bicker.’

Mam’s screaming silence sets off a rush of cortisol, warming Dylan’s stomach with an old rage. She picks up her pace, says again that she has to go.

‘It’s great they’ve decided to move back, though, isn’t it? I can’t wait, all my girls home together again.’

This stops Dylan in her tracks as people rush either side. Her voice doesn’t sound like her own when these words land in her mouth: ‘Moving back.’

‘Aye! They’re coming in a few weeks, mind, to look for somewhere to live. It’ll be good for her. She needs us – she’s been having such a hard time. What with the miscarriage and . . .’

Dylan knows Mam is welling up, can see her reaching for her charcoal bob as if to check it’s still there, imbibing Ines’s grief and rerouting it as her own.

‘I can’t chat anyway. There’s loads to do yer – I can barely see the carpets.’

‘Okay – bye, then.’ Dylan collects herself and starts to push through the crowds. ‘Wait. Mum?’

‘Yes, love?’

‘Don’t you dare throw out Flumpy.’ She hangs up, and the attachment to this old toy is self-revealing, like re-remembering your favourite colour by proxy. Dylan never placed a lot of importance in objects. When it came to her work the driving force was never the finished article – no matter the necklace or the earring, it was all merely decoration in the end. It was the process that held relevance: she liked what the pieces revealed. How, in coming from the same place, their imperfections and flaws were always different, each piece unique in how it fell apart and came together in her hands. Sisters were like that, and much like her pieces, something salient seemed to happen when they were all worn together.

 

***

 

It’s been a while since Emma saw Ines. Longer still since they’d all been in the same room – likely eight or nine months, now that she thinks of it. Is that why she’s nervous? She runs her hands over her suit to straighten it before sitting up taller in the high-backed chair. The waiter offers her a menu and she orders a bottle of white wine – they’ll probably want the same. She feels her in the room before she sees her, lifts her head to the entrance where Dylan is withdrawing suspiciously from the hostess, a dozen bags thrown across her arms. She gestures she’d rather keep hold of them and Emma stands to greet her, which feels strangely formal.

‘Sorry. Excuse me.’ Dylan nips the backs of diners’ heads as she makes her way through the restaurant towards her. ‘This is fancy.’

Is that the first thing she can think to say? ‘Not really.’ Emma’s defensive. ‘It’s just a hotel.’

‘White tablecloths.’ Dylan returns to the sentiment.

But Emma doesn’t let this grate, instead starts unloading Dylan, placing the bags on the floor as she complains about people wanting to see everything before they’ll commit to an order, unspooling the woollen scarf from around her neck. Emma pulls off her sister’s hat and Dylan recoils at the infantilism in her gesture. ‘You must be boiling in all this,’ she perseveres.

‘Of course she’s late,’ Dylan remarks, when she sits down, cradling her wine glass. Why is she wearing fingerless gloves? Emma resists the urge to tell her to hold it by the stem. That’s when she sees Ines, in the reaction on Dylan’s face.

‘I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry, I’m sorry – don’t be pissed off at me. My audition ran late, okay?’ She goes to Dylan first. ‘Hi! Aren’t you going to stand up and give me a hug?’ She deflects the tension that’s waiting for her here.

‘Yeah, okay. Give me a second,’ Dylan pinches, standing up.

Emma ventilates the awkwardness by interjecting: ‘It’s been ages, hasn’t it? Busy lives. I’m glad we could do this, though.’

Ines embraces her then, mumbling something about the convenience of them all being in Cardiff on the same day.

‘Well, I didn’t just happen to be here. I drove up especially.’ She smoothes the front of her suit again.

Ines validates this with a slight nod and something suckles on the angst. ‘You’ll be thrilled to know it’s your time, Em.’ She takes off her coat revealing herself. ‘Trouser suits are finally in.’

Emma smiles curtly at the playful dig, and suggests she look at the menu. ‘We’ve already decided what we’re having.’

Ines asks the waiter several questions about the sides, if the tuna is cooked in butter and whether she could have that with the Dijon dressing instead. Once they’ve ordered, they turn their attention back to one another, how Dylan’s meetings had gone with her stockists: good. How Ines’s audition went: she was a little evasive on the subject. Emma doesn’t flinch when it’s her turn and neither of them goes beyond asking how Kit and the girls are. As Ines dominates the conversation, Emma thinks about bringing up the miscarriage. Watches her posture confidently with a swollen chest, breasts crushed by the strapless top that goes down past her waist over tailored trousers. She was used to this masking but it was always hard to see her youngest sister in pain.

‘This horrible thing happened to me earlier.’ Dylan reclaims the conversation. ‘Do you remember the old lady on the raisin box?’

Emma shakes her head, tolerant of these wandering threads of thought.

‘You know? The woman on Sun Maid raisins, that little red box. We used to eat them as kids.’

‘What about her?’ Ines asks, reluctant in tone.

‘She’s not old,’ Dylan says earnestly, breaking the conspiracy. ‘She’s not old at all. At least not any more.’ She draws up a picture on her phone and shows it to them. ‘Look – she’s really fucking pert and young. That means we’re old.’

Emma laughs into her wine, and when Ines looks at the picture more closely, she’s genuinely horrified. It’s disconcerting how time can do this, shift familiarity into something unrecognisable. Ines signals to the waiter for another bottle. Dylan side-glances Emma, as if annoyed: I’m driving. I don’t want it either.

‘How are you feeling, Ines?’ Emma tries navigating towards what’s really going on.

‘Fine.’ She sits up defensively and Dylan gives Emma a warning look: Just leave her.

But Emma feels overcome by this ambient anxiety generated by the three of them. The tension of a tight rope pulling – one side all childish glee cast in the humour of a shared childhood, yet it took only a second to lose your footing and find yourself in the chaos and uneasiness of those same years. Her sisters were both her resolve and pain point, and though she spent more time with Dylan, who came over and made an effort with the kids, she felt daunted by the idea of them all being back on home soil.

‘It’s official, then, or so I hear. You’re moving back to Wales.’ She watches Ines’s shoulders tense, looking for the horror to be found in Dylan’s open mouth.

‘You’re moving back?’ Dylan steadies herself in the words, in what they might mean.

‘Yes, we’ve just decided. We haven’t really told anyone yet.’

‘Noah told me.’ Emma repositions her napkin. He’d also told her Ines wasn’t coping and he wasn’t sure how much more rejection she could take. He thought she needed to process what had happened and Emma had reminded him: it also happened to you.

‘He didn’t say anything to me.’ Dylan finally pulls off the gloves.

‘We haven’t all lived in Wales since we were children. It’ll be nice,’ Emma offers and Dylan returns a closed-mouth smile: Will it?

She observes her sisters then, quick-footed in their conversation, not wanting to get stuck in the waterlogged marshlands of their childhood, both of them projecting into the future instead. And soon they will arrive there, at the desired destination, lucid in its disparagement of what they’d thought they wanted. Some great job, a child, a perfect studio they’d never been able to afford, inside which they’ll realise they’re still not happy. Still not those people. She wonders if she should warn them. Emma is the eldest, and she knew she’d never escape the chip on her shoulder that life had been harder for her because of the fact. Dylan was the classic middle child, the moderator, set on cementing herself in ease. And Ines, the baby, well, she’d always been the most dependent on them while being the most detached – Emma found this irritating. Though she’d never say so. And in always being one step ahead she can see exactly what her sisters are coming through. They have little consideration for this, so she keeps quiet, covers her glass when Ines tries to pour more wine and raises the other hand to signal for the bill.



OPF/cover.jpg
Abigail Berg SLIOI

\ o Y
1 /
s { y n
‘- »"'.'; 0 ‘t
& Ve y |

what S mine is yours is ours

sellishy
airls,





OPF/hs_new_logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





