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To those haunted by what ifs: life’s too short to spend it
wondering what could have been. Go for it.
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A Wedding


July 14th 2018


The clouds burst open like eggs being cracked for a cake. The rain came tumbling down onto her silver shoes as Luna Lark hoicked up her dress and swung her feet out of the car.


‘Did anyone bring a brolly?’ she laughed, looking up expectantly at her one and only bridesmaid.


‘Sorry.’ Lottie bit her lip, shielding her face with her silver clutch bag. ‘It was sunny when we left! I checked the weather on my phone and everything!’ Automatically, Lottie moved the clutch bag from over her own head to hover over Luna’s as she got out of the car. Luna’s peculiar naturally white hair fishtailed its way down her back and her blue eyes glistened as she looked up at the church.


‘Well … ’ Down the pathway to the doors of the church, she could see her fiancé’s brother and best man, Stephen, waiting for them. ‘It’s not far. I’ll just have to make a mad dash for it!’ Luna bundled up the skirt of her second-hand dress into her arms, pushed herself to standing and teetered down the cobbled pathway as quickly as she could. She giggled and shivered as the rain splashed her bare shoulders but it only lasted for a few seconds before she was safe under the archway next to Stephen. Stephen was short and wiry, not unlike his younger brother except Noel was taller and knew how to hold himself. Stephen, however, had all the charisma of a spider and, in the eight years that she’d been dating his brother, he had never warmed to Luna. That was just Stephen, though, she had always thought. He was distant and cold, yet strategic and pragmatic and he was always the one to call in a crisis. Stephen and Noel’s mother had once described Stephen as a ‘a funny fish’ and Luna couldn’t think of a better way to describe him. Now that he was to be her brother-in-law, she was ready to embrace his quirks and his chilly nature, once and for all.


‘Luna … ’ he started.


‘I know, I know, I’m a little late but you know me and driving. I must have made that poor driver go at about five miles per hour. I think the traffic behind us thought we were a hearse!’ She wiped her dress down as best she could. ‘How do I look?’ She twirled.


‘Beautiful, Luna,’ said Lottie as she joined them, wobbling slightly as one of her heels got trapped between the uneven paving stones.


‘Luna … ’ Stephen tried again.


‘Oh, your mum would be weeping right now if she were here!’ Lottie sobbed and lifted her bouquet to hide the sudden onslaught of tears.


‘I think Dad would be the one sobbing!’ Luna smiled but felt a lump fill her throat. ‘And Jeremy would just be laughing at them both.’


‘They’re all watching. Up there.’ Lottie pointed to the darkening clouds above them. ‘I just know it,’ she sniffed.


‘Yes, this rain is probably J’s doing!’ Luna peeked her head out from under the archway and lifted her gaze to the sky just as a large drop of rain splashed right between her eyes and slid down the bridge of her nose. ‘Thanks, bro!’ she laughed, giving the sky a thumbs-up.


‘Luna, are you even listening to me?’ Stephen huffed.


‘Yes, Stephen, but you’ve not said anything. I know I’m a little late but I honestly couldn’t have gotten here any faster. You know what I’m like!’


Once upon a time Luna had been an avid driver; knowing her getaway vehicle was always parked just outside was liberating. She’d drive anywhere and everywhere she possibly could, feeling cramped and nauseous in the passenger seat if anyone else ever insisted that they should be behind the wheel. Once upon a time, she probably would have wanted to drive herself to her own wedding. She’d scroll through songs on her iPod whilst driving, she’d answer text messages, even apply her lipstick in the rearview mirror without a second’s thought. She’d heard of the horrors of being complacent when driving, of course she had. Who hadn’t! But … she was a good driver! It would never happen to her! And she was right. It didn’t. It happened to her family.


She was eighteen years old and had been staying over at her boyfriend’s house when she had received the call. As the result of someone else’s arrogance behind the wheel, her mother, father and brother had been killed in a crash that totalled both vehicles. The other driver had been on the phone, and didn’t pause for even a split second before darting across a busy road. The speeding vehicle had hit the rear of her parents’ car, sending it spinning into the front garden of someone else’s house. Luckily the owners had been upstairs asleep when it happened, but had they been in their living room watching TV there might well have been more fatalities to add to an already too-long list. The car had been crushed entirely, like a giant had tried to turn it into an accordion. Her mum and dad, she was told, were killed instantly upon impact but her brother had held on just long enough for her to be able to say goodbye. Ultimately, he had died of his injuries in hospital.


‘But … I’m such a good driver,’ sobbed the defendant in court but no amount of tears or apologies would reverse that one fateful, fatal night. The night that had robbed Luna of her entire immediate family.


Luna mourned and tried her hardest to continue through life but it was difficult when she felt like she had nothing good to latch onto, no light at the end of a seemingly million-mile-long tunnel. Her mother’s twin brothers came and stayed for a while, their jolly nature helping to brighten her up as much as they were able and together they sorted out all the outstanding family affairs whilst sharing stories long into whiskey-fuelled nights. Stories that Luna had never heard. Wild tales of her parents’ past that they probably would have trusted her with when she was older than just eighteen but would now never be able to tell her themselves.


‘You know your mum used to smoke?’ Uncle Bryce said, sloshing more brown liquid into Luna’s glass.


‘You’re kidding,’ she sputtered.


‘Oh yeah! Like a chimney!’ Uncle Bill bellowed.


‘She could do all the tricks, too. Smoke rings, that French inhale thing … ’ Bryce swirled his fingers through the air.


‘Like Frenchie in Grease?’ Luna asked.


‘Isn’t that what Dave from next door used to call her?’


‘Yeah! That’s why!’ Bill sipped his drink.


‘Sure it is!’ Luna and Bryce howled and Bill couldn’t help but spray his whiskey into the air. Luna couldn’t have been more grateful for their company. However, as soon as they left, the weight of it all came plummeting down around her and she felt like she had very little in life to look forward to any more. So when her boyfriend Noel proposed, it felt like fate had intervened – and Luna was a big believer in fate. A ‘hopeless romantic’, as they say. She’d read every vaguely romantic novel the library carried by the time she was sixteen so it was no wonder that she now wrote them herself. She could dream up a romance between two unlikely lovers in moments and have the first draft of a novel done and dusted in six months. Although Noel had proposed a little half-heartedly, didn’t have a ring and most certainly wouldn’t have wanted to get his clean, pressed trousers dirty by getting down on one knee, Luna was still thrilled. With a job writing romantic fiction, she couldn’t wait to start a dream life with her new husband and leave all the horror behind her. If anyone deserved a little bit of happiness it was Luna. A new life, a new husband and one day a new house and children


… now, she felt like she had everything to live for.


‘Luna … he’s not here,’ Stephen blurted.


‘Who’s not here?’ Luna’s smile was still plastered on her face.


‘Noel.’ Stephen wiped his forehead with a flat hand. ‘Noel’s not here.’


‘Well, why not?’ she laughed, tapping an imaginary watch on her wrist. Something twinged in her gut: she wasn’t sure if it was panic or one of the bones in her second-hand dress poking through the fabric.


‘The traffic that side of town was a bit dodgy when I checked it out this morning.’ Lottie reached out for Luna’s shoulder. ‘He’ll be here soon!’


‘It wasn’t the traffic.’ Stephen shot Lottie a look under his untamed eyebrows.


‘He’s never late.’ Luna adjusted her veil.


‘He’s not late,’ Stephen said, shooting Luna the same look.


‘Well, then where is he?’ Lottie demanded. Stephen sighed. ‘Well?’


‘He’s … not coming.’ Stephen shrugged and with that, Luna’s ivory bubble burst … as did Lottie’s temper.


‘What do you mean he’s not coming?!’


‘He’s just not quite … ready.’ Stephen shrugged again.


‘That little shit! Urgh, I could just KILL him! I always knew he was a total weirdo – sorry, Luna – he was always acting aloof and he was a right arse at your birthday party! This is just the arrogant icing on a very gigantic cake made up of his bullshit! A bullshit cake! And I actually can’t believe that he would just … ’ Lottie wandered out into the rain to take out her anger with her clutch bag on the hydrangea trees that lined the path.


‘Luna, I’m sorry. He said to tell you he thought he was ready but he isn’t. He’s sorry, too.’ Stephen tilted his head and she wanted to punch the only-ever-so-slightly apologetic look off his face.


‘Let me speak to him.’ She could feel the sob rise in her throat.


‘He’s asked you not to call.’ Stephen checked his phone again, a message very clear on his screen.


‘Call? You mean he won’t even see me?’


‘I’m sorry.’ He didn’t look up as he swiped to the right and tapped out a response.


‘You keep saying that.’


‘Because I am.’ He shrugged again.


‘Is that him?’ Luna leant over his arm but Stephen quickly returned his phone to his inside jacket pocket.


‘I’m sorry.’ He squeezed the top of her white lace-clad arm but Luna pulled out of his grip. Stephen rolled his eyes and had Luna not felt so elegant and demure in her dress, she was sure she would have hit him. He stepped out into the now-pouring shower and left Luna outside the church. A church filled with family and friends, waiting for a wedding that would never happen.




One
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A Year Later


July 15th 2019


Louise? No. I knew a girl at school called Louise. Always used to chew with her mouth open. Billy? Too jovial. Robyn? With a Y? I suppose, but Starbucks would never get it right.


The world through the window was a miserable blue-tinged grey, the glass becoming increasingly spattered with rain the further north of Britain Luna rode. She was sure the man with his incessant snoring opposite her at their cramped train table, still clutching a map of Scotland in his hands as he snoozed, had missed his stop. John o’Groats was the last stop in Scotland before the tracks lurched out across the sea to their final destination: Ondingside. However, unable to bring herself to be the bearer of bad news, she sat quietly looking out of the window and let him, at the very least, have a peaceful sleep. Her phone buzzed and the name LOTTIE flashed up with a picture of the two of them, their arms wrapped around each other so tightly you couldn’t see whose belonged to whom. The contents of Luna’s stomach rose into her throat but she swallowed and turned the phone screen down onto the table.


I’ve always liked the name Persephone. Percy for short. Hardly less conspicuous than my real name, though, I guess. Plus, it means I wouldn’t be able to name my child that … but to have a child, I’d quite like a boyfriend to have that child with and the last one ran away …


Luna glanced down briefly at her new open notebook in which she’d written the date, a few potential names and doodled maybe a hundred crescent moons in the top left-hand corner. She flipped backwards a page where the vague beginnings of her new novel haphazardly appeared on the page, making little sense and giving her even less inspiration. The beginning of a novel was always the hardest for Luna. She’d written five books thus far and every time she was faced with the glaring blank page of a new notebook or her laptop, it was almost as if she couldn’t remember how she’d written novels before or how she could possibly write one again. Usually she had some vague central idea that she could write around but this time, she had zip. Once she made a start and got the ball rolling she knew she’d be okay but first she needed to figure out how exactly to roll the ball, and with deadlines looming in the near future, there was the undeniable flutter of panic in her stomach. Her notebook was as empty as her head.


A tragic love story in which one of them dies on the way to the church and the other is left waiting at the altar … no.


A funny love story in which an unlikely couple bond over their mutual love of stamp collecting but then one of them gets left at the altar and … nope.


A dystopian love story in which the population of Earth is shipped off to another planet where our heroine falls for someone of an alien species but when it comes to vowing to spend the rest of their lives together, the alien does a runner …. Okay, Luna, you need to stop.


All her ideas led back to her failed relationship but as Lottie had kept reminding her: ‘You weren’t technically left at the altar, so that idea needs to die. What is it they say? Write what you know? And you don’t know what it’s like to be left at the altar. Because you weren’t. It was just … I dunno … a near scrape with a dead-end future. Write about … I dunno … having a weird name. OR ME! Write about me!’ No one would want to read about her failed almost-marriage or all the tragedy that came before as much as she wouldn’t want to write about it. However, her creative juices had dried up and no other ideas would flow.


She closed the notebook and told herself that starting tomorrow wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. One more evening of leaving her notebook’s pages empty wasn’t going to tip the scales. She reached for her coffee cup and the raised semi-circle of shiny, white skin on the back of her right hand glistened in the harsh train lighting.


‘You’d think, as an author, I’d at the very least be able to pick a better name for myself than Luna,’ she muttered. She had been called Luna because of her crescent-moon-shaped birthmark on the back of her right hand, on the fleshy bit between her thumb and forefinger. It was light and shimmered like a stretch mark but hadn’t faded over the years. In fact, it only seemed to shine brighter.


‘Nah, it’s got nothing to do with that mark!’ her brother used to jibe. ‘It’s because you’re so dim and nowhere near as bright as the son!’ he’d laugh, gesturing to himself triumphantly.


‘Well, we were either going to call you Luna … ’ her mother would smile, ‘or Croissant.’


Once upon a time, she had loved her name. Luna Lark. Night and day. It held weight and had meaning. ‘With a name like that,’ people would say, ‘you could be a … ’ and they’d insert all manner of exciting jobs. News reporter, actress, astronaut … ! As a child, her schoolmates would relish calling out to her in the playground, like the word had magical powers. In a way, it did. It conjured up a friend, every time. Everyone wanted to be Luna’s friend. The mother of one of Luna’s classmates had thought that her daughter had made Luna up as an imaginary friend, not once considering a person could actually have such a unique name. Said mother had had quite a shock when her daughter brought home an actual child, for whom she hadn’t prepared dinner, on the assumption that imaginary friends didn’t need feeding. Even Luna’s parents seemed to swoon when they called her down for tea. Far from the hippies one would expect, her mother was a midwife, who’d heard women call their children far more extravagant and ridiculous things than ‘Luna’, and her father worked from home as a children’s author, who would name his characters far more extravagant and ridiculous things than ‘Luna’, too. Luna and her father would spend hours on sun loungers in the garden, under blankets in the pitch black of night, looking upwards for meteor showers or the International Space Station as it flew close enough to be seen. Whilst the bats dove for moths above them, he’d tell her stories of ‘Luna the Space Explorer’ and her alien friends who sailed on waves made of stars.


‘I think my love for outer space and the extraterrestrial became imprinted onto you, Luna. Quite literally,’ her father would say, taking her hand and kissing her crescent scar. ‘How lucky am I to have captured my very own little moonbeam.’


Moonbeam was his special nickname for her and had been ever since she was born. She loved it almost as much as she loved her official name. That was until people started saying it differently.


Luna, I’m so sorry.


That’s Luna. Poor Luna.


Are you all right, Luna?


Everything will be okay, Luna.


Luna. Luna. Luna.


The pity made her feel sick. The lilt in everyone’s voices and the sadness in their eyes made her want to shut her doors, bar her windows and never return to the outside world again. There was little satisfaction to be had from someone saying your name when no one ever said it with anything but sorrow. Luna had heard her own name said so many times in such a way that she’d rather be called Snoopy or Mickey Mouse or Velma Dinkley if it made people sound different when they spoke to her. Anything but Luna. She felt like she had become a creature that was able to suck the joy out of any room just by being present. She could be having one of her few and far between ‘okay days’ and yet she could sense the discomfort radiating from the people she knew when she passed them by. No one knew how to even be around her any more, let alone speak to her.


I don’t need a new name, she thought. If anyone asks, I’m Miss Lark and that’s that. No one needs to be on a first name basis, anyway. No one needs to get that close.


The train pulled into the station. Luna had thrown everything into her backpack, retrieved her case from the rack and was on the platform before the sleeping man had even been able to ask where he was. Luna pushed her bright orange ticket through the slot and stepped into the station. WELCOME TO ONDINGSIDE! was emblazoned across the exit but the sign was rusty and looked like it was one strong gust away from falling on the heads of travellers and so had very much lost the merry sentiment of ‘welcome’.


‘Home sweet home,’ she muttered, her breath swirling into the air in front of her.


‘Need any help, Miss?’ a man asked as she walked underneath the dodgy sign. He pushed off his cab and flicked the last of his cigarette to the curb, smoke still dripping from his mouth as he spoke.


‘I need to get to Nobody’s Inn?’ She showed him the map on her phone. He nodded and opened the boot. ‘I … I’ve been there before,’ she added.


‘Then you’ll know it’s not far from here,’ he said, giving her a hint of a smile. ‘’Bout a four-pound journey.’ She nodded back and climbed in the back of the cab.


Luna always lied and said she’d already visited whatever her destination, in order to avoid cabbies mounting up their fare by driving round in circles and ripping her off. This time, however, Luna wasn’t fibbing. Not only had she visited Ondingside before but she’d also stayed in Nobody’s Inn and every time her circumstances seemed more dire than the last.


‘Could you drive a little slower, please?’ Luna said when her stomach somersaulted as the car lurched around a roundabout, the right-hand-side tyres almost tipping off the tarmac. The driver grunted his response, although he still seemed to be taking the narrow country bends at an alarming pace, but before Luna could complain again, the familiar sight of a pub flashed past her window. The Green Arrow.


‘Urghh.’ She groaned at her stomach but more at the memory now swimming in a cider-soaked haze in her head.


A year ago, Luna had washed up in Ondingside with a ‘barely used’ wedding dress in her suitcase to sell and an empty ring finger. What had meant to be a romantic trip for two had turned into a very lonely and very nonrefundable solo getaway. When Luna had suggested going somewhere neither of them had ever been before, she had expected somewhere abroad. Her heart had sunk when she’d been presented with British train tickets but Luna told herself off for not being more specific and knew that Noel would have picked it as the cheapest option. Nothing, however, could have deflated her excitement. ‘I’m happy anywhere as long as I’m with you!’ she’d said, with hearts in her eyes. Noel grunted in reply.


Luna should have noticed that his enthusiasm wasn’t only lacking towards the trip but also towards their relationship. She definitely realised far too late that she wasn’t happy anywhere as long as she was with Noel because being anywhere with Noel usually meant she was worried he would be snippy with their waiter for forgetting to bring tap water to the table or be constantly watching her bank account with a furrowed brow because he was overly frugal with his own money and so never contributed to even the food in the fridge, let alone the bills for the house. She was always tense when he was close and often curating her real thoughts and feelings to avoid an argument that usually happened anyway. Even his justification for jilting her had been as weak and cowardly as his actions were. In his feeble and formal email, he’d used classic phrases such as ‘It’s not you, it’s me’ and ‘I just don’t think I’m mature enough yet’ and ‘Maybe in another world it would have been different’. She knew it would have been Stephen pushing him to explain and tie up loose ends, not a genuine apology. There wasn’t even the word sorry in sight. So, when she was sitting in what would have been their room, alone, she didn’t feel sad that he wasn’t there, but sad that she didn’t feel sad he wasn’t there. Luna wanted her fairytale happy-ever-after more than she had wanted Noel, which meant she’d put up with Noel in order to get it. It wasn’t right and she knew that now. She just wished she’d been stronger and let go of him sooner. Being alone was better than being with someone for the sake of it and so being alone was exactly what she would do. Lottie had offered to come with her so that they could turn it into a ‘drink-until-we-forget-what-he-looked-like’ trip but Luna insisted that she needed to clear her head, not cloud it, and that alcohol would be the last thing she turned to for pain relief from her aching heart. This was why Luna never told Lottie what happened on her first trip to Ondingside the year before her permanent move there and why Luna would never tell Lottie what actually happened …
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What Actually Happened


July 15th 2018


The Nobody’s Inn looked very pub-like from the outside. It was small. So small, in fact, that Luna wondered how many rooms there could possibly be in order for it to classify as an inn. It was quaint, shabby and looked Tudor-built although whether that was authentic, Luna wasn’t sure. It seemed to be the only building for miles, plonked on a little hill overlooking the sea. The warm yellow light pouring out of its windows looked heaven-sent to Luna after the long journey, but the inn’s landlady had been over-familiar when she’d checked in. She’d asked too many questions and never seemed to wait for an answer. However, now she was gone, Luna wished she hadn’t left at all, as the silence was crushing.


Her room in the inn was nowhere near as shabby as its exterior, but for such a small room, it was filled with far too much furniture. A bed, two bedside tables, a wardrobe and a coffee table by an armchair. Luna felt she was constantly having to dodge sharp wooden corners as she opened up her case and started to unpack. She hung up her second-hand wedding dress on the outside of the wardrobe and sat on the edge of the bed, staring at it, with its worn lace sleeves and slightly off-white colour, not from design, but age. It had been given to her by her mother’s sister, Auntie Judith, and a family friend had made the alterations as best she could but there was little to be done except make it the right size to fit Luna and repair the beading that had come away. Luna had only worn it for only half a day, and the beads that didn’t need repairing at the time were now hanging from their threads and the lace had become a little fuzzy. Lottie had tried to bundle Luna back in the car after Stephen had broken the news that her husband-to-be was actually her husband-not-to-be but Luna couldn’t bear to sit still in such a confined space feeling trapped and suffocated. So, she’d taken off her heels and her veil, thrown them in the car on the passenger seat and walked home in the rain. She wrangled with her emotions all the way back. The feeling of frustration that Noel had embarrassed her in front of everyone they knew punched the feeling of relief that she wouldn’t have to spend the rest of her life with Noel in the face. The opposing feelings rolled over and over in her gut until she couldn’t make head or tail of which feeling was worse.


Luna hoped the first wedding her beautiful dress had seen had been happier and more successful and hoped it would forgive her for putting it through such humiliation. Looking at the dress now, Luna felt that she should have known. It was a mess – as her marriage would have been had Noel actually gone through with it.


Luna had been besotted with the idea of what they could have been and not what they actually were. What they actually were was two lost souls who hadn’t chosen each other but found each other and latched on for dear life when they thought they might drown. They were exactly what the other needed at the time but most certainly not what they wanted. Not for forever, anyway. Luna wished she’d been the one to realise it first. She certainly wouldn’t have waited until their wedding day to throw in the towel, but nothing could be done now except to repair the damage as best she could. Although Stephen was, and always would be, an arse, at least he’d forced Noel to front any outstanding costs from the wedding.


‘Too bloody right!’ Lottie had yelled at her down the phone. ‘The wedding didn’t happen because of him so it’s only right that the eight-foot-long bill doesn’t happen to you!’


The only thing Luna had to deal with was the embarrassment, which was why she was currently in Nobody’s Inn, on an island no one really knew existed that had a population of 383. Luna planned to start writing her new novel and read all the books that other people had written that she had packed in her suitcase. A week of reading and writing mingled with a little sulking and very little else. She’d not even planned to leave Nobody’s Inn if she could help it. Food was served downstairs and she was ravenous after that six-hour train journey and so that was exactly where she would start.


‘Kitchen’s closed on Sundays, darling. No hot food, just a selection of sandwiches, but in all honesty, they’re not our finest cuisine. You’re better off trying the Green Arrow for hot food. It’s only down the road and their fish pie is to die for! Y’know, I’d never had fish pie before I’d tried it there and as soon as I did, it just had to go on the menu here! They don’t just do fish pie though, there’s so much to choose from on that menu and … ’


Luna slowly backed towards the door and slipped out. She could hear the landlady still talking as she got to the edge of the drive and she google-mapped ‘the Green Arrow’.


The word ‘bustling’ didn’t quite cover it. Luna walked for fifteen minutes down country pathways, passing cows and sheep in field after field until the buzz of a hundred conversations broke through the rustle of the trees. The people of Ondingside spilled out into the street and the chalkboard sign outside the pub told Luna why.


TEST YOUR BOOK KNOWLEDGE!


LITERARY PUB QUIZ TONIGHT!


£1 ENTRY!


£100 PRIZE!


Beers sloshed over the edges of full pint glasses outside as punters scanned through lists of famous books and authors on their phones, holding them skywards for even just a glimmer of better reception. Luna collided with a man and just dodged the tidal wave of ale as it tumbled from his glass.


‘It’s only half six … ’ she mumbled as she ducked into the heaving pub. The noise inside was almost unbearable as a man with a mic tried to speak over everyone, shouting into it, making the speakers crackle.


‘Hello everyone! I’m Beau, your host with the most for the evening!’ He paused for laughter. None came. ‘Tough crowd. The drunker you are, the funnier I am, so keep drinking, lads!’ The host caught Luna’s eye for a moment. ‘And ladies!’ He picked up his own beer and raised it in Luna’s direction. Luna pretended she hadn’t seen and made her way to the bar.


The clientele looked regular. They all took their – presumably usual – seats as they filed in and everyone seemed to know everyone. There was even an elderly gentleman who felt so at home that he’d fallen asleep in the corner behind a table adorned with six empty pint glasses.


‘Are you still serving food?’ Luna asked the bartender as he was about to serve someone who had arrived after her.


‘WHA?’ shouted the bartender, cupping his hand behind his ear.


‘Are you still serving food?!’ She mimed putting something into her mouth and biting.


‘FOOD?’ he yelled and Luna nodded, her stomach growling so hard now that she was sure he could hear it over the rabble. He pointed to a sign.


TONIGHT THE GREEN ARROW IS ONLY


OPEN TO QUIZ TEAM MEMBERS.


FOOD AND DRINK SERVED TO YOU


KNOW-IT-ALLS UNTIL MIDNIGHT.


She reached into her jeans pocket, pulled out a pound coin and held it out to him. He pointed to yet another sign.


NO SINGLE PUB QUIZ PLAYERS.


TEAMS OF TWO OR MORE. BUDDY UP!


Luna’s heart sank. She didn’t much like the idea of giving up and having to search for food somewhere else and passing all the people on the way out that she’d already passed on the way in was an embarrassment she wasn’t keen on feeling. Just as the barman was about to walk away she reached across the bar and tapped his arm.


‘I’M WITH HIM!’ she yelled, pointing to the elderly man asleep in the corner. The barman held up two fingers at her but before she could feel upset she realised he meant for her to pay for her new quiz teammate too. Considering the gentleman was unwillingly taking part in her fiendish plan to get fed, it was only fair. She shrugged and rooted around in her coat pocket for another pound.


‘FISH PIE AND A … A … A PINT OF CIDER, PLEASE.’ Luna very rarely drank. It wasn’t that she didn’t enjoy the taste of alcohol or really even the way it made her feel when she was nearing her limit. It was quite simply the fear of being sick and she had her best friend Lottie very much to blame for that. On Luna’s eighteenth birthday, her dad had hired a limousine for herself, Lottie and a few other friends to take them into central London where they would have dinner at a restaurant in Covent Garden. Lottie had come over during the afternoon to get ready with her, and brought a water bottle that she had previously filled with cheap and nasty vodka. She let Luna take a swig not knowing it wasn’t water and she sprayed it across her room as it began to burn its way down her throat. They laughed and Lottie clapped her hands as Luna drank her way through the bottle as the evening drew near. Just before they left, Luna’s mum invited all of her friends into the kitchen to open a bottle of champagne and proudly poured her what her parents thought was her first drink as an eighteen-year-old. Luna blamed her slight wobble on not being steady in the heels Lottie had forced her to wear and downed her glass of bubbly.


‘Why don’t you have one for the road, Luny?’


Luna winked and sucked in her cheeks, trying not to smile as her mum poured her another, looking delighted as she drank. By the time they teetered out to the limo, Luna felt waves of nausea crash over her. Once the car started moving, Luna thought she was going to be okay … until she knew she absolutely was not.


‘Hey!’ Lottie shrieked as Luna emptied out her handbag onto her lap. ‘What are you—?’ Luna wasn’t able to empty everything out in time before she vomited into the handbag. ‘PULL OVER!’ Lottie yelled as she banged her fist against the partition between them and the driver. Luna, humiliated, left her handbag in a bush, couldn’t bring herself to eat much at the swanky restaurant and begged her friends not to tell her parents when they got home. From that point onwards, Luna never drank more than one drink, no matter what the occasion.


Luna wasn’t sure if it was the jaunty pub atmosphere that had made her fancy something a little stronger than her usual lemonade, or whether she was giving in to the mild air of peer pressure she would feel were she the sole person in the pub without an alcoholic beverage. Either way, it was the meal she couldn’t wait for, it didn’t matter what she washed it down with.


Sheepishly, she sat opposite the sleeping man. Even if she hadn’t picked him to be her lucky teammate, it was the only free seat in the house due to his lack of conversation. And his snoring. And his smell. Luna was just starting to think that maybe it wasn’t her best idea when a plate was placed in front of her upon which sat a little separate dish of steaming fish pie surrounded by a sea of chips. Luna dug in and immediately burnt her mouth on the sauce underneath the pastry but it was oh-so worth it.


‘Remember to chew,’ said a voice above her. ‘We don’t want you choking to death before the quiz begins. It’s not like he’s gonna have many of the answers.’ Luna looked up and a trickle of gravy rolled down her chin. It was the quiz host.


‘I’m Beau, the Quizmaster,’ he beamed. Up close, Luna noticed how jolly he looked. If a ‘Santa Claus: The Early Years’ film was ever made, he’d be Luna’s first pick for the title role. His round face had only soft edges and his big brown eyes were endlessly kind. ‘Team name?’ He bobbed his clipboard.


‘It’s just me.’ Luna shrugged.


‘And who are you?’


‘Just me.’ Luna turned back to her pie, hoping that answered his question.


‘And what’s your team name?’ Much to her dismay, Beau pulled out the other rickety chair from under the table, swivelled it around and straddled it, his slight beer belly moulding against the wooden bars. ‘S’cuse me, sir!’ he said to the sleeping man who snored loudly back in reply.


‘Do I have to have one?’ Luna dug out another little piece of pie to avoid his focused stare.


‘Come on, everyone’s got a silly quiz name. That’s arguably the best bit of a quiz! See them over there?’ He pointed to a rowdy bunch of about six young guys all dressed in cricket gear, their overly long kneepads still strapped to their gangly legs, all sitting swivelled to the side to avoid taking each other’s eyes out. ‘Quizz On My Face,’ he chuckled.


‘Lovely.’ Luna stuffed the forkful of pie into her mouth whilst his gaze was elsewhere.


‘And that lot over in that corner?’ He gestured with his pen to four women, all laughing raucously over their glasses of red wine. ‘Quiz-Team Aguilera.’


Luna swallowed and swigged from her cider. ‘Funny.’ She attempted a smile but a burp gurgled in her throat, causing her to grimace.


‘So what will it be?’ He poised his pen over the clipboard.


‘Just me.’


‘That’s your team name? “Just Me”.’


‘I suppose it is, yes.’ She nodded.


‘Well, all right then. But just to warn you, bad team names don’t get much appreciation at the Green Arrow.’ He poised his pen above the clipboard once more but Luna shrugged.


‘I’m mainly just here for the pie, anyway.’


‘Yes, I can tell. Although considering how much of it is around your mouth, I’m surprised you’re not still starving,’ he chortled. ‘Well, don’t say I didn’t warn you. Oh, and good luck. You know much about books?’ Beau pulled a sheet of paper out from underneath the list of punny team names and tucked it under her dinner plate.


‘A little.’ She couldn’t help smirking underneath the hand that was wiping the sauce from her upper lip. Beau narrowed his eyes at her and then disappeared amongst the gathering quiz teams, leaving Luna to finish her pie in a slightly less monstrous way.


As far as pies went, it wasn’t too shabby but Luna was more surprised to find how well the cider was going down. She had never really been one for casual drinking, never finding a ‘usual’ or anything that tasted better than it made her feel, but this cider was sweet with a sharp little kick in the back of her throat that had left her with a warmth in the centre of her stomach that seemed be spreading outwards. She downed the dregs and as the bar was quietening down as people took their seats for the nearing quiz, the barman caught her eye and wiggled an imaginary glass in his hands with a raised eyebrow. Luna wiggled her own glass back in response.


‘Okay!’ Beau shouted down the mic. The speakers squeaked, everyone clutched their ears and some of Quiz-Team Aguilera screamed.


‘Nice one, Beau!’ yelled one of the erotically charged gentlemen from the unfortunately named quiz team. His team made a noise Luna had only ever heard football crowds make on the telly when her brother had watched it religiously.


‘All right, settle down everyone! I know it’s boring but I do have to start off by stating the rules.’ The pub groaned. ‘I know, I know, but there’s only two! One: mobile phones have to be turned off now.’ Another groan. ‘My eagle-eyed friends here at the Green Arrow and I will be keeping a lookout. If we catch anyone sneakily googling under the table, you and your entire team will be disqualified! Even if you’re just texting the other half, any phone usage will get you into trouble. Two: the answer on the Quizmaster’s sheet, the Quizmaster being yours truly … ’ – he paused again for applause that never came so he coughed to cover up the sad silence – ‘is final, even if it turns out to be wrong!’


Luna took a long gulp from her fresh, bubbling glass and eyed up the sheet Beau had given her. It had four sections to it, each containing six blank spaces. Authors of Yesterday, Books of Today, General Knowledge and a picture round. The picture round had images of front covers, their titles smudged over, and a little box underneath to presumably guess the name and author. Luna fiddled in the pocket of her coat on the back of her chair for a pen and when she found one, started filling them in.


Wuthering Heights, The Casual Vacancy, Fifty Shades of Grey, Breaking Dawn, Game of Thrones and Juliet, Naked. Luna folded up the bottom half of her paper and put down her pen with schoolgirl pride. Beau caught her eye and she could actually feel the corner of her lips lift, just a little.


‘Okay, ladies and gentlemen! Let’s get started!’


The first round of questions was simple and Luna had all the answers. Jane Austen, J. R. R. Tolkien, Mary Ann Evans (George Eliot), George R. R. Martin and George Orwell. The second round had Luna’s brain fighting through a cider-induced haze to drudge up names such as The Serpent of Essex, The Miniaturist and A Horse Walks into a Bar but Luna was certain she wasn’t wrong. At the very least, she knew she was more clued up than everyone else in the bar despite her inexperience with alcohol starting to show.


‘Okay, kids! Third round, final question! Are you ready?’ Beau rumbled down the mic.


‘WHEEEYYYYY!’ replied the pub.


‘Who said “Elementary, my dear Watson”?’


‘Got it!’ shouted a man at the table next to Luna’s, brandishing his team’s answer sheet.


‘We’ve nailed this, girls!’ Quiz-Team Aguilera sloppily high-fived each other and geed each other up into a sudden frenzy of cackling. Luna looked down at her answer sheet.


It’s not Sherlock Holmes. Everyone thinks it is. But it’s not. It’s P.G. Wodehouse … but the answer on the quizmaster’s sheet is final … and I don’t know if he’d know that.


She glanced over at Beau, who happened to be casting an eye in her direction.


He knows. I know he knows.


‘Okay, ladies and gents. Time to hand your papers in. Now, as much as we love you all, we can’t trust you not to cheat your answers. So we’ll be doing the marking and we’ll be back with you for the scores in fifteen minutes!’ Luna quickly scrawled down P.G. Wodehouse and couldn’t help but try to find Beau’s gaze as she handed over her crumpled, slightly damp sheet of answers to one of the female bar staff.


‘Another?’ she asked.


‘Yeah, go on.’ And to Luna’s surprise she reached out and touched the girl’s arm.
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Fifteen minutes for Beau was painful. Filing through dissolving sheets of paper that stank of beer and gravy and the further down the page he got, the writing became increasingly illegible, the answers more daft.


According to The Quizzard of Oz, the UK’s richest author was ‘That one who wrote about that boy with the cut on his head’. Beau sighed. He was strangely inclined to give them the point just because he knew who they meant. However, he wasn’t that generous and had very strict rules when it came to his beloved pub quiz. Beau always found that being far more sober than everyone else in such close proximity was a fresh kind of hell he could only bear to put himself through once a week. When he was behind the bar, at least there was a large barrier but the quiz put him right in the midst of the drunken rowdiness and he could practically hear the rapidly depleting brain cells. It would be worth the extra cash he received on top of his measly weekly wage when the winner was finally announced.
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Luna was on her third pint of cider. Between the night with her uncles after her family had died and this unprecedented drunken haze she now found herself in after being left on her wedding day, a worry flashed in Luna’s mind that this was the beginning of some kind of coping mechanism. The warmth flushing through her body felt glorious, like she’d been submerged fully clothed into a bubble bath and the cloud she felt like her head was in didn’t seem to fog up her judgement like she thought it might, but instead brought a strange sense of clarity. Luna felt very peaceful.


‘Okay, you lot … it’s time!’ The whole pub went silent, as if Beau had turned its volume down. ‘Considering their speciality is Musical Theatre they’ve definitely brought it home … in third place it’s Les Quizerables!’ The bar gave them a hearty cheer as a couple in their mid-forties went up to receive a box of Quality Street.


‘In second place, it’s our usuals You’re a Quizzard, Harry! Well done, lads!’ A group of four only-just-eighteen-year-old boys high-fived each other and went up to receive one free drink token each then headed straight to the bar, their empty wallets not letting them wait to redeem them. Quiz-Team Aguilera collectively rolled their eyes.


‘All right, boys, settle down. Okay, now for our winner. Usually, I’m up here saying “It was so close! There were barely any points in it!” … but this time, ladies and gentlemen, someone very clearly came out on top. Not only has our champion of the night won by twelve whole points, but it’s the first time in the history of the Green Arrow that someone has got every single question correct.’


Luna felt a little bubble start in her gut and rise into her mouth.


‘Now, she’s new here and so doesn’t quite have a grasp on the team name element yet but even though she might not have the name she definitely has all the answers … ’


‘You’re joking.’ Luna’s stomach flipped.


‘This week’s winner is … Just Me!’ Beau started clapping but had to reluctantly desist when no one else joined in.


‘What?’


‘Just me?’


‘Are you saying you’re the winner?’


‘No, no, the name of the team that won is Just Me.’


‘That would be me.’ Luna stumbled out from her little corner and around the bar to where Beau stood on his small square platform.


‘I thought people weren’t allowed to enter on their own!’ One of the gentlemen from Quizz On My Face tried to stand but his knee pads just wouldn’t let him.


‘I wasn’t on my own! He’s part of my team too.’ Luna gestured back to the sleeping man who was now barely visible as he’d slipped so far under the table in his drunken state. ‘He fell asleep quite early on but … still.’


‘Well, that’s not fair!’ A brunette from Quiz-Team Aguilera stood and hit her knee on the underside of the table but tried to pass it off as rage at the unfairness of the quiz.


‘Lacey. Lacey. Lacey!’ one of her teammates called to her wobbling friend. As she stood, she knocked the table and spilt nearly everyone’s drinks. She continued to wobble herself as well as the table whilst her team tried to mop up the mess and save their belongings.


‘Hey, look now. She’s followed the rules.’ Beau said down the mic. ‘He’s part of her team and he paid … right?’ He looked hopefully at Luna.


‘Yup.’ She hiccupped and gave him two thumbs up.


‘Exactly! And considering she didn’t have much, if any, help from her team, she still managed to beat all of you lot by twelve whole points! Even if she’d had a team of seven, it doesn’t change the fact that this lady here had all of the answers. I think she very much deserves first prize!’


‘I don’t. Who does she think she is? I’ve never seen her around here before,’ said the brunette, picking up her wine and downing the last of it whilst looking Luna directly in the eyes.


‘No, me neither!’ said the man from Les Quizerables.


‘There’s no rule that says only regulars at the Green Arrow can enter.’


‘Well, there should be! I enter this quiz every week, Beau!’ Lacey lost her balance and sank back down onto her bench seat.


‘And every week, Lacey, your team writes down the name “Donald Trump” to at least three of the questions in the hope that one day he’ll be an answer.’


‘Hey, look! She didn’t get all of the answers right!’ Lewis had snuck behind Beau and rifled through the sheets to find Just Me’s answers. ‘She said “Elementary, My Dear Watson” was said by Woody Allen!’


‘No, I didn’t.’ Luna shook her head and stumbled backwards into the bar.


‘Yes, you did.’ Lewis brandished the paper but Beau took his wrist and lowered it to his eye level.


‘That says P.G. Wodehouse.’


‘No, it … ’ Beau flipped the glasses from his head onto the bridge of his nose in one flick of his finger. ‘Oh … yes it does.’
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