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        What men or gods are these? What maidens loth? 
      

            
        What mad pursuit? What struggle to escape? 
      

            
        What pipes and timbrels? What wild ecstasy?
      

            ‘Ode on a Grecian Urn’, John Keats

            
               * * *

            

            
        He was misanthropic and gifted with the sly, sharp instinct for self-preservation that passes for wisdom among the rich.
      

            Put Out More Flags, Evelyn Waugh
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         A girl is dying. A girl who wears bespoke perfume. She wants you to inhale her deliciousness; to know that she is untouched by the dirt, the smog, the filth of your London. Pathetic men rub their underdeveloped legs against her arse as they commute to their piteous ‘careers’ on the hamster-cage tube. She wants other women to covet her manicure as she types an ‘empowering’ Instagram post about her ‘inner glow’. People follow her. A be-legginged messiah to the inflexible, undesirable, slovenly masses. She drinks spirulina, kombucha and matcha, but she doesn’t eat wheat or dairy. She’s faking an allergy to mask her disordered eating, which she won’t seek help for because it feels so very normal nowadays. It’s a shame, she used to like eating bread. She waxes everything. Everything. She is filthy. Filthy. Used to do anything, absolutely anything, if it meant he’d stay with her.

         A girl is dying. She is savvy. Astute. Commercially minded. Clever. She’s clever. She knows that all she really has to sell is the idea of her beauty, her youth, her long rolling vowels, and she does. In the old stories Pygmalion made Galatea, but this new Galatea made herself and streamed it live. She put it on a T-shirt, on a tote bag. Got paid for sharing a link to organic date and cashew nut energy balls (£6.50 for four, not including postage). She believes in self-improvement. She practises her poses and reads her prose. She believes in love and practises that too. She has put so many hours into practising, hours and hours, tears and tears, and yet … She can be droll. She’d buy you a drink if you made her laugh. More than once had she bought a Big Issue. She’d gone to charity fundraising galas, because it would get her into the society pages of Tatler, but still she went and clapped loudly and exclaimed ‘how brave’ at the survivors of whatever hideous disease the whole thing was in honour of and handed over a cheque. She is vain, and angry, and sad, so very sad. Of course she is sad. Miserable. Wretched. Plain old unhappy. How could she not be? The poor thing.

         A girl is dead. A girl who was flawed. No, not the pores on the nose, those were perfect. Resolutely perfect. Her head had spun but the world hadn’t noticed; it callously carried on spinning as she suffocated on her own bile, writhing there amongst rotting leaves, her hair infused with the stench of mulch and stomach acid. She deserved better than to die there. To die because of him.
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         Midsummer Night, North London

         The McDonald’s in Kentish Town had seen some sights, but this was something different. At 6 p.m. an elegant man strode through the automatic doors. Wing-collar shirt, cummerbund and silk bow tie. Expensive shoes: Italian. They made a clipped noise when he walked, much like his vowels when he spoke. He strolled up to the counter and asked to speak to the manager. The server peered around him nervously, looking for a non-existent camera. The manager was dutifully found and propositioned like a comely whore. The gentleman, and there really couldn’t be another word for a man dressed in such a manner, was going to use the upstairs area – usually reserved for children’s parties on Saturday mornings – for a private gathering that evening. His guests were arriving at 7.30 p.m. and the staff were to bring food upstairs (the order had already been courteously written out in fastidious copperplate) at 8 p.m. for them. They were not to be disturbed after that. The gentleman made it very clear that they were to be handsomely recompensed for their efforts, and their silence. No one who worked there was to mention it again and CCTV was to be turned off. The gentleman paid in cash – crisp £50 notes – and gave all the staff, including the poor, poor cleaner, who would have to deal with true horrors tomorrow morning, a nice little tip for all the trouble he was about to cause. A young woman with rippling, flame-coloured hair brought in vase upon vase of flowers. The smell was divine. Not enough to cover the smell of chip fat, burger grease and blocked coronary arteries, but heavenly nonetheless. A butler took case after case 8 of champagne upstairs. And it was champagne, direct from a vineyard in Champagne, not from Tesco. Only plebeians drink supermarket plonk, let alone prosecco. The formal invitation stipulated that the dress code was black tie, photography was strictly prohibited, and it was BYOC (Bring Your Own Coke).

         
            * * *

         

         For once Nell wasn’t overdressed; she was, however, uncomfortable. Her feet already hurt from a pair of architecturally complex shoes that she had bought from a pompous boutique in Spitalfields Market. She’d spent a whole month’s food budget on them, but she considered that a win-win. Nell’s dress was an artful creation of pale lilac gauze and twisted embroidery that she had made herself, the effect of which was somewhere between a drowned innocent from a Millais painting and wrath personified. She was a diaphanous, tortured cobweb. In the soft June breeze, Nell delicately floated like a resplendent vision of Hell. She was waiting outside Kentish Town tube station for Alex – nothing earthly could have persuaded her to go to Rupert’s birthday party on her own, and indeed it had taken much poking and prodding, cajoling and coaxing from silver-tongued Alex to induce her to go with him. They were going to go for something strong beforehand, a nip of liquid bravery. The flower seller on the corner of Leighton Road was packing up for the day. Five minutes earlier Nell had enjoyed spectating as a panic-stricken man sprinted from the tube and bought a large bouquet in a frenzy.

         ‘Anniversary or birthday?’ Nell asked the florist, as she sauntered over and mused over a few bedraggled hydrangeas.

         ‘Sorry?’ she replied. 9

         ‘The bald man just then, he looked like he’d forgotten an important date.’

         ‘Oh yeah, he said his missus just had a baby at the Royal Free. Wanted some pink flowers.’

         ‘Ah, how sweet, a gender-conforming baby girl. Did he realise that he’d caught the wrong branch of the Northern Line?’

         ‘I didn’t have the chance to tell him.’

         Nell looked at the leftovers of the florist’s day. The severed head of a luckless ranunculus the colour of a good claret floated in a bucket of water.

         ‘How much for that one?’

         ‘You take it, love.’

         ‘Thank you,’ Nell said, shaking the water from the flower and tucking it into a roll of her hair.

         ‘Big night?’ the flower seller asked, tacitly acknowledging Nell’s remarkable appearance.

         ‘I’m going to Satan’s birthday party.’

         ‘A normal Saturday evening then.’

         ‘Pretty much. Thank you for the flower,’ said Nell as she turned back to face the tube. She was just in time to see Alex rise from the gaping mouth of the station. He was tall, which she thought was the only important quality a man should possess, but clearly feeling uncomfortable in his penguin get-up. Nell thought it suited him. A shapely young woman gave him a second glance before she unceremoniously tumbled through the barriers.

         ‘Thou art a sight for mine poor wretch’d eyes,’ he said, kissing Nell on her rosy cheek. They turned up the road and towards the pub.

         ‘You should dress like this more often, you’d get laid all the time,’ she said, holding on to the crook of his arm to steady herself. Her pinkie toes hurt. 10

         ‘I have a lot of sex. Specialist stuff too. Deviant things that you don’t casually mention at dinner parties.’

         ‘Corpses? You need to stop reading Vice. It’s bad for your soul, Alex.’ They stopped at the crossing as a police car hurtled past, siren blaring.

         ‘Is this pub all right?’

         ‘As long as they serve spirits.’

         ‘The spirits of thy vanquished enemies? The damned party starts at 7.30 p.m. I say we should aim for after 8 p.m.,’ Alex said, holding the old saloon door open for her. The pub was a Victorian temple to the English drinking problem, with high ceilings and floral plasterwork. Mismatched chairs and ironic posters. Creaky floorboards and media luvvie clientele.

         ‘I’m amazed that we’re going at all.’ Nell peered round a column before spotting an empty table near the back and pouncing on it like a lioness after a lame gazelle at a watering hole. ‘I’m not sure how you convinced me.’

         ‘You share my morbid curiosity,’ Alex said, taking his jacket off. That wasn’t why he was going. It was a test, a field exercise to calculate his chances with Nell now that she was single.

         ‘What do you think Phlegm will be wearing? I shouldn’t call her that. I’ll say it to her face accidentally-on-purpose.’

         ‘Clem? Pelts made from the supple skin of tuberculosis-riddled, cockney orphans? Silk woven from the purest evil thoughts of neo-Nazis? Nothing, absolutely nothing, like a witch on her Sabbath? You have to feel sorry for Clemmie though. Imagine dating bloody Rupert for ten years.’

         ‘I couldn’t imagine it.’

         ‘The crap he must pull … I’m sure he cheats on her.’

         ‘I’m sure he does too.’

         ‘What do you want to drink?’ 11

         ‘Anything that burns,’ Nell said, watching him try to elbow his way to the bar through a throng of unique individuals all wearing Uniqlo and unanimous disdain for everyone else’s uniformity.

         ‘Tequila it is,’ Alex yelled, turning back to look at her as he dodged a woman in a stripy turtleneck and a pair of utilitarian shoes. He stopped still for a short moment as he evaded the woman’s flailing arms. To Nell those seconds were an age, as through the window the low-slung sun hovered above his head like a lazy halo. He turned and looked at her in all her glory. ‘You look rather lovely tonight,’ he shouted over the crowd.

         Nell didn’t acknowledge the compliment and instead stared at the patterned ceiling, trying to divine some order out of its chaotic design. She felt a buzzing. She opened her bag – a quirky Kate Spade that she’d pillaged from eBay for a song – and took out her phone:

         
            Rupert: 18:34

            I hope you’re nearby. I am so looking forward to seeing you. Let’s go for brunch tomorrow. Just me and you. I miss us and our little jaunts x

         

         Alex returned with two tequilas and two vodka and lime sodas. ‘A shot each, and then something to take the edge off before we go over the top.’

         ‘How’s work?’

         ‘Dull. Lots of spreadsheets.’

         ‘At least you got seconded somewhere warm. Imagine doing taxes for billionaires somewhere miserable, like London.’ Nell smiled to herself as she flicked her despicable shoes out to the side and admired them. ‘Why are we going tonight?’ 12

         ‘I’m going for the story. Something hideous will happen. I could write a bestselling novel off the back of it and never have to work again.’

         ‘They’re both monsters.’

         ‘And monsters should be slain by heroes. I’ll be your knight errant.’ Alex looked at Nell and began pressing the supposed rationale of his experiment again. ‘This is our old college gang’s last hurrah. Of course, you don’t have to go if you don’t want to, but I would appreciate your company.’

         ‘The last hurrah. Goodbye Rupert, and goodbye to all of Rupert’s nonsense.’ Nell toasted the thought, and they downed their tequila in remembrance of the friendship that had once been. There wasn’t any salt or lime to distract from the taste, from the bitterness.

         ‘Last hurrah.’ Alex leaned back in his chair and fiddled with his phone as Nell stared intensely at a knock-off Belle Époque absinthe poster. ‘What did happen in Greece?’ he tentatively enquired. He could guess, but he wanted to hear the sordid tale from her own mouth, and such a pretty mouth it was. Perfectly full.

         ‘What?’ she asked, feigning absentmindedness as she stared at a flirty green fairy with prominent nipples and an impossibly small waist.

         ‘What happened between you, Rupert and Clemmie, when the three of you came to visit me in Greece last month?’

         ‘Nothing.’

         ‘I go to the office in Athens for a couple of days, I come back to the villa, and then that evening Clem swings for you over dinner.’

         ‘Bad spanakopita?’

         ‘Don’t insult my people like that.’ 13

         ‘Clem was just high. She’d taken a load of MDMA or whatever.’

         ‘And?’

         ‘And they had a fight the morning before about something, something really stupid, and she took it out on me.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘I think it was about that temple we’d visited.’

         ‘They had a fight about a ruin?’

         ‘It was bizarre, I didn’t get what the fight was about. I don’t think the ruins were the problem,’ Nell said, hoping that this was the end of the discussion, but then failing to stop herself from talking. ‘Clem refused to go after breakfast, so me and Rupert went on our own and it was just weird. She spent the evening in a foul mood.’

         ‘Weird? What did he do?’ Alex asked, eyebrow arched.

         ‘Rupert did that self-satisfied, smug thing he does. He drove us there in that little toot-toot convertible he’d rented. The sky was blue and the light just … everything felt golden, and the temple was appropriately numinous. And Rupert, well, he was Rupert. When we got back, Clem was high and he tried to kiss me, which set her off even more. I … He … And I … And I don’t want to talk about it. Please. I don’t need to talk about it. It was nothing. Absolutely nothing. Just the flicker of a kiss.’

         ‘All right.’ Alex was desperately relieved that was all it was.

         Nell swilled her vodka around the glass and then drank it in one gulp.

         Alex fiddled with his phone. ‘Rupert is a … You shouldn’t let him take advantage of you. It’s not fair. He treats you like a second girlfriend, but all you get is the crap, the meltdowns and the 3 a.m. drunken rants. You deserve more than that.’ Silently he added, ‘You deserve me.’

         ‘I’m sure that’s the advice I’d be giving myself too. I haven’t 14 spoken to him since the plane landed back at Heathrow. He’s taken it better than I thought he would. I need to kill our friendship properly. Stab it in the heart with a wooden stake and bury it under a crossroads.’

         ‘Do you want another?’ Alex asked. He was liking his odds of romping home considerably more than he had on the tube journey over. This might be it. He’d played a long game and was about to win.

         ‘Another vodka please, mister consultant.’

         ‘You make me sound so dull,’ Alex said, smiling as he got up to go to the bar.

         ‘I don’t think you’re dull at all,’ Nell yelled after him.

         Alex laughed exaggeratedly for Nell’s benefit as he strode across the pub. Looking back at her from the bar, he saw the most magnificent and the most melancholic face in all of London. Nell felt his gaze upon her and looked up as Alex gave her a smirk. He bought two drinks from the bearded barman with the painfully obscure eighties cartoon character on his T-shirt.

         
            * * *

         

         Alex and Nell stood on the pavement across from McDonald’s as they watched Rupert prowl up and down the street outside like an impotent tiger in an especially sad, underfunded zoo that you might sign a petition online against and then forget about moments later.

         ‘Clemency really, it started thirty minutes ago and I’m getting annoyed. It’s terribly rude. It would’ve been nice if you’d have bothered to come early to help with the set-up. Poor Minty has been run ragged and looks terribly pitiable for it. If you’re not here by 9 p.m., then you can move your shit 15 out of my house.’ Rupert was trying to control himself, but he was making enough commotion that two girls in a Fiat 500 beeped their horn and cackled wide-mouthed and toothily at him through the open window as they trundled past. It isn’t every day that a man who looks like the suave villain from an Oscar Wilde comedy crunches the bones of discarded chicken wings into a North London pavement. Rupert was handsome in that dashing-white-knight sort of way that often proves fatal to any damsel moronic enough to fall for it. To let their hair down for him to latch on to. To have slumbering lips, soft and tempting.

         ‘He just can’t help himself,’ Alex said, smirking at Rupert in all his glorious ridiculousness.

         ‘The thing about Rupert, the thing that people find attractive, is his obliviousness to the age in which we live. He revels in a nostalgic world of his own making, like he’s some bastardised character from Brideshead Revisited. He just doesn’t care for our time, not a jot.’

         ‘No, not at all.’

         ‘He’s a dangerously charming oddball. A patrician weirdo. Does he unironically have a teddy called Aloysius? How do you become like that?’

         ‘A noxious concoction of boarding school from six, reading Byron at too early an age, and rapacious genes. Do you know how his family first came into money?’

         ‘Slavery?’ Nell asked, her nose wrinkling.

         ‘No, but that’s how they bought that absurd house in the Chilterns.’

         ‘Remember his twenty-fifth birthday?’

         ‘I can’t remember much of it at all. No, the illustrious first baronet was a nabob. “Found” a diamond the size of a household 16 tabby in the Punjab,’ Alex said, as Rupert’s ancestral crimes lingered among the toxic fumes from an articulated lorry that had just crawled past.

         ‘Have you pressed the button for the green man?’ Nell asked, looking at the traffic light.

         ‘No. I’d rather stay out here with you.’ Alex went to hold her hand but panicked, and instead crossed his arms and tucked his hands under his armpits like a four-year-old whose mummy had told him not to touch.

         Nell leaned over him to press the button and Alex smelled her hair – vanilla. ‘He still hasn’t noticed us, has he? This is it, the last hurrah. Look him dead in the eye, spit, turn and flee.’

         ‘Beauchamp! Rupert. Rupert, you bellend,’ Alex yelled across the road with considerable bravado, choking with shock an old lady who had joined them at the crossing with her shopping trolley. ‘Apologies for my language, madam, but in this case it is accurate. He’s a paying member of the Conservative Party, and I once saw him kick a dog. The dog only had two front legs, it had little wheels at the back. And it was blind.’

         The green man flashed and the three of them crossed the road.

         ‘Salvete! Don’t you smarten up well? Where’s your suit from? Moss Bros.?’ Rupert asked Alex with his arms outstretched, awaiting an embarrassed embrace that turned into mutual back slapping.

         ‘It’s from Favourbrook. I’m not a pleb,’ Alex said, turning to face Nell, his eyes wide as Rupert surveyed his shoes and estimated how much they’d cost him.

         ‘Prick,’ muttered the old lady at Rupert as she shuffled past. He didn’t notice, of course, he never noticed, although Nell did. As she tried to swallow a howl, Rupert turned his attention to her.

         ‘Well, don’t you look charming,’ Rupert said in a softer, more hushed tone, trying to cosset her. 17

         ‘Thank you,’ Nell said coolly.

         And then no one said anything for twenty seconds. The triumvirate looked at each other expectantly. A double cheeseburger wrapper whistled silently through the middle of them like an unhealthy tumbleweed.

         Alex broke the silence. ‘Would a strawberry milkshake make a good mixer for vodka?’ He pulled a hip flask out of his pocket and gave it a little shake. Alex started as if to move inside when he realised that Rupert’s feet were planted firm, and Rupert expected Nell to stay too. Nell was stuck, unsure, as if she’d forgotten how her legs worked. Nell: deer. Rupert: headlights of an especially obnoxious 4x4 driving down a narrow country lane.

         ‘That sounds disgusting, but I’d like to try yours,’ Nell said, staring at a fifty-pence piece on the floor. She nudged it with her foot. Some trickster had glued it to the pavement in gleeful anticipation of frustrating the good citizens of Camden Borough who might be sufficiently desperate to try and pocket it.

         ‘Vanilla would probably be better. A McRussian, like half the US establishment,’ Alex said, going through the automatic doors. The sickening smell of junk engulfed him, that peculiar smell that every McDonald’s has. A butler in full tails greeted him and directed him to the next floor, but before Alex turned upstairs, he stopped and watched Rupert touching Nell on the cheek and playing with the flower she’d put in her hair. Too intimate a gesture for him to continue watching, too much frisson, too much tension for his flimsy heart to withstand. The experiment had failed. Nothing had changed except for him, and evidently that wasn’t enough. 18

         
            * * *

         

         Rupert brushed Nell’s cheek in a gesture that he hoped was paternalistic enough to justify standing too close. ‘I texted you earlier, I don’t know whether you’ve seen it yet? Have you? I think it would be nice for us to go for brunch tomorrow. I booked us a table at this lovely place in Chiswick. It’s on the river.’

         ‘I can’t.’ Rigid, she stood. Eyes cast down. Spit at him, Nell told herself. Look him in the eye and turn him to stone, buy cement, be your own Medusa.

         ‘Why not?’ he asked, assuming she was playing hard to get as always.

         ‘Yoga. I’m going to a yoga class with my cousin,’ she lied. Tell him the truth, she told herself, don’t spare his poxy feelings. Tell him you don’t want to see him ever again after tonight.

         Rupert rolled his eyes at the mention of yoga. ‘Clem’s started an Insta for yoga. Apparently, she’s popular.’

         ‘Of course she is. Where is Clemmie?’

         ‘Running late, of course. Always has to make an entrance, does Clemency. Although this is really her grand exit.’

         ‘We should go inside. It is your birthday party after all.’ Nell started for the automatic doors. ‘Trust you to do black tie in a McDonald’s.’

         ‘It’s amusing, isn’t it.’

         ‘It’s cruel,’ Nell said, acknowledging the butler with a slight nod. The poor staff behind the tills looked utterly bewildered. She hoped Rupert was tipping them and generously at that.

         ‘What, McDonald’s? Their eggs are free range, look at the posters,’ Rupert said, following Nell’s wiggle as it climbed up the stairs and past a picture of a ‘happy’ chicken.

         ‘Yes, McDonald’s,’ Nell said, stopping on the mezzanine. She looked at Rupert and smiled her best happy-fake teeth-baring grin, like a delirious young mother in a toothpaste commercial. 19 ‘White Russian vanilla milkshake?’ She always knew that she was a coward deep down. She liked to think she was brave, but here was the moment, the moment to prove her mettle, and she had failed.

         ‘That would be delightful.’ Rupert beamed. He could always count on his Nell.

         
            * * *

         

         Alex was avoiding her. She kept trying to make eye contact with him across the crowded room, full to the brim with the great and good under thirty-five, but he was listening intently to a girl who Nell knew for a fact was a crashing bore. Tibby, Nell thought her name was, or was it Nibbs? Nippy? No, Minty, that was it. Some childhood friend of Rupert’s who bred prize-winning gladioli, or something else quaint and cottagey and far too tedious for a woman still in her twenties to care about. Wasn’t she at Saint Cecilia’s College when they were at Oxford? A botanist perhaps? She looked rather like a gladiolus actually. Gangly and rather too brightly coloured. Her dress was a peculiar colour for a redhead to choose. Was her father a viscount? Rupert drags her out when he wants a mention in the society pages. Nell sat alone on a pleather banquette to save her feet. She could see the disabled toilet from where she was perched and could hear squeals that incrementally increased in pitch coming from within. The door finally popped open, and Jolyon and Tabitha came out looking perky, as evidenced by the powder clinging to their nostrils. Nell was nursing a vanilla milkshake sans vodka. Alex still wasn’t acknowledging her. There was vodka on the table, but it wasn’t his, so she didn’t want it. What music was this? Who hires a string trio to 20 play Drake? She could smell the fries. They smelled calorific. Naughty. Sinful. Rupert slyly kept looking at her. Clemmie’s friend, Becca, whom Rupert referred to as Porridge Face, gave Nell a spiteful once-over. Where was Phlegm? Jolyon had spotted Nell and started slithering through the room towards her.

         ‘Hullo, you. You look pretty, and pretty girls shouldn’t be alone at parties,’ he said, plonking himself down with a thud on the banquette and leaning in a little too close to Nell.

         ‘Hi, Joly. How’s tricks?’ Nell asked, angling herself away from his porcine face. He had once been a passable rugby player for their college team at Oxford.

         ‘Not bad. Just started my own company.’

         ‘Really, what are you doing?’

         ‘I am consulting.’

         ‘On what?’

         ‘Marketing strategies for luxury watch brands trying to crack the British market.’

         ‘I see. As long as it keeps you busy, eh? Something to kill the time between now and your inevitable early death.’ He didn’t hear the end part. Something shiny had distracted him.

         ‘Are you drunk enough to have sex with me yet? I don’t believe I’ve ever had the pleasure and I’ve discovered that the disabled loo is surprisingly spacious. Rupert would kill me, but it would be worth it.’

         ‘No, Joly. I’m not that drunk.’ There was not enough tequila, vodka or Jesus fucking Christ (the holiest of spirits) in the whole world to get Nell drunk enough for that to happen.

         ‘Not to worry. I’ll be back in an hour or so to check again,’ he slurred, hauling himself up.

         Nell felt like she might need to powder her nose (peel her flesh from her bones) after that encounter, her skin crawling and all 21 that, so she fled to the ladies. Someone was having the longest, loudest piss. She rifled through her bag and found her lipstick. Nell had read an article in a women’s magazine when she was fifteen that said she should pick a shade and stick with it. Make it yours. And she did. She wore the same lipstick to weddings, funerals, first dates, job interviews, the supermarket and smear tests. It worked for her – she had a reputation as the girl who wore red lipstick to the most inappropriate events. Tabitha came out of one of the stalls. She was wearing a navy blue silk dress that was probably in fact a nightie.

         ‘Helena bloody Waddingham. Fuck, you look sexy.’

         ‘Tabs, how are you? It’s been a while. We should get a coffee or something soon?’

         ‘Yah, it has, hasn’t it. We should do that. You still in publishing?’

         ‘Unfortunately. What are you up to?’

         ‘Oh, I just started my own business,’ Tabitha said, proudly sucking in her cheeks and pouting.

         Here we go again, Nell thought. ‘Wow, what are you doing?’

         ‘I’m a professional stylist for child stars.’

         ‘That must be exciting.’

         ‘You wouldn’t believe it. I’ve just taken on the children from the Les Mis cast. So thrilling,’ she said leaning in, pupils wide.

         ‘How’s Casper?’

         ‘He’s Casper. I’m so glad you two broke up. You’re way too good for my idiot brother. Your tits look great in that.’ Tabitha reached across and copped a feel. ‘Are these yours or did you buy them?’

         ‘They’re mine,’ Nell said, as the door to the women’s loos swung open.

         ‘Lesbians!’ Jolyon yelled from the corridor. ‘Threesome?’

         Rupert immediately appeared – as if supernaturally sensing 22 the pseudo-sapphic energy Tabitha was oozing – in the hope that he could watch whatever was going to unfold, but when he realised it was Nell, whose face was that of a tempest, he changed course. ‘Joly, Tabs, in the sin bin you go,’ he commanded, directing them towards the rainbow-coloured ball pit. Nell stood in the doorway of the loo watching Jolyon give Tabitha a piggyback to the children’s play area as Rupert herded them into what must have been one of the highest concentrations of cold germs per square metre in North London. Rupert trotted back. ‘They’ve just got engaged, you know.’

         ‘They’re perfect for each other.’ Nell attempted to retreat to the safety of the pleather banquette.

         Rupert put his arm up across the door frame. ‘I’m taking you for dinner next week. Somewhere nice.’

         ‘No, you’re not, Rupert.’ She still loved him after everything. She knew she did. She knew she would for beyond forever. The bastard. ‘I hate that you’re so beautiful, Beauchamp.’

         ‘Come to dinner with me, Waddingham.’

         ‘No. I’ve given up eating.’

         ‘Nell, darling, be serious. I want to take you out to dinner. I said to you that I would, and here I am asking you properly. Go out with me.’

         ‘No, I don’t think we have anything to say to each other any more.’

         ‘We have plenty to say. I turned thirty today and I’m breaking up with Clemmie tomorrow morning. I want to get serious. I want to get serious with you.’

         ‘No, Rupert. I said no. This is the end. I came here tonight to say goodbye. So, goodbye.’ Nell went back to her seat. She wanted to leave. She wanted to leave with Alex. She wanted to fuck him, fuck Rupert out of her system. She picked up her 23 milkshake, took a slurp and then threw it against a wall. The chaos of the bacchanal had gained such momentum that barely anyone took notice as the sludge slid down the shiny paintwork.

         
            * * *

         

         Alex had managed to empty the entirety of his hip flask into one milkshake, and it had been a surprisingly palatable way to get smashed quickly. He needed to shake Minty, Rupert’s childhood friend, soon though. Just when you think that the country exists in the twenty-first century, you get cornered by Jane Austen’s virgin aunt at a party because you have ‘kind eyes’. Poor thing, she was probably worried about a repeat of Rupert’s twenty-fifth (scene of the infamous Great Pond Incident) and had picked him as a safe person to hide behind. She’d been chattering away at him like a nervous squirrel about her new company making floral sculptures for events for a good forty-five minutes. Should he get a double cheeseburger? Should he get a double cheeseburger and a glass of port? Knowing Rupert, it would be very good port. Fuck it, he’d get them both and an apple pie the temperature of the earth’s core. ‘Excuse me, I’m so sorry, Minty, but I just need to check my emails. Tokyo,’ Alex said to Minty.

         ‘Tokyo? Even on a Saturday?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes, they’re very polite, but as clients they can be quite demanding.’

         ‘Oh, yes, of course.’

         Alex smiled broadly and walked over to the table with the food on it as Minty melted into the background. He browsed Twitter for a few moments, yelled out ‘Oh, Shigeru-san’ – overcommitting to a gambit was a gentle sin of his – and then picked up a congealed cheeseburger. 24

         ‘Body is a temple, mate,’ said Rupert, smacking Alex on the back so hard that his kidneys rattled.

         ‘Yes, but to which god?’

         ‘That’s the curse of the classicist. Which one do you pick?’

         ‘They pick you,’ Alex replied. That was Rupert distilled. He had the temerity to be above the heavens: he thought he had the right to choose his fate.

         ‘Do you like redheads? I have a penchant for them personally.’

         ‘I don’t have anything against redheads per se.’

         ‘You’ve met Bella before, right? Works in PR,’ Rupert said, slyly gesturing towards a young woman engaged in what appeared to be, but in reality couldn’t have been, a sparkling conversation with Teddie, Mungo and Julian, three lugs from their rowing days. They had all gone to seed now that they had steady professions behind desks and weren’t getting up at 5 a.m. every day to do 5km before lectures.

         ‘The one who cried about Keats at your twenty-fifth birthday party?’ Alex asked.

         ‘Yes. That one. She’s got a massive thing for you.’

         ‘Is Keats worth crying over? If it were over John Clare, I could understand it.’

         ‘Great rack, direct descendant of Charles II.’

         ‘Nell Gwynne?’

         ‘Barbara Villiers, I think.’

         ‘You’re not selling her to me.’

         ‘Women aren’t a commodity, Alex. I would have thought you knew better.’

         ‘Pass the port,’ Alex said, changing the topic. ‘Where’s Clem?’

         ‘Fuck knows,’ Rupert said, handing Alex a bottle of Graham’s 1986.

         Alex poured himself a glass. It sloshed around and spilled 25 onto his cuff. It pooled like a blotch of blood. ‘What have you done this time?’

         ‘Clemmie’s been leaving bridal magazines in odd places around the house for the last year. She finally stopped the other week, thankfully. What man wants to look at wedding dresses when they’re taking a shit?’

         ‘Are you going to marry her?’

         ‘No, of course not. Not the right sort.’ Rupert tried not to move, but Alex saw the tension in his shoulder as he resisted looking around for Nell. Alex had lost sight of her too, but he was trying to be cool about it.

         ‘Best to break it off before it gets any worse.’ Alex didn’t think this advice was in his own best interests, but the booze had loosened his resolve. He remembered the nasty little vignette Rupert and Nell had posed for on the pavement earlier.

         ‘I’ve decided that I’m kicking her out tomorrow. For good this time. I’ve been meaning to do it for a couple of months – well, years. Who doesn’t turn up to their boyfriend’s birthday?’

         ‘Clemmie, evidently,’ Alex said, sniffing his lapels. ‘My jacket smells like fat. Where’s the afterparty?’

         ‘I have a little idea – might go skinny dipping in the Heath, but we’ll have to see how trolleyed I am.’

         ‘It’s unlike you not to have some further grand, elaborate scheme.’

         ‘Is this not enough?’ Rupert asked, arms spread wide, gesturing at his guests.

         The room was full of the sort of people that Tatler thinks you should know. Droll. Eyebrow-archingly amusing, achingly so. Distressingly beautiful. And rich, but the sort of rich that makes you interesting because you never talk about it. Second homes and literary aspirations. Boarding school Ancient Greek and au 26 pair French. Long legs and taut torsos honed by expensive yoga studios and treks up Machu Picchu. From the banquettes to the ball pit, the room was replete with people like Rupert.

         Alex laughed. ‘More than enough.’

         ‘I used to be jealous of you.’

         ‘Why?’

         ‘You’re so simple,’ Rupert replied.

         ‘Thank you, I think.’

         ‘You don’t need much. You’re some bucolic relic.’

         ‘Is this about my grandfather again?’

         ‘How could it not be? He was a Cypriot shepherd. How magical! Mine was just an MP.’

         ‘Why do the English idolise sheep?’ Alex asked, not expecting an answer.

         Bella the busty redhead appeared. ‘Rupe darling, you were going to tell me earlier about your novel.’

         ‘Tell you what? That he hasn’t written it despite banging on about it for the last decade?’ Alex interjected. ‘Excuse me.’

         Rupert puckered his mouth, steam practically emanating from his being, as Bella stood there embarrassed by the slight. A disturbing cacophony of panting noises could be heard coming from the ball pit.

         
            * * *

         

         Alex stood in front of Nell. He’d joined her at a dimly lit industrial-looking cocktail place round the corner from the party as she sat at the bar. She was reading a book and ignoring the martini she’d ordered and the man across from her who kept trying to make eye contact. ‘It’s reassuring to know that England is still England and that you are still terrible at parties.’ 27

         ‘Why are you mad with me?’ Nell asked him, not looking up from her book.

         ‘I’m not mad with you. I’m grieving. I have given you up for good,’ Alex said, sitting next to her, the misjudged mixing of wine and spirits having made him hyperbolic. ‘I have given up the girl who I have been desperately, pitiably in love with for the better part of a decade. I have given up the one girl who takes copies of Marcus fucking Aurelius to parties. In the original Latin, too …’

         ‘I am not a girl; I am a woman.’ Nell took an unsoiled napkin from the bar and used it as a bookmark. She put the slight volume into her bag. ‘Are you coming home with me or what?’
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         Hampstead Heath

         Caius Beauchamp was jogging on the spot at the bottom of Parliament Hill, trying to psych himself up for another doomed attempt at the summit. He had been dumped three weeks ago by Héloise: a sarcastically eyebrowed Parisienne poet who saw beauty in the oddest things and cruelty in everything. One day, he had thought, she would be the mother of his children. In penance for whatever flaw, whatever fault, whatever failing that had led her to desert him for some other man (a mystery that he had yet to solve), Caius had made self-improvement his raison d’être. Some addled, lovesick part of his brain had told him that if he got his act together then he might have a small chance of getting her back. Thus, he’d designed a regimen for both body and mind. He’d taken up running and YouTube yoga. He’d designated Tuesday as leg day. Caius was also now on first-name terms with the staff at the library around the corner from his flat as he slogged his way through all the books that he knew he should have read but had previously been unbothered by. The next stage of his overhaul was to acquire a new level of Eurochic consumerist sophistication. So far he had bought a black polo neck jumper (this time not from Topman but a menswear pop-up shop in Shoreditch), a new pair of glasses from a Dutch online optician far more élégant than his usual Specsavers, a 5kg tub of chocolate-flavoured protein powder from a Swedish fitness company that he couldn’t pronounce, and new bedsheets from a Danish brand stocked only in Selfridges (in the sale – some habits die hard). He’d even started going to the farmer’s 32 market on the weekend to touch up obscure varieties of organic squashes. The only squash in his upbringing had been orange. What else was a stodgy, lower-middle-class English policeman with a chip on his shoulder and an Estuary accent to do other than buy his way to bourgeois refinement and back into Héloise’s heart? He thought it could work, and he was sure that was what he wanted. Adamant. Although, when he’d gone to purchase his ticket for the Eurostar that he was catching later that afternoon, he’d forgotten the PIN for his credit card (despite it being 1234). He wondered briefly if his subconscious was trying to tell him something deeply important, but he suppressed it. His train was at 3 p.m., but first he had to conquer Parliament Hill.

         Caius started slowly up the hill, dodging dogshit as he ascended. It was steeper than he remembered it. Feeling prematurely triumphant, he increased the pace, but soon the embers of that dreaded burning sensation began to blaze in his calves. He tried to think of other things – he tried to think of what he’d do that afternoon. His train got into Gare du Nord just after 6 p.m., but then what? Caius hadn’t yet worked out a plan. He did not know what to say, what to do. He would make an impromptu grand gesture and hope for the best. At the Louvre? No, too cringey. Jardin des Tuileries? Somewhere they could take their children and say: ‘This, this is where it all happened.’ He wasn’t sure where, but he was sure that he wasn’t going to make it to the top of Parliament Hill today. It had become something of a pilgrimage for Caius. The thought of conquering the city’s twenty-third highest point had become the only thing that had got him out of bed this last week. He wheezed a third of the way up before deciding to walk the rest of the steep path to the top. Maybe he should go to the GP to check if he had asthma? It was probably just the pollution. 33 London is a filthy city. A dirty, putrid metropolis. What was he even going to do in Paris? What a ridiculous idea. Héloise didn’t want him. She’d said as much, but in French and therefore much more expressively.

         A pigeon loitered on a bench halfway up the hill, strutting across the breadth of it. Caius breathlessly flapped his arms and flung himself down. The bird was stubborn. ‘I suppose we shall just have to be friends then, pigeon,’ Caius said to the bird. It flew off. He pulled out his phone and checked the distance that he’d run – far enough to drop casually into conversation. Caius thought he deserved to walk back to his flat. He’d earned a slower pace, although he probably should do some theatrical stretches in case anyone he knew saw him. He’d seen a pretty woman in bright pink leggings at the bottom of the hill. A few lunges later and Caius strolled towards the trees north of the bench. He did a loop through a patch of woodland and then started to lightly jog down the hill towards the gates. Caius walked past the trees that ran along the park’s boundary, not knowing the names of any of them. That might have been a birch, or an elm, or a horse chestnut. Some flowers here, a dull brown bird there.

         And a stiletto oddly poking out the bottom of some scrub that probably warranted closer inspection, as did the corpse that was wearing it.

         
            * * *

         

         ‘Detective, you were the one to find the body. I thought you were in France?’ asked Barry, the masked pathologist looming over the open body bag.

         ‘I was out for a morning run before I caught my train. Better 34 me than a dog walker. Makes a change from Carol and her diabetic Labrador,’ Caius replied to the shrouded face.

         ‘Cats are better.’

         ‘Whoa, big chat for a murder scene, buddy.’

         ‘Un gros chat?’

         ‘I see what you did there,’ Caius said, feigning amusement. His impromptu Paris trip was as dead as the girl whose shoe he had seen. ‘What’s your initial assessment?’

         ‘The victim is a Caucasian young woman, mid-to-late twenties. Dead around fifteen hours or so. I’ll be more precise after the post-mortem. She had her wrists bound before she died. A fox, by the looks of it, has had a bit of a go on her.’

         ‘Her throat was slashed posthumously?’ Caius stared at the gash on her neck. At a glance you could have mistaken the gaping flesh for a delicate choker of rubies. It was only when you looked closer that the true horror was revealed: the deep purple bruises on her wrists, her hacked-at neck, the stench of vomit coming from her ball gown. The poor woman.

         ‘Yes, you can tell by the lack of blood. Her heart wasn’t beating. Not sure of the blade yet. However, the position of the stain on the front of her dress suggests she threw up on herself before the throat slitting. Cause of death was asphyxiation. She choked on her own vomit. It’s been dry out so there aren’t any impressions on the ground, but we’re looking for stomach content nearby. We found the other high-heeled shoe, size six, in the thicket too.’

         Caius looked at the dead woman’s face. She had been beautiful and hadn’t yet been dead long enough for her features to become horribly distorted. The press was going to go bonkers for this case.

         ‘DI Beauchamp,’ a voice called from in the thicket, ‘we’ve found her bag.’

         ‘Any ID inside? A bank card?’ Caius yelled. 35

         ‘No, just a lipstick, a compact mirror and a business card for a hairdresser’s,’ came the reply.

         ‘All right, get it into evidence,’ Caius called.

         ‘Detective, I wanted to point out the flower crown,’ Barry continued, pointing at the floral arrangement on her head. ‘It’s got a pagan sacrifice vibe to it, a bit Wicker Man.’

         ‘It’s something else, isn’t it? Thanks, mate. Oh, could you please get someone from your team to bag everything in the bins?’

         ‘Do you have any particular bins in mind?’

         ‘Bag all of them in the park. We’ve no way of knowing which way the killer went. They might have discarded the knife as they fled,’ Caius said, as Barry went back to zipping up the body bag.

         Caius walked out of the wood and into the open meadow that, but for the police tape, should soon have been filled with respectable picnickers and sloppy teens passing around glandular fever.

         ‘Here comes my favourite himbo,’ said Matt, Caius’s DS. He was looking Caius up and down with some amusement. ‘What are you wearing? I was worried that I would look a bit informal without a tie, but never mind.’

         ‘I was out running. The lycra makes you more aerodynamic.’

         ‘When is leg day?’

         ‘Tuesday, you gobshite.’

         ‘Aren’t you supposed to be on holiday?’

         ‘I spoke to the grand pooh-bahh, and as I had the displeasure of finding the young lady so dishevelled, I will postpone my break. It’s probably not a bad thing.’

         ‘You’re not a fan of the Chief Superintendent, are you.’

         ‘Keith the Chief wears novelty clothing all year round.’

         ‘Damning,’ Matt said, smirking. ‘There has to be more to it than that?’ 36

         Caius ignored his question. ‘Barry’s team have just found her bag, so hopefully we can use it to identify our Jane Doe.’

         ‘Hampstead Heath Constabulary have closed the park and there are officers stationed at all the exits taking statements. The dogs are going to do a sweep once forensics are done with the immediate crime scene. It’s so much easier when people get killed in their own homes.’

         ‘Murderers can be so inconsiderate towards the police. I’m really looking forward to all the foaming tweets about closing the park for forty-eight hours.’

         ‘I hate the public.’

         ‘That’s the only rational response to this job. Everything under control, Matt?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘I’m going to go home and change. These leggings … I feel exposed.’

         ‘Yeah, you should go before HR gets involved and gives you another warning.’

         ‘See you at the station,’ Caius said, stretching his calves. He jogged off down the path until he was out of Matt’s sight and then he slouched home at a crawl.
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         Nell’s flat, overlooking Victoria Park

         Sunlight dappled Nell’s bedroom with the soft touch that hangovers demand. Nell was a slut in the original sense – she hated housework. Her room was cluttered with the detritus of her messy existence. Half-read books, half-empty teacups and half-dead house plants. Fabric oddments, jars of buttons. Untouched copies of the LRB that she could neither be bothered to read nor cancel. Nell’s head thumped and she felt sticky. It was too early to be up on a Sunday. Alex rolled over and into her arms. He smelled almost edible.

         ‘You’ve been practising since college. I would never have thought you’d be that good at oral,’ Nell said to Alex’s sleepfilled face.

         ‘In defence of twenty-one-year-old me, I had been given a lot of morphine that day.’

         ‘Oh yeah, you broke your finger.’

         ‘It’s still wonky,’ Alex said, holding up his other little finger for comparison.

         Nell touched it. ‘Your poor hand. That was a funny evening, wasn’t it? I feel like I should make you a rosette or something. A little trophy for your mantelpiece. Get it engraved: “Best Improvement”.’

         ‘I’m offended. I have many previously undisclosed talents,’ he said with his eyes still half shut.

         ‘Like getting kicked out of taxis.’

         ‘Like getting kicked out of taxis by prudish drivers. Your Uber rating must have plummeted. I can’t blame the man 38 though. I’m also very good at pétanque.’

         ‘What a useful skill for a tax consultant.’ Nell rolled out of bed – she was glad that she’d changed the sheets the day before. ‘I have a horrible hangover, although I barely drank a thing.’

         ‘Tequila,’ Alex replied. He wanted to know what this was. Was it a one-time thing? He didn’t want that. ‘We should go out for breakfast. Bacon makes hangovers disappear.’

         ‘I’m a vegan now,’ Nell said, leaving the bedroom and wandering into the open-plan kitchen-diner-cum-living room-cum-store for Nell’s ex Casper’s painting crap.

         ‘I saw you eat a double cheeseburger last night,’ Alex said, getting up and scrabbling around for his boxers.

         ‘Minor slip-up.’

         ‘All right, a vegan fry-up to get you back on the wagon. This is Hackney, so that shouldn’t be too hard to find. I hear that vegans breed like rabbits round here,’ Alex said, as Nell came back with two glasses of water. ‘It must be the number of carrots they eat.’

         ‘Here you go.’

         ‘Cheers. Could you please explain what a tofu scramble is? I keep seeing them on my feed, and they confuse me.’

         ‘It’s sadness on toast. Also, the toast has no butter.’

         ‘So double the sadness?’

         ‘The chickens and the cows are delighted though.’ Nell went over to her dressing table and started searching for a reusable replacement for cotton wool to remove her make-up. She’d seen them online and felt guilty enough to buy them. Cotton, what an immoral little plant.

         ‘You’re not really a vegan, are you?’

         ‘I dabble.’ Nell started trying to scrub last night from her cheeks.

         ‘Are you dabbling with me right now?’ Alex asked, sitting on the edge of the bed. 39

         ‘That depends.’

         ‘On what?’

         ‘On you.’

         ‘I don’t want this to be a dabble. I want this to be a thing. A thing thing.’

         ‘A thing? Books are things, so are toasters and mosquitoes.’

         ‘Mosquitoes are a life form, not an inanimate object.’

         ‘Always the pedant. Are you going to spank me for not conjugating a verb properly?’

         ‘Amo, amas, amat.’ Alex looked sternly at Nell. ‘You want me to say it, don’t you.’

         ‘Of course I do.’

         ‘All right, Helena Waddingham, I think we would do well together.’

         ‘We would do well together, would we? Have you been watching bodice rippers again?’

         ‘Just the Emma Thompson version of Sense and Sensibility. I downloaded it and watched it on the flight over from Athens.’

         ‘Such a talented woman,’ Nell laughed as she played with her hair, which desperately needed a cut. Her waves were like seaweed. Ready to ensnare and drown overboard sailors who swam through her depths. ‘I don’t normally go for nice boys, and as a courtesy for having made me come thrice in the last six hours, you can take me out today. We’ve always had a little something, right? The potential, but not the timing, to be more than friends. We shall just have to see where it goes.’

         ‘You’re wicked.’

         ‘And yet you still asked me out, so I’m doing something right. Besides, I sort of like you. A little bit, just a little bit.’

         ‘I can work with “sort of like”,’ Alex laughed as he watched her at her toilette. ‘I’ll go back to my hotel and change after 40 breakfast. I can’t wander around East London in a wing-tipped collar on a Sunday.’

         ‘This is Hackney – you’ll fit in better than you’d think. What if I join in? We can have a dress-up day where we pretend we’re Victorians. I can cough into a kerchief and have consumption.’

         ‘I’m not a fan of that sort of English nostalgia.’

         ‘Not being creepy or anything – it’s not some weird sex game – it’s just that there’s a wardrobe of Casper’s least favourite things, and you’re about the same size. Would it be weird if you wore my ex’s clothes?’

         ‘Yeah. When is he coming to collect them? You broke up three months ago.’ Alex was feeling territorial. To say that Alex hadn’t been a fan of Casper’s would not have been a lie. Casper, Casper, Casper. How would Alex describe Casper Thorsson? Cold, beautiful. Casper was Tabitha’s blond half-brother. He was tall. He was mercurial. He was an artist and the closest thing to perfect this side of Rupert. Nell had a type.

         ‘Casper owns the flat – his dad bought it for him, and I’m barely paying him anything to live here. He probably feels guilty, poor sod. I’ll move out when he gets back from his artist’s residency in Bristol. I don’t really care.’

         Alex climbed off the bed and started trying to find the rest of his clothing. His bow tie was strung across Nell’s mirror on her dressing table. He picked it up and shoved it in his pocket. He couldn’t find his cufflinks and there was no way he was going to amidst all Nell’s trinkets. ‘Get dressed, and we’ll have some breakfast.’

         ‘I know the perfect place.’ 41

         
            * * *

         

         Alex slouched back in his chair, their table smothered with the debris of a good breakfast. They were sitting side by side at a table outside a Turkish restaurant on a busy road in Islington. It was an excellent spot for people-watching. And dog-watching. Judging by the high grooming standards, Islingtonites spent insane money on their Labradoodles. Alex saw a minuscule puppy that looked like a teddy bear. He thought he’d like to have one of those someday soon, and a house with a garden, and a wife and a baby or three. The whole adulthood starter kit. ‘It’s too early in the day to order baklava, isn’t it?’ Alex asked, not needing a response.

         ‘What’s Turkish for baklava?’ Nell sipped her apple tea and watched a couple across the road have a fight. They were trying to be discreet but had perfectly failed. The woman seethed with quiet, inaudible rage as the man unsuccessfully tried to placate her with tiny hand gestures.

         ‘I think it’s the same word. I might order some to go. Although I doubt it would be as good as the baklava in a Greek restaurant.’
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