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Ricky inspected the slashed front tyre of his ancient van, waiting for his cousin on the garage forecourt. 

By rights, ‘Eileen’ should have been scrapped in the Nineties, but she was still going and dirt cheap to tax. He seethed over the three-inch split in the rubber, unable to hear himself think. Brian and Les were working today, their loud voices merging with the radio and metal on metal, resonating uncomfortably in Ricky’s head. The engine oil and exhaust didn’t help. He couldn’t focus on his own thoughts, too many of them snapping at him in a barbed blur of anger.

“Wotcher, Cuz.” A hand slammed on the bonnet of Ricky’s van and he jumped, nearly bashing his head on the wheel arch. 

“Bloody hellfire.”

Wes leaned over him, loan shark-sharp in a cheap silver suit, reeking of sweet cologne. Ricky wasn’t a good judge of attractiveness and immune to Wes’s brand of sharp cheek-boned charm, but he appreciated the trouble Wes went to in making himself presentable. Better than him in his trackies and vest, grey hoodie hiding the results of his depression binges. He slouched, hands in his pockets, sulky and self-conscious.

“This is a piece of shit,” Wes said, patting the dented metalwork. “I can’t keep passing her.”

Ricky couldn’t afford to argue about this. “Come on, man, I need her roadworthy.” 

“Yeah, but she’s not.” Wes gave the slashed wheel a kick. “What happened there?”

Ricky rubbed his forehead. “Darral fucking Pierce.” 

The Pierces were always looking to expand, and Reg Pierce’s son and heir was not above a more militant approach to securing local contracts, even if it meant mugging other traders to steal their custom. Ricky had sent Daz to A&E with a bad concussion a few years ago when he tried something like that on him, but Daz had either forgotten that or thought he’d gone soft. Daz had always been a reckless tosser. 

Wes scowled, but skated over this unwelcome news by focusing on the van. “So I’m changing the tyre, that’s twenty quid to you, and then what? You’ve got bigger problems than that. She’s the next thing Noah built after the ark. I can’t fix her up today.” Wes cocked his head. “I could throw in Darral Pierce’s kneecaps, but that’s going to cost you extra.”

“I can sort him myself.” Ricky sucked air through the gap in his teeth, a souvenir of some fight he couldn’t remember. “Come on, man. Have you got another van I can borrow? Just until Tuesday.” 

Wes squinted at him as if he’d asked in a foreign language.

Ricky modified his request. “Monday. Monday night, I’ll have it back to you.”

Wes flicked his gaze over him with the expertise of a barber with a cutthroat razor. Ricky shifted back a step, never comfortable with the way Wes could strip him down to the bone in public with such a casual glance.

“You’re doing that work for Raven, aren’t you?”

Ricky licked his lips, bracing. “Yeah.”

“It’s been about... six months since you split up?” Wes leaned on the van. 

It had been six months, two weeks and three days. He couldn’t remember her birthday, but he could remember the third break-up date like it was one of his tattoos.

“Haven’t been counting.” Ricky smacked the van door, changing the subject. “Are you going to help me out, or what?”

His cousin drew himself up to his full, lanky height of six foot two inches, towering over Ricky’s stocky five foot five, and Ricky squared up to him automatically. 

Wes snorted. “Easy, tiger. I can lend you a van until Sunday, but this one’s staying put. I can’t let this roll off my forecourt in good conscience. I’ll do you a discount, though. Pay me for the tyre now and you can pay the rest later.”

“Sun— all right, Monday afternoon. Back by five.” Ricky grimaced. “Three at an absolute push.”

“Sunday, and I’ll give you my mate’s number to borrow his on Monday.” Wes gestured for Ricky to hand over his phone. “I’ll make sure he says yes, but on one condition.”

“What’s that?” Ricky handed his phone over, resigned to being in Wes’s dodgy pocket for the foreseeable, but his cousin just typed in a new contact and handed it back. 

“Gary. Plumber. Take him out for a drink.” 

Ricky rolled his eyes. “I don’t— I don’t think so.”

“Six months since you split up, you haven’t met one person who’s lasted longer than a one-off chat, and now you’re going back to do work on their house? Why’re you torturing yourself, man?” Wes shook his head. “I’ve never seen you so fucking bad. Recommend someone else.” He paused. “It’s still ‘they’, right?”

“We’re better as friends, it works as friends,” Ricky mumbled, backing off. “Yeah, it’s they, or she, either’s fine. Thanks for this, I’ll see you—”

“Not so fucking fast, Richard. Get your arse in the office. You’re not rolling off this forecourt either until we’ve had a proper little chat.” Wes beckoned him with a dextrous finger. “You can’t risk fucking up, not if the Pierces are looking to muscle in.”

“I can manage this with my eyes shut,” Ricky protested. “It’s a remodel, not a Rubik’s cube.”

“You know what I mean.” Wes raised his eyebrows. “I know you like a drink, but you’re going out a lot, mate, so I hear.”

Ricky bristled, immediately on the defensive. He went out for the company, that was all. Yes, he was going to the pub instead of the gym after work most days, but so what? He was still up on time the next day, it wasn’t like it was service-affecting. Alright, so he didn’t work Sundays anymore, but neither did a lot of people. Monday mornings were a bit ropey, but he was usually fine by the afternoon. It wasn’t like he’d gained a lot of weight. Not like the only thing he had in the flat was beer and dog food. There was probably something else in the fridge if he bothered to check. He was functioning. It was just that ‘functioning’ was bloody lonely.

He scowled, as if he didn’t know what Wes was talking about. “What? I can’t go out on the weekend?”

Wes shook his head, jaw tight, but the expected call-out didn’t come. “Arse. Office. Right fucking now. And you can pay me for the tyre at the same time.”

Ricky thrust his hands into his pockets, swearing under his breath, and swaggered after him. 

“Door.” Wes slid around his desk and into the leather chair, where he put his feet up on some paperwork like a supermarket own-brand Bond villain. 

Ricky shut it behind him, muffling the noise. He breathed easier. 

“I’ll do you a solid with the van,” Wes assured him, fingers steepled, “But you’re going to have to do me a very big favour.”

“Oh, fuck me.” 

“Like a shot, but this is work, not play.” Wes opened a drawer. “Hang on to these plates for me, will you? Got a ‘surprise’ inspection in a couple of hours. Dead flashy, all the blue lights, if you get my drift. I’ll let you know when I want ‘em back.” 

There wasn’t much choice. Ricky shrugged. “Yeah, fine.”

Wes handed him an innocuous backpack, loaded with stolen licence plates, and slid the deep drawer noiselessly shut. Ricky hefted the bag over Wes’s desk and dumped it on the floor, and took a seat. 

“I’ll come over tomorrow night. Dinner’s on you, beer’s on me, not too many, and we can talk shop if you fancy a cut.”

Ricky considered this. “Wouldn’t say no. I ain’t cooking for you.”

“What’s that pizza place we ordered from last time? That was all right.” Wes got his receipt book and card machine out. “Right. Sixty for the tyre. On the credit card, is it?”

“You said twenty.” Ricky pulled his wallet out with bad grace and made sure Wes was only winding him up before he paid with his debit. 

He should let it go, but he got the feeling Wes was blaming Raven for Ricky’s own bad choices, and that was far from fair. 

“It’s not Raven’s fault, you know. None of it.” 

Wes looked up. He put his pen down and sighed. “Rick. I get that. I just - I can’t watch you twisting yourself into all sorts of shapes like a bloody contortionist to fit their life, trying to be something you’re not. It’s fucking painful. They can’t stand it either, so it’s not like you’re even making them happy.” 

He stretched, flashing his shirt cuffs and diamante cufflinks. “Now, listen. I’m banging this bird and her boyfriend, right—”

Ricky held up his hands. “Whoa, I don’t care—”

“No, listen, it’s relevant.” Wes angled the shaving mirror on his desk and fixed his hair. “I was seeing them on Saturday, and he’s up to his neck in gambling debts. He’s got a missus, right, this girlfriend’s the one on the side, and his missus has this inheritance, right, her grandad’s just died and left her this flat, somewhere in Central London, used to be a council flat way back in the day, you know the type of thing.”

Ricky folded his arms and Wes got to the point.

“They’re getting it ready to sell. So you should, er, you should call him. You know? If you need the extra work. I don’t mind doing a little leaning. If he don’t give my cousin first consideration for doing it up, then maybe his missus would be interested in his extra-curriculars, know what I mean?”

Ricky shook his head, unimpressed. “I don’t need that sort of aggro, to be honest.”

“I got his card, d’you want his card? He’s some sort of tech bro, fancies himself as the next Bill Gates, but he mainly supplies tablets to Primary Schools, something like that. Wasn’t paying attention. Anyway, Big Shot should be minted, if it wasn’t for his little problem.” Wes rubbed his forefinger and thumb together in the ‘money’ sign, and fished out his own wallet. “There we are. Philip Haskins.”

The way Wes said ‘Big Shot’ made Ricky queasy. He didn’t doubt it was a sex pun he’d rather not get. 

“No, I really fucking don’t. I’ll take a card for his missus, since she’s the one who’ll be paying me, by the sounds of it.” Ricky scraped his chair back from Wes’s desk a few inches, as if the sleaze oozed off his cousin’s furniture like engine oil. “Right, so you’ll get that van sorted, yeah? And I can pick her up next week?”

“Next week? You’ll be lucky.”

Ricky groaned. “Fuck’s sake, man, don’t do this to me. I need this bloody job. Just - just change the tyre and the oil, patch her up, and I swear to God I’ll bring it straight back when I’m done.”

“Absolutely the fuck not, mate.” Wes jingled Ricky’s keys at him. “I’ll do a proper job, but she needs the scrap yard, not a garage.” 

“Don’t listen to him, Eileen,” Ricky yelled over his shoulder at his van. “He’s talking bollocks, love.”

“Jesus, Mary and Joseph.” Wes shook his head. “If you put half the effort into your social life as you do keeping that pile of shit running, you’d have a polycule the size of Bristol by now.” He paused. “Hey, what about that guy, when you went to Amsterdam with the boys?”

“Who?” Ricky’s memory of Andy’s stag do was patchy at best. He’d tried to get out of it but failed, and it had, predictably, been a disaster. One of the lads lost his passport on the ferry before they even got there, Andy had been too seasick to drink so the best man made everyone draw straws to drink for him, and Ricky had ended up so wasted he’d bought some random shit off a guy loitering around the ferry port when they arrived, and had the worst trip of his life. All he knew for sure was that Andy was no longer speaking to him because of one particular incident on the second day there, and he still had no idea what that was. 

Wes rolled his eyes. “The buff Scottish guy. Andy’s brother-in-law.”

Ricky had some vague recollection of a Glaswegian accent and joking that its owner could probably bench press him. He thought they might even have tried it. 

“No.”

“You got on with Maisie’s mate, that girl from Leicester. That sounded good, you had a few things in common.”

“I met her once, there’s nothing there. There’s never anything, like – ninety-nine point nine percent of the time.” He sighed, sinking into the familiar misery of resignation. “I think I’m done, you know. What’re the chances of me meeting anyone else I get that sort of bond with? Even if I did, I’d only fuck it up. On two-for-two in terms of fuck-ups so far.”

“All right, no. Stop it.” Wes settled back in his chair. “I just want to see you happy, you know? You’ve worked so fucking hard for all this. Don’t chuck it all away because you can’t move on. You and Raven still have a, a, whatsit, a bond, right? I’ve got to admit, if after all that, and what you did at her sister’s wedding, she still took you back for Round Three—”

“And look how that turned out.” Ricky’s chest writhed in shame. The final attempt had been a big mistake, and he couldn’t fathom how Raven had forgiven him. The urgency resurfaced – he needed that van, or he would have to let them down. Again.

Wes talked over him, impatient and ignoring Ricky’s self-deprecation. “—And even now they want to give you a contract to renovate their fucking house, manage it, whatever, there’s something special there, right? And - no, don’t make that face.” Wes snapped his fingers at Ricky, unaware of the face he was allegedly making. “No. That’s a bloody big win, even if it doesn’t feel like one. You know what, maybe if you make one new friend, it’ll be third time lucky. Who’s to say. But if you’re dead set on being a miserable bastard and dying alone, I’d settle for you not doing it in that death trap.” 

“I don’t need the speech, I just want a van,” Ricky complained, but Wes just snorted. 

“And I just want you to get those plates out of my garage before the coppers show up, but if I didn’t give you the speech every so often that would be pretty shitty of me. Right. Let me get you the keys to the Volvo, bring it back Sunday, four at the latest, with a full tank.” Wes went to the key cabinet and Ricky waited with mounting impatience, fidgeting with his phone. He didn’t like the way Wes had to check the cabinet twice. 

“Ah, shit.” Wes shook his head. “No can do. Sorry.”

Ricky’s stomach plummeted. “‘No can—’ What the fuck?”

“Brian’s got it.” Wes shrugged. “Got my dates mixed up, didn’t I? Yeah, no, sorry. You can’t have it.”

Ricky stared at him. “Are you fucking joking?”

“No. Better call Raven and say you’ll be in later this week.” Wes locked the cabinet back up, and turned to him with an air of casual unconcern. “Sorry.”

Ricky threw the backpack on the concrete. The loud clatter echoed. “Fuck you.”

“No, come on.” Wes picked it up and held it out to him. “I’m doing you a favour here. They’ve already paid you upfront, right? So. Take a few days to steel yourself, you know, brace. Stop panicking. Get your head in the game. Do something else. Something that isn’t the pub.”

“By that you mean, sit on my arse and handle your hot gear?”

“I should be so bloody lucky.” Wes pushed the backpack into Ricky’s chest. “But yes.”

Ricky snatched the backpack and glowered. “You going to call me a bloody taxi, then?”

“Course I will. I might even pay for it, save you eating into your beer money.” The cocked eyebrow was a step too far.

Ricky stormed off to wait as far away from Wes as he could, seething. 

He rang Raven while he waited, partly to break the bad news about his start date, and partly to hear their voice, even if she was angry with him. 

“Ray, uh, only me.” He winced at himself. “So - um. The van’s had to go into the garage, and I’m looking to get a replacement, but it does mean I—”

“I’m glad you called, actually, I was just thinking about you.” 

Raven’s voice was still his favourite sound. Not when it was choked with tears or raised in accusation at whatever he’d done this time, but he loved its cadences when they relaxed, the soft, higher pitch they practised in the bathroom when they thought he wasn’t listening, the authoritative tone they took, the hushed way she told him her secrets, pouring herself into him like he was a confessional, the way she said his name. 

He smiled. “Oh? What’ve I done now?”

She laughed, something she’d hardly ever done when they’d been together, and he forgot about Wes. He swallowed down a lump of something bittersweet. 

“No, nothing. It’s just - don’t be annoyed, will you, but something’s sort of... come up. Would you be able to start a bit later than we said?”

Relief rushed through him. “Oh, yeah, that’s no problem. No dramas. Don’t even worry about it.” He paused. “What’s happened? Anything I can help with, or—”

“Oh, no. I just have someone staying with me, that’s all. She’s probably going to be here a while. I just wanted to get her settled before you come round, you know.”

He managed a laugh of his own. “You need to warn her off me, right? Have some time to prep.”

“Something like that.” Raven sounded amused. “I think you’d like her, actually. You have the same... taste in films.”

Ricky nodded approvingly. “That’s ‘cos I’ve got good taste.”

“Not sure about that. But she’s, er, left her boyfriend, who’s a right cheating cunt, and her grandad’s just died, and she’s just really going through it at the moment. I didn’t think she’d appreciate a lot of drilling and whatnot going on while she’s trying to sort stuff out, you know?”

Ricky licked his lips, glancing back at the garage. “Her grandad’s died? Didn’t leave her a flat that needs doing up, did he?”

Raven’s tone hardened in the way he didn’t like. “Don’t you dare. Don’t you dare ask her.”

“She doesn’t actually have one, does she?” Ricky didn’t trust coincidences. “I wasn’t touting for business. Wes said—”

“Wes? Oh, are you at the garage? Is that the noise I can hear?”

“Yeah. Sorry.” He moved further down the pavement, away from the forecourt. “Wes mentioned, um. Well. Wes was going to give me this guy’s card, about this flat his missus was inheriting.”

“That’s a weird coincidence.”

“Yeah, this guy’s a cheating cunt too, that’s how he knows Wes.” Ricky paused to let this sink in. “I didn’t take the card. Obviously.”

“I really hope Wes was talking about some other cheating cunt.”

“With a missus whose Grandad’s just died and left them a flat? Yeah, imagine.” Ricky winced, trying to remember the name. “His name’s not Philip, is it? Hoskins, or... something like that?”

“Phil Haskins, oh my fucking god. I don’t believe it.” Raven lowered their voice. “How does he know Wes?”

“Threesomes.” Ricky shook his head.

“Oh, obviously. Right, do not tell Carrie about this, she really won’t need to hear it.” Raven lowered their voice. “She really needs a good time. I was thinking, actually... any chance you’re going out on the weekend? Or next week?”

“What, to the pub? Yeah, I might.” Ricky affected a casual tone. 

Yes, dear, like I do almost every evening since we broke up because that’s better than sitting in the flat with the dog on my own, was probably not what she wanted to hear. He was running out of people willing to buy him pints now, coasting on the tail-end of good will and quid pro quo promises.

“Depends, um. I haven’t texted anyone yet.”

“Well, if you do, would it be okay if we joined? Or... would that, you know, be a bit awkward?” 

Ricky closed his eyes, battling a sudden memory of Raven with their arms around his neck, the pressure of them tugging at him, warm leather sliding under his hands, the lights playing on their bright red lipstick and eyes sparkling with the camera flash, as Corrina tried to take a group photo.

“Ricky? Would it?”

He opened his eyes. The smell of petrol replaced the memory of dark cherries and woody spices. 

They weren’t his Person anymore. Those moments wouldn’t be happening again, not with anyone. He’d had his chance, been offered a whole world beyond his own, and couldn’t make it work. 

“No, no, no. Not at all. No. That wouldn’t be awkward. Everyone knows why we broke up.”

Raven cleared her throat. “I really meant; how would you feel? It would just be a quick drink and a dance.”

Ricky wasn’t sure how he felt. He was pushing thirty, he ought to be able to manage ‘just a quick drink and dance’, where he’d be introduced as someone from her past to someone in her brand-new present. How was he supposed to feel about demotion from her inner circle and meeting his replacement?

“Yeah, bring her.” Ricky hesitated. “Are you two, er... you know, are you... seeing her?” He swallowed. “It’s fine if you are, you know, it’s none of my business, just - just hope you’re better suited and that, you know. I’m sure she’s a lovely girl.” He grimaced at himself.

Shut up! Shut up, Jesus Christ.

Raven chuckled. “No. We’re just friends. I don’t think she’s – I don’t think she likes me like that.” 

There was a tinge of regret there, and Ricky took a sharp breath in. Just for a second, he was spitefully glad. He probed one of the gaps in his teeth with his tongue, forcing that down. 

“Well, I can put in a good word for you, if you want. Stick me down as a reference.”

Fucking hell, why would I say that?

Raven laughed like a river, their genuine chuckle washing the stress out of him, and he beamed involuntarily. 

“God, you sound happy,” he said out loud, without meaning to. 

“Do I?”

“Yeah. It’s nice.” Ricky pursed his lips, the bittersweet ache he’d forced down now resting in his lungs. “So, what’s she like, then? You work together, or what?”

“Yes, we work together. She’s really nice. Sort of your height, blonde—”

“Two eyes and a mouth, yeah, got it, but what’s she like? As a person?”

There was a pause. He braced himself for a string of adjectives that would prove this girl was much better for Raven than he ever could be, twitching his lips in a forced smile that Raven would hear in his voice, so he could fool her and himself into thinking he was fine.

“Lost,” Raven said eventually. 

Ricky let out a tense breath, surprised. “Like...How – how d’you mean?”

“I feel like... there’s something under there that she’s not been able to express in a while, you know? I can’t work her out sometimes. She’s got this biting sense of humour and I can’t tell if it’s a coping mechanism or... or what. I think you’d either totally overwhelm her or she’ll love the energy, you know? Hard to tell.”

“Overwhelm her?” Ricky shifted his weight. “Is that what you think I’d do?”

“You can be a bit full-on, love.” Raven sounded more fond than reproachful. “I don’t know how that will go down, is all.” 

“Right. So, you want me on my best behaviour. Not like I haven’t had practice.” If they heard the bitterness in his voice, they didn’t comment. Ricky forced himself to calm down. “Alright, sure. I can show her a good time. Draw the line at therapy, I’m not exactly qualified.” A niggling suspicion poked at him. “Why not with all your mates? The horsey ones?” 

“She – I think she’d prefer a pub to the country club.” 

“Is she not posh enough?” He almost said ‘either’, but that wasn’t an argument he wanted to rehash. 

“Don’t do this.” Raven clearly felt the same way. 

He bit back the traditional don’t do what, and stepped outside the groove, like he’d promised his therapist he would practice. Wes was paying for the sessions, and he wanted them to count for something.

“No, no. Just - curious. Wouldn’t she have more fun with people she actually knows, or, somewhere she’d be more comfortable?” 

“I don’t want to take her anywhere people might know her ex, that’s all.” Raven hesitated. “Besides, she’s anxious about going out, and being around people, and she said she’s looking forward to meeting you, so I just thought... you know. If you fancied it, you could come and have a drink with us, and introduce her to some actually nice people, not the two-faced bitches she’s been hanging out with.”

The vehemence in Raven’s tone was bordering on loathing, and Ricky’s eyebrows shot up. She was hardly ever that vicious. If Raven called someone a bitch, they’d earned it.  

“Right. That’s fair. Well, what about the George, Wes doesn’t drink in there so no chance of bumping into him and it getting a bit awkward.”

“Great. Let me know when.”

“Sure.”

There was another pause, and Ricky found himself savouring it. 

(God help me.) 

Raven’s voice softened. “You’re looking after yourself, aren’t you?”

Warmth spilled through his chest. “How d’you mean? I’m - I got my prescription renewed from the doctor.” He wasn’t taking it, but at least he’d remembered. 

“For ADHD?”

“Yeah.”

“Are you... are you eating okay?”

Ricky knew this was code for a lot of things and included his drinking habits. “Yeah. Yeah, I’m doing fine.” 

“Have you moved?”

“Yeah.” 

Come over, he wanted to say. Come and see my new flat. God, I miss talking to you every day. Can’t you just come over, so we can talk like we used to?

But he didn’t. There was nothing to say anymore.

“Ray, I have to go, love. Alright? I’ll see you a bit later, and I’ll let you know about the weekend.”

“Will do! Take care. Give my love to my fur-baby.”

“Will do.” Ricky hung up and waited for his taxi with a cold, lead weight in his chest. 

He leaned back against the wall, banged the back of his head against the bricks on purpose, and deleted Gary the plumber’s number before the taxi came.
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Carrie wondered if she should be crying or setting Phil’s clothes on fire rather than getting drunk by herself at Raven’s on a Thursday afternoon, but there was a weird, swirling mass of nothingness in her chest blocking the tears and any other course of action. 

She willed herself to feel something, anything, but everything was numb. Her small suitcase and its contents were a sad, pathetic testament to the last four years, and even more so for all she’d managed to amass by the age of twenty-six.

By the end of the month, she wouldn’t even have a job anymore.

“Hey,” Raven said, fresh from the shower and changed into black satin pyjamas, knocking on the door. “How are you doing?” 

Carrie didn’t know what to say. It had only been a few days, or maybe a full a week, who was counting – and it all seemed to have hit her at once. She offered a shrug open to Raven’s interpretation and raised her wine glass.

Raven gave her a knowing look and arched a threaded eyebrow. “Oh. Like that.” 

It was the first time Carrie had seen them without makeup to round off or sharpen their contours, and she took in her friend in all their ordinariness as if the display of bare, peachy skin with all its plain, uneven imperfections was something special between them. She was painfully aware she had nothing interesting to offer in return. Raven had already seen almost everything she was able to show.

“This isn’t – it’s not what it looks like.” Carrie cuddled a cushion with one arm, knowing that touch wasn’t Raven’s favourite thing but needing something to hold, embarrassment squirming in her stomach. “I’m not... I don’t normally.” 

“I don’t mind.” Raven gave her a rare shoulder rub, wafting dark cherry and woody spices. 

Carrie relished it and relaxed. “I’m fine. I just want to – not think. Just not... not have to deal with anything. For one day, one night.”

“I know.” Raven folded their arms, a pillar of black satin. “Don’t worry. I’ll sort dinner. You sit. Watch films. Keep your phone off.”

“Oh God.” Carrie hadn’t checked it for hours. “I messaged the group with a photo of the underwear I found, asking whose it was. I know whose they are. Becca’s gone dead quiet for some reason.” She shook her head. “She told me it was all in my head. Everything. If it wasn’t for you, I’d have lost my whole mind.”

“Block them all.” Raven patted her shoulder and swept behind the sofa. “Start fresh. We’ll go out and you can wear what you want, and you can meet some nice people.”

“Like your ex?” Carrie asked innocently. 

Raven turned, shaking their head. “You’ll like him. He’s going to be around a lot soon, so... I thought it would be best you guys met in a neutral space.”

“Yeah, especially since you’ve met Phil, but I’ve never even seen a photo of Ricky.” Carrie paused, and smirked. “You two are getting on a bit better now, huh?” 

“Oh, stop.” Raven stretched and shook their head. “It’s much better like this, trust me. And not a single word about me employing him, if it gets back to my family they’ll go ballistic.”

Carrie shook her head. “Because of... your sister’s wedding?”

Raven pursed their lips. “Mainly. I’ll tell you the story one day.”

“You don’t have to.” Carrie sipped her wine, savouring it. “I won’t say anything. I’m really grateful you’re letting me stay here.” She licked the sweetness from her lips, mind cloudy, chest warm. “I couldn’t have left him without you.”

“Of course.” Raven gestured around them at the Victorian townhouse, a three-storey mid-terrace due to be remodelled. “What was I meant to say, ‘sorry your boyfriend’s such a cunt, sucks to be you, see you Monday’?”

Carrie shook her head, the wine buoying her emotions and drowning her inhibitions. “I never expected you to talk to me at all. I didn’t expect anything. I can’t thank you enough, really.”

She’d met Raven by accident when they’d shared the only working lift to their respective floors. Carrie sold insurance, and Raven worked on the floor above in Public Relations. They had nothing in common. 

Raven was the well-heeled middle-class answer to Morticia Addams with she/they pronouns in seamed stockings and pencil skirts, while Carrie, who barely came up to Raven’s shoulder, was a less-convincing try-hard version of the only friends she had left, all Phil-approved, in baggy, vanilla knitwear she didn’t even like. 

Raven’s blue-black hair was glossy and smooth, while Carrie’s was constantly in a ponytail and prematurely greying. A week later, when she’d tried to dye it back as close to her natural dirty blonde as possible, Phil had hit the roof, accused her of cheating on him, said it was like putting lipstick on a pig, and kicked a hole in the bathroom door.

The worst of it was, Carrie did want to dye her hair because of Raven. 

Raven made her want to do a lot of things she’d never have the guts to do on her own, just by existing, and when they graduated to talking to each other – another chance encounter, this time in the toilets on the second floor, where they’d both come to take a breather and cry about their respective relationship issues – she wanted to do a lot more. 

She still couldn’t believe they were friends.

“Don’t be silly.” Raven wasn’t good with emotional intensity. Carrie sensed they wanted to give her space. “You’ve done a massive thing. I’m so proud of you. You can have all the space you want. Pizza okay? Same as usual?”

Carrie beamed. “Perfect.”

“Thought so.” Raven blew her a kiss and glided out to the kitchen.

That night, Carrie ate her weight in pizza and chocolate and got through a couple of bottles of white wine in her pyjamas, watching her horror classics box set back-to-back. It was a Collectors’ Edition that had gathered dust in the back of the wardrobe, and Phil had even tried to sell it once without her consent.

Phil was a serious drama and arthouse cinema man, and he’d hated that she got more enjoyment from slashers and explosions than things he thought would ‘expand her mind’. 

Raven didn’t judge her for her poor choices, but the box set seemed to. It sat on Raven’s coffee table like a dusty red-and-black judge, condemning her for being the person she had been four years ago, when she fell for Philip Haskins and his charismatic charm and flattery and conventional good looks, and for not becoming what she could have been without him. 

Carrie couldn’t even picture that.

Maybe she would have been the kind of person who didn’t live in a dead end little place where everyone knew everyone, but no-one knew her. Maybe she would be in a better job, or have better friends, or maybe if she had just laughed off Phil’s advances she would have met someone else that night, and be married with kids by now. Maybe she would have met Raven, and they would have hit it off, and maybe Raven would have fallen in love with her, and they would be living together with pugs, or cats, or both, and this townhouse, and... She stopped, and shook this off. That hadn’t happened, had it? Pretending wouldn’t make it better.

She was being made redundant, she didn’t have a flat, and she had lost her so-called ‘mates’ as well as her bastard boyfriend. Oh, and her grandad had died. What a perfect fucking year.

When she ran out of films and wine, Raven got her a blanket and said goodnight, and Carrie put on the Nature Channel. 

She could have done with hugs and someone to watch the documentary with, but Raven kept out of her way as if this was a drill they were already well-versed in. She hugged the cushion instead and watched the feeding habits of Great Whites and Orcas, drunkenly unsure if it was real or a dream. She fantasised about feeding Phil to them in chum-form, even though there was too much iron in human blood for them to like the taste, and passed out on the sofa without making it upstairs.

***

[image: ]


WITH ONLY TWO WEEKS of work left, Carrie called in sick and spent the next day nursing her hangover and applying for new jobs online, until she was interrupted by the front door unlocking and someone sweeping through it in a waft of floral perfume.

Raven’s younger sister Dahlia clicked into the living room, expensive heels tapping on the parquet floor, and stopped dead when she saw Carrie before she could throw her oversized handbag onto the armchair. 

“Oh! I’m sorry.” Her tone suggested it was Carrie who should be sorry. “I didn’t think anyone would be here, except the builders.”

Dahlia had a sharper, smaller face than Raven, and her small mouth was emphasised in a rosebud of pink lipstick that gave her an air of what Carrie could only think of as sweet meanness, as delicate and deadly as a figure-skater’s gleaming blade. Fashion-wise, she leaned into geometric shapes and straight lines in ways that Carrie would never understand and couldn’t afford. 

Everything about Dahlia was a statement piece, making her less of a person and more a walking art installation. Today, she wore black and red, a glossy centrefold ladybird of stiff oversized lapels and sharply pressed trouser-creases. Her hair, piled into an artfully messy bun so that black ringlets framed her face, was fucking perfect.

Phil, who was trying to persuade her husband to invest in his company, had expected Carrie to like her immediately, so she set Carrie’s teeth on edge by default. Carrie tugged her own prematurely greying, unwashed mess into a tidier ponytail and put her laptop to one side.

“I took the day off. Dahlia, right? Carrie. We’ve met before. A couple of times. You went to Uni with Phil, I think.”

Dahlia took her in and smiled in a way that vindicated Carrie’s instinctive dislike. “Oh, I know. Yes. Well, we didn’t know each other very well then. Are you... here for the weekend, or—?”

“Not sure yet.” Carrie didn’t know how much to trust Dahlia with, and she didn’t want anything to get back to her old friends, or to Phil. She was already sick of fielding texts calling Raven a bitch for persuading Carrie to leave, telling her how sad she’d made Phil, and how heartless it was to walk out on four years with a note. She had sent a reply to the group chat asking how many times they’d each fucked Phil behind her back, and was left on read by everybody. 

Carrie had now blocked them all. 

Dahlia took in the room. “Where is everyone? I thought the renovations were starting this week.”

“Next week, I think.” Carrie was suddenly aware she’d washed up her wine glass from the night before but had forgotten to put the bottles in the recycling. Dahlia gave them a second look. 

“God, for a moment I thought that man was back. Ray doesn’t drink white.”

Carrie narrowed her eyes. “No. I do.”

Dahlia lifted her chest with a moue of defiance. “Well. I was just passing. I thought, you can’t be too careful when you leave strangers in charge of the house, so I just thought I’d drop by and see if the builders were up to standard. I didn’t know you’d be in.” 

Carrie raised her eyebrows. “Don’t you live in Tunbridge Wells?” 

“I was visiting friends.” Dahlia gave her a smooth smile. “I don’t suppose you know who’s doing the work, do you?”

“You’d have to ask Raven,” Carrie said, putting the laptop down. 

Dahlia was taking her in without shame, a slight, supercilious smile on her face. “Raven’s too nice sometimes. I’d hate for someone to take advantage.”

“I’m pretty sure they can take care of themself,” Carrie said, chest burning as she realised what Dahlia was implying, “But if I think anyone’s doing that, I’d definitely say something.”

“I’m sure you know how terrible they are at relationships.” Dahlia sat herself down without an invitation, smoothing down her trousers. “I’d really hate it if certain people weaselled their way back into their life again. You know? It would absolutely break Daddy.” Dahlia studied Carrie with a keen stare. “But she does seem to attract that sort of person. They’re too sweet. People abuse that.” There was a pointedness to this, one that Carrie was supposed to catch.

Dahlia glanced at the wine bottles by the sofa again and Carrie’s pyjamas, a faint smile playing on her lips like she was relishing the idea of getting Carrie into trouble. 

That was probably paranoia, and would instantly be denied, but Carrie had enough. Her stomach writhed with the insinuation, and she swung her legs down off the sofa to face her. 

“I’m sorry, are you trying to say something?”

“Well, I’m sure you’re not.” Dahlia gave her a sweet, innocent look. “I’m sure you’d be paying rent and helping with bills if you stayed, and you won’t be here too long. I hope you work it out with your boyfriend. Phil’s so nice.”

“I’ll tell Raven you dropped by,” Carrie said, standing up abruptly, nauseous to the pit of her stomach. “Don’t let me keep you, the traffic will be murder.”

Dahlia stood too, picking up a wine bottle and handing it to her. “Yes, I can see you’re busy.”

Carrie flushed, vibrating with tension and suppressed rage. She took the bottle by the neck. “Thanks.”

“You’re welcome.” Dahlia smiled, and Carrie forced herself to smile back. “Lovely to see you again.”

“Same.” Carrie met Dahlia’s cool stare. “Phil isn’t as nice as he seems. Take it from me.”

Dahlia’s expression cracked a little with a flicker of concern but smoothed back over into her charming mask. “Well, my husband has excellent intuition, so I’ll leave that to him.”

The deal is going through, then, Carrie realised. Phil will be pleased.

“Ciao, ciao,” Dahlia said, like some awful socialite in a bad movie. 

“Nice to see you.” She walked Dahlia to the door and shut it behind her, locking it before Dahlia was halfway down the front steps. 

“God, what a bitch,” she said to the empty hall.

She went to put the wine bottles in the recycling, mentally adding Dahlia to the chum-mix she’d like to throw to the sharks. 

The rest of the day was uneventful, and she even got dressed and put a casserole in the oven before Raven got home. 

She was in the kitchen when Raven came in the back door, tossing her car keys onto the counter and dumping her handbag next to them. “Hey! How are you feeling?”

“Fine,” Carrie lied, hoping she looked better than she felt. 

“How was your day?”

“Oh, you know. Applied for a few things. Your sister popped in, scared the life out of me. I forgot she had a key.”

Raven’s face clouded, tensing. “Are you serious? She’s got no right to just walk in when she feels like it, when I’m not here. I want my key back if she’s going to do shit like that.”

“I mean, maybe she’s genuinely looking out for you?” Carrie found herself defending Dahlia as if the intrusion had been her fault. She pulled the casserole out of the oven, while Raven fumed indignantly around the central island, kicking her work heels off.

“She’s checking up on me.” Raven shook her head, scooping up her heels and padding around the kitchen to the hall. “If she found Ricky here, she’d go straight to Daddy, and that’s my share of everything split between her and our brother.”

“Jesus,” Carrie blinked as the heat rushed out of the oven into her face. “Even if you just employed him?”

Raven put her shoes in the canvas holder in the hall. “Yes. But he knows what he’s doing and he’s, like, top-rated in the area for most of the work I want, he’s giving me mate’s rates even though I told him no, I already know I can completely trust him with a key, it just doesn’t make sense not to.” 

Carrie raised her eyebrows. She knew the sound of someone working out a million ways to convince themselves of something, when the answer was much simpler than that. 

“I don’t know Dahlia very well,” Carrie admitted, “But... I didn’t tell her anything. I said she’d have to ask you who was doing the work.”

“Oh, she won’t ask.” Raven came back in. “She’s not really interested. She still blames me for inviting him to her wedding in the first place.”

“God, that’s not... Oh, for fuck’s sake.” Carrie shook her head, slipping off the oven gloves. “I’m sorry it’s like that.”

“Thanks. Yeah. Well. Dahlia’s always been a little tell-tale, she’s Daddy’s favourite. Just how it is. That smells amazing, sweetie, you really didn’t have to.”

Carrie shrugged this off. “Are we going to the pub tonight?”

“Let me check, but that’s the plan.” Raven left Carrie to serve dinner and looked for her phone. “Ricky won’t be there until around eight, so we should show up a bit after that. And a few of his friends will be there, but they’re really nice, I promise.”

Positive attention. That’s what Raven had said the point of this was, and the bottom dropped out of Carrie’s stomach, leaving her casserole profoundly unappealing. Positive attention was never rewarded in her experience, but she reminded herself that Phil wasn’t there to kick up a fuss if someone smiled at her across the bar.

“Oh? Yeah, sure. That’s fine.” 

She hoped there wouldn’t be any unnecessary drama after a few drinks that she could really do without.

Raven was watching her. “You really sure?”

“Positive.” Carrie carried everything through to the dining room and Raven followed with bread and cutlery, her handbag over her shoulder so she could resume checking her phone at the table. Carrie took a seat, hoping her culinary skills would make up for upsetting Raven as soon as she got home from work. 

“I hope it’s all right. I haven’t made this before.”

Raven smiled. “I’m sure it’s great.” She checked her messages and nodded. “Yeah, we’re okay for tonight.”

Carrie nodded and tried her creation. The meat melted in her mouth, appropriately tender. It needed more herbs, maybe, but it was perfectly fine. It was weird how little things buoyed your confidence, she thought, but the sense of accomplishment made her feel more equipped for the night out yet to come.

They chatted about work and Raven’s interview, and Raven loaded the dishwasher before they started to get ready. 

“He says, ‘Tell her, I’ve heard lots of good things about her, so she better bring her A-game,’” Raven said, rolling her eyes. She was trying to decide on a lipstick shade. “I’ll tell him to piss off.”
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