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Interlude 1: The Other Evans Girl


    
    Petunia Evans hated living in Cokeworth, a grotty little town in the midlands of England where everything was always dirty and the people were poor. ‘Salt of the earth’, her father called it, but Petunia, even at eleven, knew that was just a nicer-sounding way to say ‘dirt poor’. It wasn’t that she had a bad or a difficult life – her parents did their best to provide for Petunia and her sister Lily even if they didn’t always have the newest toys and they couldn’t always wear the latest fashions. It was just that Petunia knew that this life could only ever be the prelude to something bigger.

Petunia knew she was destined for something more, something better, than being a mill worker’s wife. Not for Petunia Evans was spending her days looking after a gaggle of scruffy children in a dingy little house she could never get clean.

She knew that the future would bring great things for both her and her sister. Everyone always said about the two pretty little Evans girls. Hard-working Petunia and sweet little Lily. Petunia had always done well at school – she’d prepared for and passed the Eleven Plus which meant she would attend the local grammar school. Not everyone could manage to do that. Everyone said. Petunia had a future ahead of her, something which most of the other children in Cokeworth could never hope to achieve.

Which was why, when Petunia and her sister Lily met Severus Snape, that odd little boy from Spinner’s End, her world came crashing down.

Lily swung harder and faster on the swings at the shabby play park until, when the swing reached the top of its arc, she jumped from the swing and floated through the air without a care in the world. She landed several feet away a few moments later with a flourish, her arms raised in the air and a smile on her face.

And then the dirty little boy from Spinner’s End said the words.

“You’re special, like me,” said the Snape boy to Lily. Neither girl had noticed he’d been watching; he came out from where he’d been hiding, dressed in his ill-fitting clothes, to speak with Lily.

Lily, always full of confidence and cheer, just giggled.

“I know!” she said. “Can you do it too?”

“Yes, of course,” he said, as if it were the most natural thing in the world. “We’re wizards—well, you’re a witch. We can do magic.” The Snape boy just pointed to Petunia. “Not her, though. She’s just a Muggle.”

Lily pulled a face and drew back from the boy.

“Don’t call my sister names!” she said. “Her name is Petunia.”

“It’s not a name!” said Snape. “That’s just what we call people like her. I didn’t mean anything by it. It just the word for someone who isn’t magical.”

Petunia just stood there with a frown plastered across her usually pretty face. As much as she wanted to say, ‘I’m not a Muggle’, she didn’t think it was true. It had always been Lily who could do the special little tricks—it was Lily who could float, it was Lily who could make the toys dance around the room, and it was Lily who could talk to snakes. Petunia had never managed to replicate any of her sister’s feats, even when she tried on her own. As much as she hated the idea, Petunia knew that Severus Snape was right.

She wasn’t special, not like that. She was just … Petunia Evans, the silly little girl who lived in Cokeworth and had a sister who was a witch.

*

Petunia continued to excel at school, while her sister Lily remained close friends with the Snape boy. Later on the boy would backtrack and state that sometimes, wizards and witches didn’t show their abilities until they were much older, closer to Hogwarts age. That alone gave Petunia a little hope, and yet she still knew nothing would change for her. She was thirteen already, and had never done any magic. She doubted anything would change between now and the end of summer, the cut-off for when Hogwarts took in students.

She wasn’t special. She was just Petunia Evans, the Muggle. There would be no magic wands in her future, no special magical school hidden away in Scotland. The only thing Petunia had to look forward to was finishing grammar school with good marks, because unlike Lily the Witch, that was how Petunia Evans would get out of Cokeworth.

Of course, Lily didn’t understand.

“Petty, why won’t you play with me anymore?” asked Lily one day, not long before Petunia turned thirteen, while Petunia did her homework. Lily, of course, had passed the Eleven Plus almost without trying, but seemed wholly disinterested in her studies after that. But then, Petunia and Lily both knew Lily wasn’t going to stay at the school, because she was destined to live in a world of magic and dragons and unicorns. Not for Lily the sooty air of industrial England.

“I have a lot of work to do,” Petunia tried to explain. “And you always hang about with that Snape boy, these days.”

“But he’s my friend,” said Lily. “We’re going to go to Hogwarts together!” She paused. “All three of us,” she added, almost as an afterthought.

Petunia shook her head.

“I’m not going to Hogwarts, Lily. I’m just a muggle.” She hated that word, and everything it represented. It seemed to Petunia that that word only existed to divide people into two groups: special people, like Lily and Severus Snape, and everyone else. People like her, the ordinary. The people who didn’t matter.

“Oh, but Sev said that sometimes people don’t show magic until really late!” said Lily. “So you’ve still got time.”

Petunia snorted.

“No, I don’t,” she said. “I’ve got until the end of this summer, and if I don’t get a letter by then, I never will.” Lily’s refusal to believe that Petunia could be anything other than a muggle always hurt her. It was as if she couldn’t countenance her sister being normal and boring and unmagical. 

“Oh, don’t be like that!” said Lily. “You’ll get in, I’m sure you will. Just come on, come out and play with us!”

Petunia shook her head and sighed.

“Just go away, Lily. I’ve got work to do. Go play with your wizard friend and leave me alone.”

Petunia turned away so that Lily wouldn’t see her cry. Lily, hurt, just ran away to find Severus Snape.

Petunia returned to her work after she stopped crying. She did well in her end of year exams and when the summer ended, was unsurprised – although secretly devastated – when she failed to receive a letter carried by owl from Hogwarts.

After all, she was just Petunia Evans, the Muggle.

*

During the summer of the year Lily turned thirteen a Scottish woman, who gave her name only as Professor McGonagall, came to the house bearing news which Lily had expected and Petunia had dreaded – that Lily, the youngest Evans girl, was a witch.

Their parents had protested, at first. It had to be a hoax, a scam for money, or at the very least a joke from one of their friends with a little too much time on their hands. Petunia couldn’t blame them – she knew magic was real because she’d seen it, she’d lived in the shadow of a sister who could fly and make flowers bloom at her command, but her parents lived their said little muggle existence where such things were regarded as nonsense at best.

“I can assure you, Mr and Mrs Evans, magic is quite real and your daughter—your youngest daughter, Lily—is indeed a witch,” said McGonagall. She explained how wizards lived, in general, apart from muggles, and that magic was considered to be a very important secret that only very few muggles were allowed to know. It was an honour to have a witch in the family. It was special. It was remarkable.

Lily was destined to join a lineage of witches and wizards stretching back to the Roman Empire and beyond. The implication of it all was clear to Petunia: you muggles should be proud, and happy, that one of you gets to be better. To crawl out of the mud and soot, and isn’t that nice?

“I can’t say as I understand it,” said Mr Evans, “but if it’s what Lily wants, she can go.”

Lily threw herself across the room and into their father’s arms.

“Thank you, Daddy, thank you! I’m ever so pleased!”

“Where do we go to get her things for school?” asked Mrs Evans, always the more practical of Petunia’s parents. “And how much will it all cost?”

The professor had explained it all. There would even be a day later on in the summer when all of the muggleborn children – which is what Lily was; muggleborn but better, special – and their families would be taken to the wizards’ hidden street in London to purchase their things for school.

“The prices are all very reasonable,” McGonagall assured the two elder Evanses. “You shouldn’t have to worry. And in the event that you do, there is a discretionary fund available…”

But Petunia knew neither one of her parents would accept charity. If it cost the Moon, they would find some way to manage it without the assistance of any special fund.

And that had been that—there was a witch in the family, and it was Lily. Later in the summer Petunia accompanied her parents and sister to Diagon Alley, the wizarding shopping quarter. She almost wished she hadn’t, as it had been a window into a world of magic and wonder she could never join. A tantalising glimpse at something that was never meant for Petunia, for people like Petunia. It was meant to be a privilege, but to Petunia, it felt like torture.

At the end of the summer Lily left for school with the Snape boy, and Petunia stayed at home in Cokeworth.

Petunia hadn’t realised it at the time, but that September when her sister had first left for Hogwarts was when she’d lost Lily for good. It was the wizards’ fault, Petunia knew, rather than her sister’s – they took children away from their families, enticed them in with magic and spells and all sorts of things that the muggle world couldn’t compare to. In the face of all that, what could be left in the dreary muggle world for someone as vivacious and inherently magical as Lily Evans?

Nothing, and Petunia knew it. It still hurt. And if the hurt was tinged with jealousy, well, that was only natural.

She was unsurprised when Lily stopped coming home. Instead, Lily would spent most of her summers with her magical friends doing all sorts of wondrous things, returning home only at the very end of the summer to collect money for her school things. One year, Lily didn’t even come home for Christmas. Their parents had said they understood, but that Christmas had been sad for all three of the other Evanses.

While Lily was away at school, life went on for Petunia. Although she had never been the prettiest of the two Evans girls she had never lacked for admirers, and throughout her schooling there were boys who wanted something from her. She turned all of them down – she didn’t want any of them, not a single one of those Cokeworth boys who were going nowhere. She didn’t even fancy any of the boys from the local boys’ grammar, since Petunia had her sights set somewhat farther afield than Cokeworth. What could there even be in such a dingy little mill town for Petunia Evans? 

So Petunia kept her nose down, endured the other girls’ taunts and jeers that she’d end up a bookish spinster, pretended she didn’t care.

Petunia wanted to pass her O-levels, sit A-levels, and attend university – lofty ambitions for a mill worker’s daughter, perhaps, but not unheard of. Petunia might not have been magical, but she wouldn’t settle for anything less than she deserved.

“Petunia, darling,” said her mother one Friday afternoon after Petunia had returned home from school only to go right to her bedroom to complete homework. “Linda’s mum asked me this morning to see if you wanted to go with her to the disco tonight. Wouldn’t that be nice? You haven’t gone in quite a while, and I think it would do you some good…”

Petunia turned from her desk – a small, battered old thing shoved in the only bit of space her tiny room had available – to look at her mother.

“I have too much work to do,” Petunia said. “I can’t just take the night off—not for a disco.”

Her mother hesitated.

“But one night… it’s just one night, isn’t it? And if you go and have some fun, you’ll be nice and refreshed, won’t you?”

“I can’t, Mum. They won’t let just anyone do A-levels, so if I don’t do well enough, that’s the end of it for me,” Petunia said. It wasn’t that Petunia didn’t want to go to the disco. It was just that she had priorities, and anyway, what was the point in dancing about when there would be time for that later? And if she failed her O-levels because she hadn’t worked hard enough, because she’d slipped up and let ‘just one night’ become two, three, more?

Petunia had seen it happen to girls at her school. They’d gone out dancing and come back pregnant, all their dreams gone, ruined by screaming babies and boys who wanted nothing to do with them.

“Well, if you’re sure,” her mother said eventually. “I just worry that you work too hard, sometimes, that’s all, Petunia, darling. But do think about it, won’t you?”

“I just have too much work to do, that’s all,” Petunia said. When her mother had gone, she returned to her work, certain that she had made the right choice even though it didn’t feel like she had.

Petunia’s hard work and dedication paid off, in the end. She passed her O-levels and did really rather well, falling just short of the top bracket. She passed into A-level studies and kept her nose down. By the time she finished, her hard work gained her a place at a number of different universities, paid for by grants. She chose Sussex University, which in a way was her own little adventure, Petunia Evans setting out for pastures new. It was also more or less as far away from Hogwarts as one could get and still be on Great Britain, a coincidence which Petunia both loved and hated. The university itself wasn’t one of the ancient universities, but Petunia found she didn’t care – although it had origins as a mere polytechnic, it had been a university for the past ten years, and it was hers.

Her parents accompanied her to Guildford by train, to help her move in to her new accommodation.

“We’re so proud of you, Pet!” said Mrs Evans. “Don’t spend too much time with your studies—remember to have some fun, please!”

“Of course, Mum. I promise I will,” said Petunia. She knew that she hadn’t exactly made the most of her time at grammar school when it came to fun and games, but that wasn’t what she had been there for. This, her acceptance at a university, her way to escape the bleak future that awaited her in Cokeworth, was what it had all been for. Petunia intended to study literature and make something of herself in whatever way she could. Perhaps she could lecture, become a world-renowned poet, or write the next great novel. Whatever she did, she knew it all began here. And there would be friends, certainly, other young women with ambition and a bit of learning, priorities similar to her own.

It felt a bit hollow without Lily there with her, but then, Lily had been more or less gone for years by then. It would have been more strange for Lily to be there, Petunia felt, although she wasn’t quite sure if she really believed that.

It didn’t matter, anyway, because Lily wasn’t there.

Petunia moved in to her halls of residence with help from her parents lugging her boxes up the stairs and setting them out in her new room – a room no bigger than her old one at home, when all was said and done – and when there was nothing left to do, they stood in the doorway of her new room waiting to go.

Petunia gave both of them a long, tight hug. It would be months before she could return to see them, after all, and she’d never been away from home before. Not so far, anyway, and never without her parents.

You’re a woman now, Petunia, she thought. Best make the most of it.

Before they left, her father handed her a stack of crisp one pound notes.

“It’s not much,” he said with a little shrug, “but it’s just a little something to get you started. We love you, Pet. Make us proud!”

“Thank you, Daddy,” said Petunia. She hugged him close again, and then when both her parents had gone, went to introduce herself to the other girls in her halls of residence.

*

During her first term Petunia excelled. She threw herself into her studies, tried out the various student groups and societies, and finally found her place in the world. She met a boy – well, a man, really — and fell in love with him, a townie called Vernon. Vernon was everything Petunia wasn’t: loud, brash, and with all the self-assuredness of a public school boy. He’d left his public school – one of the lesser-known ones, but still far too expensive for ordinary families and utterly out of the reach of Petunia’s parents – and gone straight into work at a family friend’s firm. Quite what he saw in Petunia, Petunia wasn’t sure, but she felt like they made a good match, that they complemented one another in the ways it mattered.

When Petunia returned home from her first term at university for Christmas, all her good news was eclipsed by Lily returning home with news of war.

“We’re at war,” Lily declared the night before Christmas Eve. “Well, not you—the magical world. I thought… I thought you should know,” she said.

“What do you mean, Lily-flower?” asked Mr Evans. “At war with who?”

“Are you safe?” asked Mrs Evans.

“There’s a madman,” explained Lily, “he hates people like me—you know, muggleborns. He has followers, and they’ve started doing attacks… I’m safe at school, for now. The headmaster, Dumbledore, he’s a really powerful wizard, so he’ll keep us all safe.”

“So there’s terrorists, like over in Ulster?” asked Petunia. “Only these ones have magic wands? Are we all safe? Does the government know?”

“Think of yourself first, why don’t you,” snapped Lily. “No need to ask if I’m going to be safe, out there with all these madmen!”

Petunia recoiled. She hadn’t meant it like that, but she could see why Lily had taken it that way. In truth, she had been more worried for their parents – Lily at least had magic of her own.

“I’m sure Petty didn’t mean it like that,” said Mr Evans, “but… are we safe? We don’t have magic, like you, do we?”

Petunia smiled weakly.

“Yes, that’s all I meant. Of course Daddy said it better. I just meant, if you’re safe at school, what about Mum and Dad?”

“I’m sorry, Pet—I just thought… I didn’t mean…”

“No, it’s my fault,” began Petunia, “I should have—”

“Girls, we can do all this later,” said Mrs Evans, “it’s Christmas. Come on, let’s all have a cup of tea and talk about something happier…”

The four Evanses spent the rest of their Christmas in a way much closer to how they used to. It was one of Petunia’s better Christmases, at least since Lily had gone away to school. Her news about her new boyfriend went over very well. When the Snape boy came round on Boxing Day, it did sour things a little for Petunia, but she returned to university feeling happier than when she’d left.

A few months into Petunia’s second term at university, she received a visit from the police – and a wizard. Both her parents had been found dead at their home in Cokeworth. Sudden unexplained death, the police had said. ‘Natural causes’, maybe. That’s what the coroner would say.

Murder, according to the wizard.

Petunia went home at once to sort out the funeral, as her parents hadn’t made arrangements – no one had thought it necessary, not with the both of them so young.

Lily came home from school and brought one of her friends with her for the funeral. Petunia was only surprised it wasn’t Severus Snape.

At the funeral, Petunia had to introduce Lily to her boyfriend, Vernon Dursley, for the first time. It didn’t go well.

“Vernon Dursley,” said Vernon. “Pet tells me you go to an alternative school, is that right?”

“Something like that,” Lily said, with a glance at her friend – a pretty little woman who kept fiddling with her clothes. “This is my friend, Marlene—McKinnon.”

“Friend?” asked Vernon suggestively. “Pet didn’t say you were a bra-burner.”

Petunia smacked Vernon on the arm.

“Vernon!” said Petunia. She could feel herself going red. “Not like that!”

“He seems nice,” said Lily to Petunia. “The first man you bring home and he’s absolutely charming, as expected, Petunia. And at our parents’ funeral, as well.” Lily grabbed her friend’s arm and walked away, leaving Petunia alone with Vernon.

“What were you thinking?” said Petunia.

“You said your sister was different!” protested Vernon. “Not like everyone else! When she introduced her friend, I thought that’s what you meant!”

“I said she was different, not a bloody lesbian!” snapped Petunia. She heard the room quiet as she said it, and could feel every eye on her. Frustrated, she left Vernon alone in the chapel and went outside to cry.

*

Lily went back to Hogwarts after the wake, although Petunia knew she’d been given leave not to.

“I have to do revision for OWLs,” Lily had said. Some kind of important wizard exam with a stupid name, from what Petunia remembered. She knew it was just an excuse. But it was an excuse that Petunia could understand, so she let it go, even if it would have been easier to sort through their parents’ lives with some help.

With Lily gone, and with Vernon back at work in Guildford, Petunia remained in her parents’ home in Cokeworth to sort out their belongings. The house was privately rented, and although Petunia had been given some time to get everything in order, it would have to be vacated too soon for Petunia’s liking. It would have been easier with Lily there, since every box Petunia prepared seemed to contain a lifetime of memories, but of course Lily wasn’t there.

Lily never was.

Petunia couldn’t even blame Lily, as much as she wanted to – Lily was still at school, still a child, really. For all that there were only three years between them, it felt like an eternity at times. It fell on Petunia as the older sister, Petunia as the one who’d left school, to sort everything her parents had left behind. There was so much that a family accumulated over the years that Petunia spent two days sat amongst it all, intermittently crying, as she tried to figure out what needed to be kept, and what could be given over to charity shops. Box after box full of photographs, some in black and white, and some in colour, and some moving in the way that wizard photographs did… Petunia sorted through them all and kept some aside to go over later, when the rawness faded a touch and she felt up to reliving some of the better memories. Perhaps by then Lily would be home, and they could go over them together.

Too many of the photographs were of just Petunia and Lily as little girls, playing and posing and living life, carefree as the children that they were. Those Petunia couldn’t bear to look at, but she kept them safe with all the others anyway.

Of her parents’ things, few had any sentimental value to Petunia. Petunia had always been the more practical of the two Evans girls, but even considering that, she doubted many of the items she’d selected to send to the charity shops would mean anything to Lily, either. She saved their mother’s wedding dress, which had been lovingly wrapped and stored in a special box since their parents’ wedding more than twenty years before. That meant something to Petunia, and she knew it did to Lily as well.

Not that either of them would wear it, but some things were for keeping. And if the thought of throwing it away, or having it be worn by some other woman, made Petunia weep, well… that was neither here nor there.

Most of the rest her parents’ things – furniture, clothing, ornaments and all the tat people accumulated over a lifetime – were thrown out or marked for the charity bins. After that, Petunia tackled her childhood bedroom, and saved Lily’s for last.

Petunia got through her own bedroom fast. After unpacking it all, Petunia realised she had shockingly few things. Of course, many of her things had gone with her to Guildford, but was remained was scant, and in many ways, sad. Old bits of schoolwork, the odd book, and clothes she’d long grown out of but which her mother had yet to give away. The fruits of a life unlived.

The thought caught in her throat and turned to tears as Petunia sat on the edge of her childhood bed.

When Petunia finally got around to Lily’s bedroom, she decided she would box up everything her sister had left. She didn’t know what her sister would want to keep, so she erred on the side of caution, and decided to keep everything. She started with the all the things she knew were normal –Lily’s muggle things, neglected as they were – and worked her way up the few magical bits she knew her sister would have scattered about.

Petunia set aside a special box for all those things and made sure to remember which of them it was – all of the boxes to be kept would have to stay with Vernon in his flat, and she hadn’t told him about magic, not yet. The wizards were serious about their secrecy laws, after all, and if Petunia hadn’t yet figured out what to say, well, it could wait. Petunia gathered all of the magical photographs first – those vivid, sharp little squares with figures in them that moved which were so much better than the normal kind of photograph. Like little silent films, but all in colour, and clearer than any television Petunia had ever seen.

“Oh, I never thought…” muttered Petunia as she uncovered a magical photograph of her and Lily, together. She remembered when the photo had been taken at the beginning of summer, with Lily off to sit her OWLs and Petunia about to start university. They were in the garden, sat in their father’s deck chairs, his runner beans in the background. The girls in the photograph smiled, tossed their hair, and mouthed soundless words to one another. She didn’t realise her sister had done whatever it was wizards did to make their photos move, but evidently she had, and had left it behind in her bedroom. Petunia stared at it for a while until she placed it with the rest, and carried on clearing out Lily’s bedroom.

When she reached a pretty little tea set with a note stuck to it which read, ‘CAREFUL MUM’, she picked it up gently and shrieked as the teacups all turned into mice and scampered away. Petunia leaned back against Lily’s bed and took a few deep breaths to steady herself.

“Fucking mice,” she said after a few minutes. Only wizards would think to make teacups that turned into mice! What a pointless and horrible little trick. Petunia wasn’t sure what to do about the mice, so simply sat on the floor in her sister’s bedroom staring at the saucers left behind. Of all the wonderful things that could be done with magic, what the wizards did was that…

Eventually the mice came skittering back and turned right back into teacups on top of their saucers, and it was so absurd all Petunia could do was laugh.

*

With everything her surrounding her parents’ funeral and their burial finished with, and the house empty ready for new tenants, Petunia returned to university. She still had to see out the rest of the year. She considered quitting and finding a job – she could be a secretary, or a receptionist, something – because she had Lily to think about, but Vernon persuaded her not to, in the end. Her parents had left behind a little bit of money, and that would be enough to see Lily through the rest of her schooling, and Petunia could finish her degree with her grants, if she was careful.

Petunia threw herself back into her work when she returned to lectures. Her course mates talked about her, of course – ‘that’s Petunia, with the dead parents’, or ‘that’s the Evans girl, you know, she’s having a rough time of it’ – but Petunia ignored them all. Let them talk, let them whisper. None of them could understand what she’d gone through, and truthfully, she didn’t want them to. It was horrible.

The only bright spark in her days at university was her friend Yvonne, who stood by her without asking probing questions, who didn’t need to know and instead encouraged Petunia to take an occasional night out to unwind. Petunia had to be coaxed, wooed, and cajoled into it, but when she inevitably agreed, dancing all night provided enough of a release she felt almost normal again. It all helped, at least a little, and of course she had Vernon, too.

“I was thinking,” said Vernon one evening at dinner, “if you’d want to move in with me after you’ve got to leave halls?” He paused. “I thought it would be easiest, you know, with everything…” He gestured vaguely. “And not just because of, er, well—you know…” Vernon added quickly. “I want you to—I mean, that is, only if you’d like…” He trailed off.

Petunia had rarely seen Vernon lost for words. Vernon was always full of brash confidence, a man who’d never met a subject he didn’t have an opinion on, and that was why she’d liked him.

Petunia considered the offer. She’d thought maybe that she could find somewhere to live with Yvonne, or maybe find a cheap flat where she and Lily could live alone which would perhaps be better due to Lily’s magic… and simply hadn’t wanted to impose on Vernon, not so soon, not when what they had felt real enough that it could end in marriage someday. Dare she scare him off with tales of magic and evil wizards?

“Oh, Vernon, darling… I’d love to,” said Petunia, “but I’ve got Lily to think about, as well.”

“She can stay with us, it’s no bother,” Vernon said. “I’ve got a two-bed flat, see.”

“I…”

It felt a little soon to Petunia, but she did love him, and she and Lily needed somewhere to stay.

“I think… that would be nice,” Petunia said eventually. “I mean that I’d love that, Vernon!”

“Right. Good, then. It’s all settled,” Vernon said, and went right back to normal, eating his meal as if he’d gone hungry for days waiting for it.

After that Petunia was pleased to have solved the problem of where to live but had been left with Gordian knot of what to say about Lily. She left it all until after her exams, since she didn’t want to fail. Petunia was the first in the family to attend university, and she would not fail, not after everything that had happened.

Petunia came out of her exams feeling positive about her chances at passing, and at the end of the year moved out of her halls of residence and into Vernon’s flat. When results day came Petunia was thrilled to have passed everything, but soon realised that meant Lily would return from Hogwarts in no time at all. The university term ended before Hogwarts broke up for the summer, which Petunia thought was a small mercy in an otherwise awful year.

She waited until a weekend after Vernon had a particularly good week at work to tell him about magic. Making sure she wasn’t piling an earth-changing bit of news onto an already poor week was the least she could do, Petunia thought. She took a couple of Lily’s magical things from the storage boxes so that she could prove to Vernon that she wasn’t mad. First of all, a magical photograph to ease him into it, and secondly, that awful shape-changing tea set. Petunia hated it but it was an excellent example of what magic could do.

Petunia placed a cup of tea onto the table beside Vernon and sat down next to him on the sofa with a cup of her own.

“Lily finishes school next week,” Petunia began. “I just wanted to let you know, before she comes home, that is—well, you remember when I said she was different?”

“This again?” said Vernon. “Look, Pet, I said I was sorry, and I know she isn’t—you know. You don’t need to worry, I shan’t say anything of the sort when she comes to stay. I’m a thoroughly reformed modern man, my sweet.”

“Thank you, Vernon, darling,” said Petunia, “but that isn’t what I was about to say. It’s a bit difficult to explain, you see. It’s not something you would have heard before…”

Vernon shifted in his seat, and turned away from the television to look at Petunia.

“Alright, go on then.”

“Well, you see… When I said that Lily went to an alternative school, that she was different… well, there really isn’t any way to say this except by saying it, so I just wanted to say… before Lily comes home…”

“It’s not some sort of borstal, is it? A school for criminals?”

“No, no, nothing like that!” said Petunia. “Heavens, no. She’s a witch, Vernon.” There, she’d said it. She knew immediately that Vernon hadn’t taken it in quite the way she had wanted.

“She’s sixteen,” said Vernon. “They’re all difficult at that age, aren’t they.”

Petunia placed the magical photograph of her and Lily onto her lap.

“Look, Vernon. See this photo? Lily used magic to make it move.” Petunia pointed to the miniature figures of her and Lily in the photograph. Almost as if they noticed, both girls turned to wave.

“Well, that’s a neat little trick, isn’t it?” said Vernon. “But, magic? Looks like something the Japanese might make, you know, like a tiny television…”

“It’s definitely magic, darling,” said Petunia. “I know it’s hard to get your head around—believe me, my parents needed a demonstration from that lady Lily’s school sent to us before they believed it!—but… I can show you something else, as well.”

Petunia brought out the enchanted tea set and reached for one of the cups. As she expected, they all turned into mice and ran off in various different directions. Vernon jumped and spilled his tea all over the floor.

“Fucking hell! How did you do that?” he exclaimed. His gaze shot around the room after the mice, bouncing from Petunia to the mice to the saucers left after the mice had run away.

“I didn’t do it,” said Petunia. “It’s some … toy … of Lily’s, I should think. The mice will turn back into teacups in a little bit so don’t worry about that. But do you see, Vernon? My sister, Lily, is a witch. I just thought you should know before she came to stay with us, that’s all.” Petunia stood and took his now empty cup of tea from him. “Let me clean the spill and I’ll get you another cup.”

Petunia gathered the cup from Vernon and took it out into the kitchen. She had ripped the plaster off, and told him about magic, and he hadn’t done a runner … yet. Petunia counted that as a rather big win, even if she had left out several quite important details.

Like the war. Like her parents’ murder. Like… well, everything else. She could save those for later, after all, and at least she had prepared the way for Lily to arrive home from school.

When Lily came home and Petunia brought her back to Vernon’s flat, Petunia had expected some sort of confrontation, or at least a bit of emotion from her sister. The sisters had barely spoken since the funeral, and although Petunia hated receiving letters from those damnable owls, she had wished for them in those months between their parents’ funeral and the summer. Instead of a blow out, or a break down, Lily spent most of her time that summer inside Vernon’s spare bedroom, emerging only to receive letters which arrived by owl. Argumentative, stroppy Lily was someone Petunia could understand – she’d lived with her for thirteen years, and all the summers between Hogwarts – but distant, listless Lily was unprecedented.

And the problem with that was, Petunia couldn’t think of how to close the gap. If Petunia brought a cup of tea to Lily’s bedroom, it was met with a polite, ‘Thank you, Petunia’, and Lily would retreat inside. Sometimes when Petunia tried to coax Lily out with a little bit of music – Blondie or Fleetwood Mac usually worked – Lily would come out and dance for a little while, before returning to her room to ‘do homework’. In the end Petunia left her be, since she didn’t want to push and she realised that everyone dealt with grief in their own way. Petunia had thrown herself into work, into the minutiae of life; why couldn’t Lily do the same?

Near to the end of the summer, when Lily’s school letter had arrived, she emerged from her bedroom to inform Petunia she would be staying with a friend for the remainder of the summer.

“Petunia, I’m going to stay with my friend Marlene,” Lily said one day after she cornered Petunia in the kitchen while Vernon was off at work. “Her parents are going to take me to Diagon Alley for my school things, so you don’t have to worry about going in. I know you don’t like magic and magical things.”

Petunia recoiled. She didn’t dislike magic – she wondered how on Earth Lily could even think that! It spoke to the mysteries of the world, of the universe, that something so grand could exist beneath the noses of near enough everyone else in it. It was a piece of the puzzle of life that Petunia felt privileged, in some ways, to know about. It was just that magic wasn’t for people like Petunia – the wizards made that quite clear – so why would she continue to put herself into situations where she could be reminded of that? It was enough for her to see the little bits and pieces Lily brought along with her, but that world could never be Petunia’s. The fact that it drew Lily further and further away from the world of her birth felt like a physical pain, and only hardened her resolve to put magic aside.

“I don’t hate magic, Lily,” Petunia said in the end. “I just don’t like that it took you away from us, that’s all.”

“It didn’t—” Lily started to say, but then stopped. “I never meant for it to…”

“I understand, Lily,” said Petunia, and she did. When she went away to university – not that that was quite like entering a secret magical world as child – and left Cokeworth she felt liberated, as if Petunia Evans had finally arrived. Compared with that, becoming special and joining a secret world of wizards must have been whole orders of magnitude more exciting.

Everything Lily had said and done since then made perfect sense, was utterly understandable.

Petunia still didn’t like it.

“I just don’t like how it changed us, that’s all. But… I still love you, you know that, don’t you? We just—we went in different directions, didn’t we?”

Lily nodded.

“I know, Tuney,” said Lily. “I love you, too. I’m sorry that… I never meant to, this summer, I mean…”

Petunia hesitated for a moment, but then pulled Lily in for a hug. They hadn’t hugged, not properly anyway, in a few years.

“It’s been awful since Mum and Daddy died,” said Lily after a while. “They killed them, you know that? Him, and his awful followers. They wanted to scare me away from school, make me leave…”

But Petunia knew that already. The wizard had told her. Only, Lily wouldn’t know that, as she’d left so soon after the funeral and they hadn’t spoken.

“I just felt so alone,” continued Lily. “I didn’t want to say anything because—because I didn’t want you to hate magic even more, because it took them away…”

“Oh, Lily!” said Petunia. “Magic didn’t take our parents away, a madman did!” It was a proclamation that Petunia did feel somewhat guilty in saying, as she had thought just as much soon after the murders, but in the end she had realised that was unfair. “And we’re never alone, not when we’ve still got each other.” Petunia squeezed Lily even tighter, this time afraid to let go in case it was the last time.

“I’m going to fight him, Tuney,” said Lily eventually, as she pulled out of the hug. “I can’t let him get away with it. Not him, or his followers. I’m not going to let him win. There’s a resistance. I’m going to be part of it.”

Petunia didn’t much like the sound of that. Her sister — her sixteen year old sister, her only family left in the world – planned to run off and fight against a murderous madman with access to God only knew what kind of magic. She said as much.

“Is that really a good idea? Isn’t there some safer way…?”

“No one will be safe until he’s dead, Petunia,” said Lily seriously. “No one. I don’t expect you to understand, not about this. I always thought you’d make a good Slytherin, Tuney, but I’m a Gryffindor. I can’t just not fight. It’s what we do.”

Petunia didn’t understand, not why Lily wanted to fight, and not about Slytherins or Gryffindors. But she understood well enough that Lily’s mind was made up, had been made probably as soon as she heard the news of their parents’ death, and that nothing Petunia could do or say would change a thing.

“Just be as safe as you can, please,” said Petunia. “Mum and Daddy left behind money, enough for all your school things… how much do you need? I’ll get it for you, and you can take it with you when your friend comes.”

The next day Lily left to visit her friend, and Petunia wouldn’t see her again until the next summer, most likely – Petunia thought she wouldn’t want to come home for Christmas, not to Vernon’s flat. But Petunia felt like their relationship had been repaired, at least a little bit, and that there wasn’t quite so much distance between them anymore. They might live in different worlds, but that didn’t mean they had to live apart.

*

Petunia finished her degree – a Bachelor of the Arts in Literature, with honours – at the same time as Lily finished Hogwarts. With no other relatives it was Lily and Vernon who attended Petunia’s graduation ceremony. They made an odd pair, sat together in the stands, Lily in a dress that looked to Petunia’s eyes suspiciously like a set of robes, and Vernon in his work suit. Vernon didn’t really ‘get’ university, Petunia knew, but he’d supported her and came to watch her graduate all the same.

Lily didn’t stay with them after leaving Hogwarts, of course. She’d got together with a boy, some sort of rich wizard who’d let all of his friends live together in his big country house, and the whole lot of them had joined up with an extra-governmental militia to fight their magical war. Petunia didn’t like it, but there wasn’t much – if anything at all – that she could do about it. In the magical world, Lily was a grown woman, and could make her own choices. That was fair enough, Petunia supposed, but it would have been better if those choices had been something other than joining a paramilitary group.

Petunia didn’t see Lily much after that, although her sister did keep in touch with the occasional owl. Wizards being how they were, Petunia didn’t have a means of contacting her sister by herself – not for wizards such mundane things as telephones. But even that didn’t stop life from moving forwards. Petunia found herself a job as an office administrator in one of the local business offices, and kept in contact with her friend Yvonne, who still lived in the area too.

Petunia Evans had a life. It was hers and she cherished it, held it tightly, because she knew just how fragile it all could be, knew just how hard she’d worked for it.

Vernon surprised her at New Year’s by proposing at his work’s New Year’s Eve party in a fancy hotel over in London.

“Miss Petunia Evans, will you do me the honour of becoming Mrs Petunia Dursley?” he said, as he got awkwardly onto one knee and produced a ring box. He’d taken her outside on the balcony to watch the fireworks as the clocks hit midnight, and 1978 became 1979 which had been very nice, if a little chilly, and she hadn’t expected a proposal.

“Yes, yes!” said Petunia after a stunned silence.

Petunia pulled him to his feet and drew him in for a hug, and then tried on her ring. It fit nearly perfectly, and she spent the next few weeks making excuses to flash her hands about at work, in the supermarket, and even when she bumped into people in the street. After the novelty of being engaged wore off, Petunia realised she had to plan a wedding – which would have been much easier without Vernon’s parents’ interference, but as they were going to pay, there wasn’t anything Petunia could do about that.

As much as she wished otherwise.

“Have you considered The Royal Victoria, Petunia?” suggested Mrs Dursley when Petunia told her of her chosen venue for the wedding reception – over the phone, since Petunia relished the opportunity to not have to see her future mother-in-law if she didn’t have to. “I don’t know what you were thinking when you chose that nasty, awful place; it’s not the sort of place I would choose for my wedding reception, you know.”

Petunia knew. Of course Petunia knew, as Beverley Dursley never had a thought which went unsaid. Petunia had specifically avoided The Royal Victoria as it was an old-fashioned, stuffy sort of place unfit for the wedding reception of a young, modern couple. It had been so even in Mrs Dursley’s day, although Petunia could never say that. Instead, she had to grit her teeth and explain – again – her reasons for choosing the venue she had chosen.

“Vernon and I, we thought that The Grand Oak’s wedding package was much nicer, and the location was much more suitable for our guests… and it really is a very picturesque setting; did you get the chance to look at the photographs we had sent over?”

“I saw them,” said Mrs Dursley with a sniff. “And really, Petunia, I don’t think the venue is suitable at all. The Royal Victoria is much nicer, has a timeless look. I really do think you should reconsider your choice, Petunia—I know that both myself and Mr Dursley would be much happier with the package from The Royal Victoria…”

Petunia wanted to snap, ‘it’s not your bloody wedding!’ but managed not to. After all, Beverley Dursley would soon be her mother-in-law, and more than that she and Vernon needed her to pay for the wedding. Petunia wouldn’t have minded a more toned-down affair, but Vernon had to invite people from work, family friends of his parents, and public school friends who would all expect something grander than they had the means to afford themselves.

So Petunia acquiesced and changed the venue, but chose the most expensive wedding package out of spite.

If I have to have it there at least I’ll have the best package on offer, she’d thought at the time, although it was a poor substitute for The Royal Oak’s offering.

It wasn’t until a few months after the engagement that Lily sent another letter – by owl, of course, as she’d apparently forgotten how the postal service worked – and Petunia had to quickly scratch out her news onto a piece of paper before the owl flew away. If Lily hadn’t sent that letter when she had, Petunia realised that she would probably have missed the wedding entirely, as the date had been set, the venue booked, and Petunia even had a dress. She hadn’t sent out the proper invitations yet, but they were all made up and ready to go. The problem was that she simply didn’t have an address for Lily, at least not one reachable by normal postmen.

Petunia had even thought, at one point in her deranged wedding-planning state, to go out to the local woods to find an owl to task with ‘finding Lily Evans’ but had thought the better of it. Quite apart from the scandal it could cause if it got out that she was skulking around the woods looking for owls to trap, she didn’t have the time.

At least Petunia had got Lily’s invitation sent in time; what Lily did with it was up to her. It did worry Petunia somewhat just what and whom Lily would bring to the wedding – her boyfriend, Petunia assumed, but what exactly did a pair of wizarding vigilantes dress and behave like? She wanted Lily to be there, and wanted her to be a bridesmaid, even, but Petunia wouldn’t hold her breath. Her sister had rather a lot going on, and Petunia would prefer – grudgingly – that her sister stayed safe than attend her dress fittings. She put it out of her mind and instead focused on placating Vernon’s awful sister, Marge, without totally ruining her wedding. She had been offered a place as one of Petunia’s bridesmaids although Petunia hadn’t expected her to agree – nothing about Marge Dursley suggested she would enjoy something like that, but against all of Petunia’s expectations, she had said yes.

Not that that meant she had co-operated in carrying out her role in any way.

“No, I shan’t be wearing that,” Marjorie Dursley declared after seemingly every dress Petunia picked out for her. “That one makes my calves look fat, and I wouldn’t put that one on my worst enemy.”

Petunia thought that every dress in the entire world would make Marge Dursley’s calves look fat, but she held her tongue. Not only was it an uncharitable thought, the elder Dursley woman – always Mrs Dursley and never Beverley, despite the fact that Petunia was to marry her son – was also in attendance, and she literally held the purse strings. Instead, Petunia attempted to find a suitable dress that was in keeping with the theme of the wedding but which also flattered Marge.

It was proving to be a Sisyphean task.

“Perhaps this floor-length dress would look nice?” Petunia suggested. “It goes down right past the ankles and the sleeves should help… flatter… your shoulders.”

“Oh, an excellent choice, miss,” said the attendant. “I do see what you mean. We have that in lilac, lavender, and royal purple. I should think the—”

“If you think I’ll let you put me in that harlot’s colour you’ve got another thing coming!” declared Marge. “No, I want something in green, or perhaps blue.”

Petunia held her tongue. The colour scheme for the bridesmaids was meant to be shades of purple, with a little bit of give if the colour was the right shade of pink. Yvonne, the maid of honour, had already tried and chosen her lilac dress, picked out shoes and accessorised for it. Petunia had picked out flowers for each of the bridesmaids according to the colour scheme.

Everything matched perfectly, and there was simply no time to change everything to suit Marge. She glanced at Yvonne.

“But, Marge, darling,” said Yvonne after noticing Petunia’s look, “the colour scheme is purple. The lilac dress would look lovely on you especially if we did your hair up nicely and maybe even accessorised with some flowers. What do you think?”

“If she wants to wear blue, let her wear blue,” proclaimed Mrs Dursley. “It’s only a colour.”

“I shall be wearing something blue or green,” echoed Marge. “Maybe something like that dress, but in blue.” Marge waved the attendant away, and gestured for her to start looking for a different dress.

Petunia said nothing. Instead, she thought about how she could change some of the decorations at the very last minute to something that would match all the bridesmaids, even Marge, and of course, Lily if she turned up.

Eventually Marge found a dress she liked, in an obnoxiously bright green, and that ordeal was over at last. The only preparations Petunia had left to make were for the cake, and that she did without any help from either Mrs Dursley or her daughter.

Lily responded to Petunia’s invitation a week before the wedding by owl, a small message scrawled hastily onto a piece of parchment saying ‘Of course we’ll be there. See you soon’. The owl hadn’t waited for Petunia to reply. Petunia had other things to worry about than Lily, however, as she found out she was pregnant that same week. At least she would be married before anyone else knew – Mrs Dursley had rather a lot to say about unwed mothers, and Petunia didn’t want to even think about what Marge would have to say.

She told Vernon in a rare moment of calm two days before the wedding.

“I’m pregnant,” said Petunia over breakfast in their flat. “Thought you should know before the wedding.”

Vernon grunted in response, and turned the page of his newspaper. After a few moments, he put the paper down, and stared across the kitchen table at her.

“With a baby?”

“Yes, with a baby!” said Petunia. “I don’t know how far along.”

Vernon grunted again and then nodded a few times.

“We’ll have to buy a house,” said Vernon eventually. “Can’t stay here, not with a baby. I’ve got some money saved for a deposit… And my father did always say he’d help me out when it was time, and with a baby on the way…”

“So you’re happy, then?” questioned Petunia. She had wondered. Pregnancy hadn’t come at the best of times, not with the wedding, and with Lily fighting terrorists, and with the pair of them living in rented accommodation…

“Happy?” echoed Vernon. “Well, of course I’m happy. Thrilled. It’s a baby. Maybe a son. There’s just a lot to think about…”

Petunia nodded in agreement.

“There’s nurseries to think about, and cots, and we’ll need the right pram, and we should think about schools and catchment areas… but we can think about all that after the wedding, can’t we?”

“Er, yes, I suppose so…” said Vernon.

“Wonderful, Vernon darling,” said Petunia. “Now, I’m going to pick up your suit from the shop today, so everything will be ready in time for the wedding. I’ll drop it off here before I go to the hotel tomorrow night.”

Vernon grunted, and returned to his newspaper. Pleased that her news had gone over well, Petunia picked at the rest of her toast and went over her plans for wedding. She had an appointment to keep with the hairdresser, and she still needed to get in touch with the make-up artist for the wedding day. When Petunia had finished she cleaned up after herself and kissed Vernon before leaving to finish off all of her preparations.

In no time at all, it was the day of the wedding.

*

Lily turned up at Petunia’s hotel just as the make-up artist arrived to do Petunia’s face for the ceremony. To her credit Lily arrived dressed in perfectly normal clothes, a nice mauve dress with a handbag where she must be keeping her wand.

“You look beautiful, Tuney,” declared Lily as she sailed into the room. “Gorgeous! And your hair—I’ve never seen it like that!”

“I had it done yesterday,” said Petunia. “I’m glad you like it; I was worried it might be a little too … much.” She paused. “I wasn’t sure you would come,” she said. “I know that you’re… busy.”

“I wouldn’t have missed it,” said Lily immediately. “But things are getting … difficult.” She glanced at the make-up artist who, to her credit, remained the consummate professional and set about arranging her workspace and getting out her equipment.

Petunia turned to look at Lily.

“Should I be worried?”

Lily was silent.

“We don’t have to do this now,” she said in the end. “Today is yours. It’s about you. I’m here. Let’s just enjoy it, please.”

Petunia nodded. She didn’t want anything to ruin the wedding day, although she expected more from Marge in that department than Lily.

“I brought James with me today,” said Lily. “That’s alright, isn’t it? He knows to be on his best behaviour.”

“I’m just glad you came,” said Petunia. She had some misgivings about this ‘James’ fellow. Dome prosaic concerns that any older sister would have, and some relating to his being a wizarding vigilante, but she trusted Lily enough to let her make her own choices about who to bring to the wedding. “You will be my maid of honour, won’t you?” asked Petunia. “Shared with Yvonne, of course, since I wasn’t sure…”

“I’d be honoured!” said Lily. “It’s just like we always said, when we were both little girls…”

Petunia wouldn’t have said it was like they’d always said. She had envisioned an autumn wedding, and the dress was perfect, but as a little girl, Petunia hadn’t imagined her sister would be part of a paramilitary group, or that her mother wouldn’t be in attendance, or even that she would be pregnant before the date of the wedding. But then – that was life, wasn’t it? That thing that happened while a person made other plans.

Not long after Lily arrived Yvonne came in with champagne, and affairs turned a little less serious. Petunia introduced Lily to Yvonne, and Yvonne – as always – found all sorts of commonalities with Lily and managed to keep up a conversation about nothing in particular.

Titivations over and done with, Petunia had only another fifteen minutes left over until the ceremony itself, which would hopefully all be spent in the wedding car they’d hired for the day on the way to the church. She sent Yvonne ahead to get the driver ready, as Petunia couldn’t think of anything worse than being late to her own wedding. When it was just Petunia and Lily alone, she stopped her sister.

“I’m pregnant,” said Petunia. “I wanted you to know. Vernon knows, but nobody else.” Petunia paused. “I’m so glad you came, Lily. Thank you…”

Lily drew Petunia into a careful hug that kept her hair and make-up safe.

“That’s wonderful! I’m so pleased for you!”

Petunia smiled.

“Let’s go, Lily. I don’t want to keep Vernon waiting.”

The ceremony itself passed by without a single issue. Neither Petunia nor Vernon fumbled their words, and in the blink of an eye Petunia Evans became Petunia Dursley. After a brief diversion to sign the marriage register, the Dursleys and most of their guests retired to the hotel for the wedding breakfast and afterwards, the reception.

It was at the wedding breakfast that Petunia met Lily’s boyfriend, James, for the first time. She’d arranged to have them sat at the head table with Vernon’s parents and Yvonne. Initially, Marge had been seated with some of the Dursley cousins, but as soon as she’d heard Petunia’s sister would be at the head table, she’d kicked up a fuss and it had been suggested to Petunia that she change the seating plans.

At least Marge had been relegated to the seat furthest away from Petunia, which she counted as a small win. With any luck Petunia would be too engaged in conversation with literally anyone else at the table to even think about Marge.

“The ceremony was lovely, Petunia,” said Lily. “Mum and Dad would have been so proud.”

Petunia teared up a little at that. The only part of the day – Marge included – that Petunia would have wanted to go differently was her parents’ absence. But that was impossible. Not even magic could bring back the dead, and Petunia knew because she’d asked. Still, Petunia had thought of her mother at every stage of the wedding, from the planning to the day itself, and it almost felt like she’d been there.

“Er, yes,” agreed James. “I’ve never been to a mug—a wedding like this before, and it was very nice,” he said after correcting his mistake. Petunia and Vernon were, at least Petunia assumed, the only people at the wedding other than Lily and her boyfriend to know of the existence of magic, and she would prefer it stayed that way. Petunia didn’t want to be overshadowed on her day by the existence of universe-altering forbidden knowledge.

“So what is it that you do, James?” asked Mrs Dursley senior from across the table. “Vernon didn’t say.”

“Do?” echoed James. “I don’t know what you—oh, you mean, like for a job? I don’t have one,” he said with a big grin.

“Hmm,” said Mrs Dursley. “Proud of that, are you?”

“He’s independently wealthy,” said Lily quickly. Petunia saw her give James the look that she only ever used to use when someone had done something so egregiously wrong, even the usually mild-tempered Lily was about the explode. Petunia was glad for it, since she hadn’t told Vernon much about what Lily and her wizard friends were up to, as it seemed like the less he knew about magic the safer it was for everyone, but that had had its drawbacks, as Vernon had been unable to answer his mother’s extensive list of questions about Petunia’s family, and she had evidently decided to go right to the source.

“Oh, er, right, yeah,” said James. “’Independently wealthy’—my dad sold a business not long before he died.”

“A businessman, eh?” asked Mr Dursley. “What sort of business was he in? I’m a bit of a businessman myself, you know.”

“Potions,” said James immediately.

“He means lotions,” corrected Lily. “Hair and skincare lotions, popular overseas.”

“Not interested in the family business, then?” questioned Mr Dursley again. “So, James, just what is it you are interested in? A man can’t rest on his laurels too long, I always say.”

“It wasn’t really my sort of thing,” said James. “I quite like flying. Do you know, at school I—”

“An aviator? Do you have a license? I’ve been looking into that myself, you know,” interrupted Mr Dursley.

“Ah, yes, Vernon told me you went to an alternative school,” said Mrs Dursley. “Up in Scotland, wasn’t it? A co-educational boarding school of some sort, yes? How terribly progressive.” Her tone left Petunia with no illusions on just what the elder Mrs Dursley thought of that. Thankfully, neither Lily nor James bit, and her comment went ignored.

“The Dursleys are Smeltings men, ourselves,” said Mr Dursley. “Isn’t that right, Vernon?”

“Er, yes, yes,” said Vernon. “Loved it, myself. The sort of place that really turns a boy into a man, you know.”

“And how about you, Lily?” asked Mrs Dursley. “Do you work, or study perhaps like your sister did, or are you kept?”

Petunia felt like retreating beneath the table. The audacity of Beverley Dursley to ask that of her sister, when she herself had never worked a day in her life! To her credit, Lily simply smiled.

“Actually, I was thinking about starting university myself,” said Lily. “I’ve been looking into po—erm, chemistry courses. My marks at school were quite good, you see.”

“I always say that a woman who won’t work isn’t worth anything to anyone,” said Marge. “All this further education nonsense wasn’t for me.”

“What is it that you do, Marge?” asked Yvonne.

“I’m in the horse business, myself,” said Marge. “A good woman is like a good horse—” she started to say, but an exaggerated cough from the elder Mrs Dursley killed the comment before she was done.

Petunia wanted the conversation over, and a quick scan of the room told her that everyone had already finished eating. Most people were chatting, and some had even got up from their tables to talk with others in attendance. Petunia glanced at Vernon, then placed her hand on his arm.

“I think now would be a good time for your speech, darling,” she whispered.

“Yes, yes, before they… Ahem.” Vernon got to his feet, cleared his throat a few times, and then launched into his speech. With that over and done with, it was time for the reception, and soon enough the wedding was over and everything had gone well.

*

A couple of weeks later, after moving into their new home in the run up to Christmas Petunia found herself attending another wedding—this time, her sister’s. The invitations had arrived, like all messages from Lily, attached to the foot of an owl. The haste of the wedding surprised her – the date was set only a week after the invitation had arrived. One of Lily’s friends came to collect Petunia and Vernon for the wedding, and whisked them away to the secret wedding location by teleportation.

Vernon had been shocked and amazed in equal measure at the wizards’ ability to step through the air into another place, but Petunia had seen Lily do it before, even if she hadn’t experienced it herself. When she had, she thought it was a ghastly and awful way to travel, if convenient. What surprised Petunia most was that her sister was visibly pregnant. It was subtle and Lily was likely only a few months in, but Petunia recognised all the signs from her own pregnancy, and she thought that Lily couldn’t be too far behind her.

That solved the mystery of the rushed wedding, at the very least. The ceremony itself had an understated elegance that Petunia could see was all Lily, from the quaint little church in a tucked away village, to the lighting that Petunia swore was live fairies flitting about. The vicar read passages from Bible, most which Petunia recognised but some which she had never seen or heard before, which she assumed must be some sort of wizarding addition to the text.

After the ceremony, the church transformed at the flick of a wand – well, several wands – into the venue for the wedding breakfast and the reception, all its pews replaced by tables and a space for dancing. Petunia had never seen so much magic at once before, as everything Lily had displayed had been incidental and the experience left her feeling awed.

There was magic in everything, from the music provided by self-playing instruments to the tables to how the food arrived on the plates seemingly out of nowhere. Even the guests were clothed in creations no normal clothier could ever hope to create, with one woman wearing what appeared to be a live bird in her hat. Petunia felt underdressed by comparison, although she’d picked out one of her best dresses.

Lily and James had offered robes to both Petunia and Vernon, but she’d declined them—Vernon had outright said he’d never be caught dead wearing ‘a bloody wizard’s dress’, and Petunia hadn’t felt comfortable with the idea either, although for different reasons. But sat in the church amongst all the wizards and witches, she did feel a little out of place.

The conversations at her sister’s table only served to underline her mundanity, her muggleness, Petunia found, although she was sure it wasn’t on purpose. These people simply lived and breathed magic; to them, it was a normal as anything in Petunia’s life.

“I never thought I’d see the day when Lily Evans married James Potter!” declared one of the groom’s friends, a man called Sirius after the star, he’d said. “Literally anyone else, and I could believe it!”

“True love always prevails, Padfoot,” said James. “You know that.”

“Are you sure he didn’t slip you a potion, Lils?” continued Sirius. “C’mon, tell us now and we’ll get it all sorted—there’s still time for an annulment!”

“Oh, give up, Sirius!” said Lily, laughing. “I got myself into this, no potions necessary!”

“Well, it looks like he got something into you at any rate!” continued Sirius. He burst into a barking laugh at his own joke, and Lily rolled her eyes.

The wedding was a stark contrast to Petunia’s own – far less serious, much more chaotic – but it seemed perfect for Lily and her new husband.

Not what Petunia would have chosen, but then, it hadn’t been Petunia’s choice and it fit Lily well.

Lily and James’s friends did try to draw Petunia and Vernon into conversations, but it was difficult on all involved, as it was very clear that they all lived in vastly different worlds – paramilitary activities notwithstanding.

“Lily said you work at a company that makes something called electric drills,” one witch said to Vernon, “but she didn’t say what that was.”

Vernon found himself drawn into a conversation on what exactly drills were, but as neither participant had the requisite context for the discussion, it didn’t go especially well.

“I noticed you were pregnant as well,” said another of Lily’s friends to Petunia. “How is it, being a Muggle and pregnant? You don’t have the potions, do you? It must be so painful!”

“We’ve got something called an epidural,” said Petunia. “I hear it’s not so bad.”

“Isn’t it wonderful, the things muggles come up with because you don’t have magic?”

“Oh, ah, yes,” said Petunia, “I suppose it is.”

When everyone had eaten, and the all the speeches – of which there were many, as seemingly every one of James’s friends had something to say, and a couple of Lily’s – were over, the church transformed once again into a bar with a dancefloor, and the dancing went on into the night.

Petunia and Vernon even joined in the fun, although Petunia, ever self-conscious and even more pregnant amongst Lily’s young and vibrant friends, didn’t stay on the dancefloor for long. Towards the end of the night, disaster struck, as dark-robed and masked wizards invaded the church blasting spells at everyone inside.

“Death Eaters!” shouted one of the guests. “Everyone, to safety!”

Chaos erupted in the church then, as most of the witches and wizards escaped using magic. Some stayed and fought, Lily and James and their friends among them.

Vernon pulled Petunia behind an upturned table, and hugged her close.

“Get my sister out!” yelled Lily before she engaged one of the wizards with spells of her own. “And her husband!”

One of Lily’s friends, the witch Petunia recognised as Marlene, from her parents’ funeral, grabbed Petunia’s arm and teleported her away. The sight of Lily shooting spells at the Death Eater was etched in Petunia’s mind, and although she didn’t know it at the time, it was the last time she ever saw her sister alive.

Lily and James went into hiding soon after the wedding, for reasons Petunia could only guess at. She’d been told, at least. That was a small comfort. Life went on: in the summer, Petunia gave birth to a big, beautiful baby boy who Vernon named Dudley, after a great-uncle. Not long after that Petunia received news that Lily had given birth, also to a boy, who they named Harry. Petunia didn’t rate the name highly, as it wasn’t even a nickname for something nice like Henry – but it was the name Lily had chosen, and she tried to like it.

Petunia had a card made up for the birth, and put together a little box of things to help out, before she realised she had no way of sending it, and that her sister was using magic to hide her family anyway. These days, whenever the rare owl came, it never stayed for a reply. Petunia supposed that was wise, given the situation, but the distance hurt—it felt like just after their parents had died all over again. She put the box of things away in the cupboard under the stairs because she couldn’t bear to give them away.

Just over a year later, a baby arrived on Petunia’s doorstep, and Lily was dead.

  
Notes for the Chapter:To be continued next week in Proving Ground Triptych 2: The Tarnished Crown!
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