
		
			[image: 9781035409181.jpg]
		

	
		
			

			 

			[image: ]

		

	
		
			

			Copyright © 2024 Lauren Farnsworth

			 

			The right of Lauren Farnsworth to be identified as the Author of

			the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the

			Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			First published in 2024 by Headline Review

			An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			 

			This Ebook edition published in 2024 by Headline Review

			An imprint of HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP 

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication

			may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any

			means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case

			of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences

			issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

			to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			ISBN: 978 1 0354 0918 1

			 

			Cover design by Alex Allden

			Images © YG Studio, Miller Inna, BeataGFX, Bibadash and Nechayka, all Shutterstock

			 

			HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			Contents

			Title Page

			Copyright Page

			About the Author

			About the Book

			Dedication

			Epigraph

			Chapter 1

			Chapter 2

			Chapter 3

			Chapter 4

			Chapter 5

			Chapter 6

			Chapter 7

			Chapter 8

			Chapter 9

			Chapter 10

			Chapter 11

			Chapter 12

			Chapter 13

			Chapter 14

			Chapter 15

			Chapter 16

			Chapter 17

			Chapter 18

			Chapter 19

			Chapter 20

			Chapter 21

			Chapter 22

			Chapter 23

			Chapter 24

			Chapter 25

			Chapter 26

			Chapter 27

			Chapter 28

			Chapter 29

			Chapter 30

			Chapter 31

			Chapter 32

			Chapter 33

			Chapter 34

			Chapter 35

			Chapter 36

			Chapter 37

			Chapter 38

			Chapter 39

			Chapter 40

			Chapter 41

			Chapter 42

			Chapter 43

			Chapter 44

			Chapter 45

			Chapter 46

			Chapter 47

			Acknowledgements

		

	
		
			About the Author

			Lauren Farnsworth lives in north-­­west Essex with her husband and six-­­year-­­old twins. She is editorial director of Buster Books, an independent children’s imprint in South London, and has worked in publishing for over fifteen years. She completed the Faber Academy course. The Lonely Hearts’ Quiz League is her debut novel.

			 

			 

			[image: ] @Laurenatops

			[image: ] @laurenfarnsworthwrites

			[image: ] @laurenfarnsworthauthor

		

	
		
			About the Book

			[image: ]

			 

			Q: What do you call five strangers with nothing left to lose?

			A: A quiz team that might surprise everyone . . .

			 

			When Bryony, Harry and Jaime step into the Five Bells, each has their own motive for being drawn into the warm glow of the pub. Heartbroken Harry can’t face his silent flat. Jaime, new to London with her boyfriend, longs to find a fun crowd. And Bryony is trying to remember the promising young woman she was, before a positive pregnancy test set her life on a different course.

			 

			When they spot the advert to join a quiz team and enter a tournament, each signs up, unaware that the organiser, Donna, has her own reason to avoid thinking about home.

			 

			After a few evenings, the strangers begin to see they have more in common than they realised.

			 

			But when everyone’s secrets are finally out on the table, will it sabotage the team’s chances of making it through?
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			‘Next to trying and winning, the best thing is trying and failing.’

			L. M. Montgomery, Anne of Green Gables

		

	
		
			Chapter 1

			PUB QUIZ TEAM-­MATES WANTED

			Thursdays, 8 p.m. at the Five Bells on Westow Hill. Team of four or five will do. Big money! Last pot £50. Only clever clogs need apply (joking!). Email Donna at . . .

			Bryony had read Donna’s advert on the ‘neighbourhood events’ forum and had waited until she was alone to answer, deleting and retyping her reply with a ragged thumbnail held against her bottom teeth. And now, hesitantly crouching at a golden-­lit window of the Five Bells, peeking inside over a crest of yellow winter pansies, she wasn’t entirely sure she didn’t regret it.

			In the spirit of preparedness (because Bryony never committed to anything without it), she hoped to glimpse whoever else might be there to meet her tonight. Inside, broad-­backed men in plaid shirts stood shaking their heads and shouting over each other, their pint glasses dripping froth over their fingers, and a sleek, ponytailed woman sat with another, her eyebrows riding high as she pointed and gestured with a wine glass over some atrocious tale that needed urgently to be told. They belonged – they probably had their ‘regular’ tables, the barman knew their orders – and they would cast furtive glances over at Bryony when she entered. Who was this woman? Was she lost? And why were her clothes so hopelessly drab?

			Outside, a lone girl in a fleece-­lined suede coat stood on the other side of the entrance doors, blowing solemn curls of cigarette smoke into the December night, her delicate profile in a critical squint, but she turned away, her arms hugged tightly to her waist; she didn’t look as though she was here to meet anyone.

			At home, Bryony had allowed herself to imagine the pleasantly rowdy table at Donna’s pub quiz: the warm, chestnut smells, the wide, laughing smiles of interesting people all around her, a chilled glass of wine at hand. And as the suspenseful voice of the quiz host would rise and fall, her team-­mates would cry out in awe of Bryony’s quick, unfaltering ability to know or intelligently guess the answer to question after question (‘You’ve got it, Bry!’). Donna would have stylishly cut hair and neat, clean clothes. She would sip from a frosty cocktail and wink at Bryony like a co-­conspirator over the rim of her glass. ‘Bry,’ she would say, ‘I’m so glad you came.’ Bryony had been able to hear her warm voice at home in her small, cluttered living room.

			She could see now this was delusional. They would sniff her out in a minute – the tedious people pleaser, her hair never tidy enough, who would only blink in panic when asked about that latest podcast episode or the new exhibition up town or whatever else it was she was missing in the world.

			She stepped away, under the winking Christmas lights strung between the lampposts of Westow Hill, the shabbiest side of the Crystal Palace Triangle – folded cardboard boxes for tomorrow’s bin collection lined a darkened charity shop, and a hazardous buzz kept a neon Domino’s sign half lit. And then she thought of sliding into her front door in tiptoeing shame, having failed, and having everyone know about it.

			She took a steadying breath and pushed her way inside the doors. ‘Hi,’ she muttered. ‘Hi, I’m Bryony. So nice to meet you. Can I get you a drink?’

			 

			Standing in front of the dusty living-­room mirror, with its listless draping of tinsel, Jaime applied a wobbling slick of eyeliner.

			‘You nearly ready?’ she said.

			‘I was thinking,’ Luke said from inside the bedroom, and his voice sounded as though he had rehearsed what to say next. ‘If it’s not my thing and I’d rather . . . well, would you mind if I sort of ducked out early or . . .’

			Jaime’s gaze came to rest on the reflection of her powdered bottom lip. ‘Or what?’ she asked.

			‘I don’t know.’

			‘Well, we have to go in . . .’ Her watch read almost seven-­thirty. ‘For God’s sake, we have to get going and I haven’t even – look, this Donna booked the table for seven. Can’t we just see how it goes?’

			‘I thought the quiz started at eight.’

			‘Yes,’ she said, her voice a little too loud. She expelled a hard puff of air through her mouth that untidied her fringe. ‘But we all want to meet first, right? And what if everyone’s there before us and we’re stuck at the end of the table, not talking to anyone?’

			‘We could talk to each other.’

			‘That is the exact opposite of the point. The exact opposite.’

			‘I was joking. It was a joke.’

			‘Well, it’s not . . .’ She caught sight of her startled eyes in the mirror, and wondered why it should be a joke that they should have each other to speak to. ‘Funny,’ she finished.

			‘Well,’ he started again, ‘what do you think about . . . what I just said?’

			‘Look, I’m nervous too, alright? But let’s just – let’s just do our best.’

			‘I’m not “nervous”. Who said anything about being nervous? I’m just not sure it’ll be my thing.’

			‘I mean, it’s not exactly fun for me if I’m forcing you into it,’ she said. She snatched up a lipstick and dragged the dark plum colour across her bottom lip. Pressing her lips together, she felt the sticky snags of dried skin that she then attempted to prise off with two pinched fingers.

			All that she could hear from the bedroom was Luke’s sigh.

			‘Well, thanks for sort of ruining it for me,’ she said, to prompt a response. ‘One night out with actual people, and you can’t even do that.’

			He still didn’t say anything, and she knew the silence was supposed to fill her with guilt. He’d be sitting on the bed with his hands folded in his lap, awaiting a tentative finger-­tap on the door, for her to say, ‘Sweetie, it’s OK. We don’t have to . . .’ She could sit beside him on the buttercup-­print duvet and rest her chin on his shoulder. But they had been there before and she wasn’t sure it made either of them feel better.

			Jaime applied a second smear of lipstick, but, against the bright polka dots of her jumper, it made her mouth look clownish. Her face was too white against the heavy curtain of her copper-­bright hair, and her cheeks were too childishly plump to convey any real sense of worldliness or sophistication. She had the sudden impulse to pick up her phone and cancel the whole thing.

			Luke emerged from the bedroom, pulling the hem of a maroon T-­shirt over his pale belly. He was neither short nor especially tall, with silky fine hair, growing too long now, that was not quite blond but not dark enough to be called brown. Even his clean, rimless glasses, almost invisible in certain lights, left the impression that he might not be wearing glasses at all.

			‘Whatever. Let’s go, then,’ he said.

			Sometimes Jaime wasn’t sure if the tender quality of his pink skin had changed since they were children.

			‘You look nice,’ she said. She tried to smile, but had to disguise the odd shape she could feel her mouth making by turning away.

			 

			The Five Bells was the only pub on the Crystal Palace Triangle that hadn’t yet been gentrified. The mahogany doors, increasingly stiff on their hinges, were scuffed by two decades of feet kicking them open. The green-­glazed tiles that clad its exterior were now milky with dissolved graffiti and tacky with sloshes of drink. You could even still buy a pint of Ruddles for £1.69.

			Donna stood lingering over the end of a cigarette. She’d pulled the fleece collar of her suede coat up to her earlobes to keep warm. As she breathed a long stream of bluish smoke towards the entrance, a young couple approached. The girl hurried slightly ahead, one hand clasping the opening of her parka and the other finger-­combing her thick, red fringe. The boy followed, mouth and nose buried so deep in a tightly wound scarf that the lenses of his rimless glasses perched on its woollen edge instead of his cheeks.

			Donna made an enthusiastic attempt to wave away the smoke. ‘Sorry,’ she said, but the girl either didn’t hear or ignored her. She shouldered open the doors and the two of them disappeared inside.

			It was probably them. They looked nervous, as if they were running late – but they were awfully young. And that other woman, peering surreptitiously in the windows, bent in an anxious crouch, had finally gone in too – she might have been another of them. And yes, Donna was running late too. It was bad manners as their host, but for God’s sake, she was tired and was even starting to regret the whole, stupid thing.

			She stubbed out her cigarette and flipped her mobile phone screen to the front-­facing camera, picking at the ends of her dishevelled top knot, which now, she realised, resembled the fronds of a pineapple. She pulled the hairband out and attempted to tousle it into some sort of care-­free arrangement.

			There was nothing left to do but go inside. She had to: it seemed like all of her friends were making excuses lately, to either cancel plans or not makes plans at all. It was time to make new and better ones, or, honestly, she just might die of boredom.

			 

			Harry’s pint of Magners was chilled and sweet. The crisp flow of it over his tongue and down his throat delivered a spread of relief from his collarbones to his navel.

			Behind the jewel-­coloured bottles of spirits, in a smoked mirror on the wall, he could see a sepia image of himself, framed by blinking Christmas lights. And, from this distance, it revealed an arresting portrait. And if he turned his head just so, an attractive shadow was cast across his cheekbones. Since he’d lost his job, he had taken to wearing his hair a little long (why bother to have it cut?), and sometimes, if he gave his head a quick sideways shake, a lock of curling hair would tumble over his forehead. In those moments he would feel just like James Dean. Even if he wasn’t entirely sure what James Dean looked like or whether he’d seen one of his films, he was confident that it was a good thing – an excellent thing – to have hair just like him. The only thing wrong with his reflection now was the half-­filled pint glass (a tumbler of some iced amber liquid would have been better) and the fine-­boned hand that gripped its base. However striking his face might be, his hands, as slender as an adolescent’s, had always let him down. He took those hands now and buried them deep into the crooks of his elbows. He was thirty-­one years old, with hair like James Dean, so why did he feel as if he were a teenager about to grapple with a bunch of grown-­ups?

			The other dilemma was that he had not changed position for ten minutes and now wasn’t sure how to. He knew the table behind him (Reserved. Donna. 7 p.m.) was most likely occupied by two or three people by now, and it had become a matter of increasing importance to disguise that he’d been pre-­drinking at the bar alone. Best to try for some languid twist at the hips that would allow him to catch someone’s eye, raise both his eyebrows and say something like, ‘Oh, hi! You’re here!’ in an appropriate, easy-going tone.

			He wiped his fingers over his cold mouth and performed the twist, only he had raised his eyebrows too soon and immediately met the startled gaze of a dark-­haired, heavy-­browed woman seated alone at the table.

			‘Oh, hi!’ he said. He couldn’t seem to relax his eyebrows into their natural position, and the realisation of this seemed to cement them in place.

			‘Hi? Are you . . .?’ The woman pulled back her chin in suspicion. ‘I’m Bryony. Are you . . .?’

			‘Harry. I’m Harry. Sorry, I was . . .’ His face finally relaxed into a smile. ‘I mean, I didn’t realise anyone else was here.’

			Bryony didn’t smile. ‘Getyadrink?’ she said suddenly.

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Can I get you a drink?’

			‘Oh, I . . .’ A half-­moon of white froth was clinging to the bottom of his empty glass. He wondered when he’d finished it. ‘Please, let me.’

			‘No, it’s fine,’ Bryony said, already standing and rummaging in an oversized shoulder bag. ‘Sit down – what can I get you?’

			‘Oh. A cider, thanks.’ He hunched his shoulders, feeling small and childish as he sat in the chair opposite hers and waited to be brought his drink. He pulled at the front zip of his blue windbreaker to take it off, but then thought better of it in case dark spreads of moisture had formed under his armpits; he was sweating. He started to check for any offending smell, but then Bryony was striding back to the table, holding aloft a glass of white wine and a half pint of cider which she set down in front of him. A half pint – what sort of joke was this?

			‘Cheers,’ he said. ‘So.’

			‘So.’ She placed her glass on the table so heavily that it sent the surface of the wine rocking precariously close to the brim. Annoyance or tension creased her forehead. He wondered how old she was, and he almost asked her before remembering that you weren’t supposed to do that.

			‘You live nearby?’ he ventured instead.

			‘I’m down by Anerley station.’

			‘Anerley?’ he said, sounding more delighted than he had meant to. ‘Nice.’

			‘Is it? Wrong side of the track, some might say.’ Her humourless face dipped into her glass, giving Harry a view of the scattered, greying hairs down the length of her parting. The rest of it had been swept back into a ponytail as though she didn’t have time for such things. He took three long, cold swallows from his glass and saw afterwards that it was already half empty.

			‘How about you?’ Bryony asked.

			‘Oh, live round the corner, always have. Went to school here and everything. Good at pub quizzes, then? You can say no. I won’t tell anyone.’ He poised himself to take another drink but lowered the glass in time, before furiously licking his sweetened lips. Jesus, he better slow down, but the problem was there was nothing to do with his hands. ‘Pretty shit, myself,’ he said.

			‘Then why come?’

			‘Don’t know. A laugh, I suppose.’ And he was pleased that it sounded plausible, and less alarming than the truth: that since his ex-­girlfriend had left him, he wasn’t sure he could spend another night alone in his flat without slowly losing his mind. In fact, it might have already started to happen. Some days, when he woke up to silence, he didn’t know whether the glowing ‘6:00’ on his digital clock meant morning or evening.

			‘Didn’t really . . . well, didn’t do too well at school,’ he said. ‘Enough to get by. Didn’t get to university or anything like that.’

			The little crease between Bryony’s eyebrows fell away. ‘Oh. Neither did I. What sort of work do you do, Harry?’

			‘Well, I’m – I mean – I was an estate agent. Up on Westow Street. I’m sort of – what do they say? Between jobs right now. You?’

			‘Oh, I’m – I’m just a mum.’ She licked her bottom lip. ‘A stay-­at-­home mum.’

			‘Nice. How old are your kids?’

			‘Eleven and thirteen.’

			‘Crikey. Must’ve been a teenager when you had them.’

			‘Yes. Well. So do you want to stay in that line of work? The property business, I mean.’

			‘Haven’t really thought about it.’

			‘Well, you should find something you love doing. Otherwise what’s the point?’

			Harry knew the alcohol was working around his system now – how many pints had come before this one? Had it been two or was it possibly three? – because heat gathered behind his eyes and he swallowed a knot of gratitude.

			‘Well, I just need to pop to the – to the toilet,’ Bryony said, and she rose in an unsure, timid stiffness from her chair. He could only hope she didn’t think he was a complete loser.

		

	
		
			Chapter 2

			Question: Name the 1963 American epic war film starring Steve McQueen, James Garner and Richard Attenborough.

			Answer: The Great Escape

			In the dim, pine-­scented toilet of the Five Bells, Bryony filled the stained sink and brought handful after handful of cold water over her squinting face. Oh, this was horrible. Who was this drunk guy she’d been saddled with? Where were all the other people?

			She ripped three paper towels from the dispenser and held them over her dripping face, and when she brought them away to see her flushed reflection in the mirror, her wet hair clinging to her forehead like cobwebs, she knew it was time to get on with it. She pulled the plug from the sink and crouched under the weak stream of hot air from the hand dryer.

			She stood up, blew her nose and raked her frizzing hair back into its ponytail. It was time to face him again, except . . . what was this? Something small and stiff passed between her fingers at the back of her neck. She had left the shop tag attached to the label of her cardigan. She snapped it off and punished her reflection with a look of withering contempt.

			Shouldering open the door, back into the sharp, bright noises of the pub, she saw two others were now at their table: a red-­haired girl with a youthful, round face and a pale, soft-­looking boy, who was gripping a pint and looking over his shoulder. His head tilted upwards, causing his glasses to flash fearfully in the ceiling lights.

			With an apologetic duck of her head, Bryony took her place at the table.

			‘Hi, sorry. Hi, I’m Bryony.’

			‘Hi!’ The girl waved timidly with both hands. Her dark lipstick accentuated a smile that was distorted by nerves. ‘I’m Jaime, and this is Luke . . .’ She hesitated. ‘My boyfriend.’ Appearing uncertain of what to do with her still-­waggling hands, she laced her fingers into a tight, anxious package and let them fall into her lap.

			Luke gave Bryony a look of such regret that she wondered if he could possibly know about the shop tag on her cardigan.

			Harry blinked up at her, apparently surprised to see she had returned. ‘Bryony, this is Jaime and Liam,’ he said, leaning back in his chair, holding a fresh pint glass tenderly to his chest. ‘They’re from Cumbria – originally, I mean,’ he said, and – did he just wink?

			‘Cumbria? That’s certainly very . . . well, very far. But it was Luke, I thought?’

			Luke’s face stiffened like a small, startled animal. ‘Yes, that’s right.’

			Harry buried his mouth in the frothy brim of his glass and mumbled something that might have been, ‘Oh, sorry, sorry.’

			‘I’ve been so nervous today,’ said Jaime, spinning one of the many rings on her fingers. ‘Has anyone else been nervous? It feels like . . . well, it feels like a first . . . date.’ She immediately seemed to regret using the word ‘date’. Her chin dropped and her heavy fringe hid her eyes.

			‘Oh, absolutely,’ Bryony assured her. ‘I was just going to say that exact same thing.’ She might have added that she’d never been on a first date – not a real one – but it was probably too soon to start saying personal things like that.

			And as she started to wonder when you did start saying things like that, and whether it would be obvious, Donna entered the pub – the girl in the fleece-­lined suede coat who had stood smoking outside. It might have seemed implausible to the others that Bryony could have known this was Donna (her profile picture online had been of the back of her slender torso as she sauntered down some gritty, residential street), but she knew, absolutely, that it was. And she was right.

			With the sharp clips of her heeled boots echoing above the babble of the pub, Donna strode directly to them and sat down at the head of the table, flanked by Jaime and Luke, as if she had only dashed quickly to the toilets and back.

			‘Hi. Sorry I’m late.’

			There was a flurry of talk as she shrugged off her coat, artfully organised the drooping shoulders of her white knitted sweater and arranged and rearranged her golden wheat-­coloured hair.

			‘. . . such a good table . . .’

			‘. . . Can I get you a drink?’

			‘. . . Always book this table, it’s closest to the— Oh, yes, thanks, I’ll have a gin and tonic . . .’

			‘. . . So nice to meet you, thanks for . . .’

			‘. . . Honestly, I just lost track of . . .’

			She couldn’t have been older than twenty-­eight or twenty-­nine, with narrow shoulders and a notably small, fine-­jawed head. But with each dramatic laugh, at jokes that weren’t particularly funny – a laugh that displayed the slight crookedness of her bottom teeth – she commanded the table with an intoxicating overfamiliarity. She touched Harry’s forearm with her fingertips as he offered to get her a drink, and then admired a silver charm bracelet around Jaime’s wrist with more volume and enthusiasm than necessary (‘Beautiful. Beautiful!’). Bryony wasn’t at all sure that she liked Donna, but at the same time didn’t know exactly what it was she disliked.

			Luke, silent and unsmiling on Donna’s right, had reared back in his seat, so Bryony leaned forward to catch his eye.

			Then Donna spoke loudly to Jaime. ‘Gosh, you’re very young, aren’t you? What’re you – twenty-­two?’

			Jaime’s eyes flicked between Donna and Bryony, as though searching for the right answer. ‘I’m twenty-­four.’

			‘Christ, I’m twenty-­nine. You’re practically a child. And you must be Bryony,’ Donna said. ‘Can I just say . . . and, alright, it might sound silly, but I knew – I knew – from the moment you emailed me you were going to be one of the most intelligent people here.’

			Bryony became conscious of Jaime, that she had begun to nervously pull on one earlobe, perhaps wondering if there was something about her own email that made her seem notably stupid.

			‘Oh,’ Bryony said. ‘I can’t even remember what I wrote. But that’s – you know – nice of you to say.’

			‘I knew you’d say that. You’re too modest,’ Donna said. Harry placed a tall, fizzing drink with a bobbing lime in front of her. ‘Oh, thanks, love. I’ll get the next one – you just say the word.’

			‘I suppose everyone has intelligence in one form or another, though, don’t you think?’ Bryony said, adding a smile to convey her lightheartedness.

			Donna’s eyes flashed to one side, their whites a little bloodshot. ‘What a nice thing to think of people. Oh, look.’ She leaned forwards, resting her chin on her knuckles. ‘That’s Jude. Here we go.’

			 

			Jaime tightened her hands on the table’s edge. A broad-­muscled bartender with a complexion of dark freckles made his way from table to table, handing out sheets of paper and calling for attention. She hadn’t taken off her coat. They hadn’t even picked a team name – wasn’t that something you were supposed to do?

			There were nervous silences for the first two questions of the first round (Capital Cities) – what if they got them wrong? But then Bryony answered without hesitation for the next three questions in a row, and their laughter and insistent whispering took on the tone of true camaraderie.

			‘What is the capital of Belarus?’

			‘Minsk,’ she whispered, scribbling with the tip of her tongue held against her top incisors.

			‘. . . Morocco?’

			‘Rabat, I think. Yes, I’m sure of it.’

			‘. . . Croatia?’

			‘Zagreb.’

			They chose a team name – the Red Hot Quizzy Peppers – which was probably not as funny as their fits of self-­conscious laughter suggested it was, but the room was warm and alive with the buoyant sounds of easy-­going, like-­minded talk. Their drinks were full, and, from a distance, they could easily have resembled real friends.

			Round two (Sport) caused such a scurry of talkative indeci­sion that Jaime found she could hardly keep up.

			‘In Formula One, who retired from racing after being dropped by Jordan following the 1999 season?’

			‘Trust me. Damon Hill. I absolutely guarantee . . .’

			‘Who hosted the 1992 summer Olympic games?’

			‘. . . No, wait. Wasn’t it Barcelona . . .?’

			‘What sport is Eddy Merckx known for?’

			‘. . . No, no, that’s the cyclist who . . .’

			‘In what match did Diego Maradona’s “Hand of God” incident take place?’

			‘. . . Well, what year was that, then?’

			Jaime nudged Luke’s knee at two other motorsports questions he surely should have known, but he shrugged and sipped at his beer. She guessed he didn’t feel like answering.

			The microphone cut out in round four (Anagrams), causing a flurry of quiet giggles, and then when Harry unwittingly shouted the answer to question ten across the room – ‘Yosemite!’ – Jaime laid her forehead on the table, shaking with laughter so intense it almost upset Luke’s bottle of Estrella. And by round five (Pop Culture), they had even acquired enough knowledge of each other’s expertise that they could confidently slide the answer sheet to the person who would, no doubt, have the answer.

			‘In what movie did Irving Berlin’s song “White Christmas” make its debut?’

			‘Bryony – you love old films, don’t you?’

			‘What is Batman’s real name?’

			‘. . . Oh, whatshisname? Harry, go on – you’ll know this.’

			‘Which artist creates iconic balloon dogs constructed of stainless steel?’

			‘Jaime! Here, pass it quick.’

			Everything looked to be pointing towards a successful evening, but then, as round six (American Presidents) came to an end and a ten-­minute break was announced, Luke rose from his seat.

			‘Get some air,’ he said, and weaved through the clamour of people flocking to the bar until he was gone. Jaime considered the possibility that this really wasn’t his ‘thing’, but then what was? Was scrolling through Twitter his thing? Was watching hours of old Formula One footage his thing? Was driving his girlfriend to want to claw her face in desperation his bloody thing?

			‘Drinks?’ Donna enquired. ‘Harry, I’m getting you some water; you look awful. Do you want some chips? I’m getting you some chips.’

			Harry’s eyes had taken on an unfocused glaze, his pint glass empty once again. He put a fist to his lips as he swallowed what might have been a hiccup or burp, and Donna and Bryony smiled down on him with affection. Harry was someone who had undoubtedly sailed through life, burping or hiccupping or whatever else he was doing, on the merits of his beautiful face – his long, straight nose, his white teeth and his luxuriantly thick, curled hair.

			Then, when Donna wandered away to the bar, a stiff silence fell over the table. Harry kneaded his eyes with his thumbs and stared drowsily off into the distance.

			Bryony gave Jaime a conspiratorial smirk and said, ‘Is Luke alright?’

			‘Oh, I suppose so. It’s sort of stuffy in here.’

			‘So, you said you worked in an art shop?’

			Jaime blushed with pleasure. ‘Yes. In Norwood. But it’s just a print shop – PrintPro? Not that we print anything. You know those god-­awful photo canvases of shells or roses people put up in their houses when they don’t have any actual art to put up? That kind of thing.’

			Too late, she realised that those god-­awful shell or rose canvases might be exactly the kind of thing Bryony put up on her own walls, but Bryony apparently either didn’t, or had too much grace, or maybe shame, to say so.

			‘Did you study art?’ Bryony asked.

			Jaime nodded. ‘At uni in Cumbria. But I’m just . . . well, I’m just on the till.’

			Donna arrived back at the table, clutching four over-­spilling glasses, and, after a round of thanks, she launched into an explanation of how tonight had come about. She’d stayed up until three a.m. the night of posting the pub quiz advert, she said, having watched a string of late-­night gameshows.

			‘And I thought, well, wouldn’t it be fun to create the most formidable team? Who are all those gormless, middle-­aged people who go on those shows anyway? But look, I did start to worry – what if I’d only managed to round up a bunch of dim-­witted – well, anyway, I’ve done this quiz with some friends before, but they all just lost interest.’ And now she was repeating the compulsive action of pulling strands of her hair from root to end. ‘Everyone’s so flakey these days, don’t you think? Everyone just comes up with excuses, but whatever.’ She took a long sip from her draught Amstel. ‘Oh look, Harry, here’re your chips . . .’

			In the warm sounds of friendliness – exchanges of history, fetching each other drinks and snacks – Jaime’s tight spine began to relax. Everyone was so nice. And why couldn’t Luke be that way? It may be shyness or awkwardness, but it came across as plain rude, and it had plagued him since they were seventeen. She could remember all the way back to Keswick Academy, most often in the over-­crowded, greasy kitchens of sixth-­form house parties, how a few short seconds after starting to say whatever it was he was saying, he would rub one clenched fist with his other palm and his chin would drop to his chest, defeated. Those around him would be left blinking stupidly in the dimmed overhead lights, wondering if they’d missed whatever had gone so wrong. But then six or more over-­confident voices would begin talking all at once, and Luke would be forgotten. Back then, Jaime may have taken his clammy fingers to squeeze in her hand, but over time she had begun to hide her mouth with a cupful of whatever she was drinking and suck on her teeth until it was over. Why was it that other, stronger, better people could say what they mean and mean what they say?

			Now Luke had exchanged fear of socialising with an indifference to it, and if she wasn’t careful, that would poison them both. And where was he, anyway?

			‘Scuse me a minute,’ she said.

			Outside, she found him concealed between two of the flower-­filled window boxes, sipping at his beer. The wind had picked up, with a light rain beginning to spatter the pavement. The sweet smell of earth and decaying leaves rose from the flowers.

			Jaime clutched her arms around her stomach. ‘Luke, it’s raining. Come on.’

			He blinked at her behind his rain-­speckled glasses.

			‘Come on,’ she said again.

			He stepped out from between the window boxes as a gust of chilling wind sent the heads of the pansies straining sideways, exposing their pale-­yellow undersides. ‘Do you mind if I head off?’ he said. ‘I’m really tired.’

			‘Oh, don’t start with this again. And you know what, Luke? It’s rude. You taking off without even – what time is it, anyway?’ She inspected her watch. ‘It’s barely nine. What am I supposed to tell these people?’

			‘You don’t have to “tell” them anything. I’m not feeling well, is all it is.’

			‘So which one is it? Are you tired or are you not feeling well?’

			‘I don’t feel well because I’m tired.’

			‘I knew you’d do this to me. You’re a selfish, ridiculous—’

			And now there was no stopping them. He was selfish. He was ridiculous. He’d keep them alone and friendless for ever if he had his way. And she was overreacting, Luke hissed. She needed to calm down. And she’d better not start crying out here in the street, as if this whole business wasn’t embarrassing enough. The argument was the worst they’d had in months. It had them snarling, desperately gesturing into the rain, and it pulled their faces into distorted shapes of resentment. At one point, as Luke tried to walk away, it led them to the front of a darkened tattoo parlour, where an embracing couple saw them and hurried away, sending them startled backward glances.

			‘I had friends in Keswick,’ Luke was saying. ‘What do I want to come down here for and spend time with a bunch of pretentious—’

			‘Oh, your friends? Your friends in Keswick? Your friends who smoked weed in Stratten’s garage every night and—’

			‘Oh, for the love of— Are you going to hold that against everyone for the rest of their lives?’

			‘And what are they doing now? What’s Stratten doing? What’s Mikey and Robbie and Phil doing?’

			‘I wouldn’t know, Jaime. Because I’m down here being swallowed by—’

			‘Oh, “swallowed”. Give me a break.’

			‘Yes, swallowed. Swallowed by this place and swallowed by you.’ He jabbed a pointed finger at her chest and his hand trembled when he pulled it back. He spun on his heel, his hands deep in his pockets, and took off towards the corner of Gipsy Hill.

			Jaime stood breathing hard outside a brightly lit fried chicken shop, in the hot smell of wafting grease. The dancing, chirping sounds of the opening bars of ‘Let It Snow’ came floating from a nearby car window. Most of their arguments could be traced back to beginnings or endings like this – outside night-­time venues, drink-­fuelled, under the bewildered stares of happier people.

			The rain had stopped, but she was soaked; her hair and clothes clung to her skin. Her collarbones stung in the cold, after she’d clawed them in the urgency to demonstrate to Luke the acute pain he was causing her.

			Back at the entrance to the Five Bells, Bryony peered round the entrance doors, her dark eyebrows knitted together with concern.

			‘Jaime? Are you alright?’

			‘I’m sorry. How embarrassing.’ Jaime wiped at the edges of her inflamed eyes with the heel of her hand. It came away streaked with black eyeliner.

			Bryony reached out hesitantly to touch Jaime’s elbow. ‘Is everything OK?’

			‘Yes. No. Luke just left. We had an . . . argument.’

			‘Oh. I’m sorry. Do you want me to – do you want a glass of water or anything?’

			‘I’m fine. I suppose I need to go now. I’ll get my things.’

			‘Let me go with you. We can walk up the hill.’

			The pub was so warm that all her blood rushed into her throbbing fingers. At their table, Donna and Harry were turned towards each other with their knees touching.

			‘And the stupid thing is,’ Donna was saying, ‘I started this job a whole six months before she did— Oh, Jaime. Are you alright?’ Her arm was propped up on the back of her seat, allowing her head to lull attractively into her hand. ‘Jude’s just about to announce the winner.’

			Jaime swallowed the remainder of her watery Jack Daniel’s and Coke. ‘Luke isn’t feeling well. I need to be off.’

			‘Oh. Poor guy,’ Donna said with her small mouth forming a concerned pout.

			‘Hope he feels – you know – better,’ said Harry.

			As Jaime threaded her arms through the sleeves of her parka and folded Luke’s jacket and scarf over her arm, Jude called for attention. He ran through the rankings, adding glib jokes between the poor performers and the better ones. The Red Hot Quizzy Peppers had middled somewhere forgettable – had it been sixth or seventh place?

			‘Pfft,’ Harry exhaled. ‘Reckon they googled everything anyway,’ he said, referring to the team who had won by a clear seven points. He used his index finger to mop up a sprinkle of salt from the bowl in front of him.

			‘Now, listen,’ Jude continued, raising his voice. ‘Pretty exciting news – pretty exciting indeed – the Five Bells will be the host for this year’s London Pub Quiz League’s annual tournament . . .’

			As a chorus of ‘oohs’ rose up across the room, Harry leaned onto the table. ‘What the hell is that?’

			Donna held up a finger. ‘Shh.’

			‘Next Thursday we’ll begin with the preliminary phase for the South London division. The first matches will run until the middle of January. The quarter-­final, semi and final will take place next spring and summer. The winning team will take home – are you listening? Ten thousand pounds.’

			Jaime winced as shrieking whoops and hollers rebounded around the pub walls. A laughing, sceptical voice heckled Jude from somewhere in the room: ‘You having us on, mate?’

			Jude flipped through a stack of glossy paper in his hands. ‘Flyers on the bar here – rules are on the website. Ten quid entry fee per team member. Hope to see some of you next week.’

			Donna whipped round to them, her eyes bright and her face alive with frantic movement. ‘Oh my God. We have to enter. I mean, don’t we?’

			Bryony gave an uncertain, tittering laugh as she buttoned up her coat. ‘I don’t know, it sounds sort of serious, don’t you think? Isn’t this just meant to be a bit of fun?’

			‘Ten thousand quid.’ Harry gave a low whistle.

			‘I’ll pay the entry fee for us,’ said Donna. ‘No problem.’

			‘You can’t do that,’ Bryony said. ‘I mean – thank you, but that’s too much.’

			‘Why don’t we let that be my business?’ Donna said. ‘Besides, I started this whole thing. I’m responsible.’

			And as the argument wore on – what sort of time commitment could they expect? Would they embarrass themselves? – Jaime lowered herself into her seat and allowed the others to decide for her. It hardly seemed to matter; the whole night was ruined.

			‘I think we should all – you know – make sure we’re happy to be involved first,’ Bryony said. ‘Jaime should probably speak to Luke and then we can—’

			‘Oh.’ Donna waved a hand dismissively. ‘I’m sure he will.’

			‘I suppose,’ Bryony said, ‘it’s nice to have some sort of goal, isn’t it? A motivator?’ With her coat buttoned up to her chin, her cheeks pink with pleasure, she resembled a tirelessly plucky schoolteacher.

			It was agreed – the Red Hot Quizzy Peppers would enter the tournament. Jaime and Bryony said their goodbyes to Donna and Harry, clumsily kissed their cheeks, squeezed their shoulders and made promises to see them again next week. ‘We’ll start a thingy,’ Donna said. ‘A group chat.’ And they left Donna and Harry speaking too loudly into each other’s laughing faces.

			Looking ahead onto the wet, shining slabs of pavement as they walked to the crest of Gipsy Hill, she found herself telling Bryony about the argument with Luke. There was no need to tell her how Luke felt ‘swallowed’, but she tried to paint an unbiased picture of the matter at hand.

			‘. . . And that’s essentially the problem,’ she was saying. They stopped at the corner of Gipsy Hill and Westow Hill, outside a pink-­fronted hairdressers, where a light-­speckled view of central London and the illuminated tip of the Shard glittered in the distance. The 432 bus to Brixton clattered past and they stepped back from the kerb as the wheels sent a brown puddle showering over the pavement.

			‘We left Keswick to make a go of it here. London’s always been it for me, you know? I knew I’d meet all the right people and start doing all the best things. And Luke wanted to come – really, he did – but now we’ve been here for two years, stuck in that awful flat and we still know absolutely no one. That’s why I thought this pub quiz thing would . . . I thought if I . . . oh, I’m being silly. You’ve got to be getting home.’

			‘Well, do you think Luke will be up for this whole thing? The tournament, I mean. Perhaps he’d enjoy it.’

			‘Oh, I suppose. I don’t know.’

			‘Listen, what time is your lunch break at the shop? Why don’t we meet for a coffee tomorrow? I don’t have many – you know – many friends either.’

		

	
		
			Chapter 3

			Question: What branch of science involves the study of the composition, structure and properties of matter?

			Answer: Chemistry

			‘Well, Bryony was alright, I suppose. A little up herself though, didn’t you think? And Jaime was sweet, but she didn’t answer more than two or three questions the entire evening. And what was with her funny little boyfriend? He hardly said a word and then he just upped and left. What was his name again?’

			In the stale bedroom of Harry’s flat, a cramped Victorian conversion with a tight galley kitchen and high living-­room windows that faced the leafy south-­east boundary of Crystal Palace Park, Donna sat upright in his rumpled bed and talked and talked.

			‘Luke, I think,’ said Harry, remembering calling him something else and having Bryony correct him.

			At some point, Jaime and Luke had left, although he didn’t remember when or why – and had that come before or after the chips someone had bought him? Jaime had been nice enough, but with a tendency to duck away from eye contact and hide her timorous face behind the bright fall of her hair. And he scarcely remembered Luke’s face at all, only a silent, bored presence sitting in one of the chairs. Bryony had been more memorable – an unsmiling, aloof woman who had softened eventually, in the revelation of scoring a string of correct answers in the first round.

			Thankfully the ending memories of the night appeared to be intact. There hadn’t been a need to smile amiably into Donna’s pale morning face while he tried to remember the exact events that had led them there.

			Their knees had been touching beneath the pub table and, before he knew it, Donna’s head had been falling onto his shoulder as she’d laughed at something he’d said, her sweet-­smelling hair splayed over his nose and mouth. She was one of those cool, beautiful girls who laughed easily and generously, that you usually only caught glimpses of across the room at a party or bar, surrounded by a swollen-­chested gaggle of competing men. You could never normally get near them.

			But ‘I mean it,’ she’d told him. ‘You’re one of the funniest people I’ve ever met.’

			And wasn’t that one of the nicest things he had ever heard? And could burying his nose in that hair, maybe even into her neck, bring about some relief from being dumped? So when the bell for last orders had rung, the obvious move had been to ask her to come back to his flat for another drink. She’d lowered her eyes and said, ‘OK, sure.’

			Harry had considered leading her back through the moonlit park (it might be romantic). But it wasn’t moonlit, as the rainclouds had gathered, and he wasn’t entirely sure ‘romantic’ was what he should be going for. There was also every possibility it might come across as creepy. Instead, they had walked the perimeter of the park, down the sobering stretch of Anerley Hill, braced against the cold wind. And when they had stopped outside the brightly lit Tesco Express, where Donna suggested buying more alcohol, Harry recalled being struck with fear that if he had any more to drink then he wouldn’t be able to perform.

			He’d had a vivid mental image of them stumbling backwards through his front door while kissing, of urgently stripping each other of their clothes. But that hadn’t happened. They had walked quietly and awkwardly up the stairs and sat on his bed in their coats, with Harry wondering how exactly you went about the business of transitioning from cold, tired drunkenness to delirious passion.

			They had got there eventually. When Donna had started talking about work again, Harry had made a clumsy lunge for her constantly moving mouth, more out of boredom than lust. Then they were underneath the covers and Donna was gloriously on top of him, making small moans of desire and breathing so heavily that he felt as if he must be the most attentive lover in the world. But at the peak of that feeling, when he had risen over her with the intent to have her crying out in his arms, it had all fallen to pieces: he had lasted for fifteen gratifying seconds before he came (and he was reasonably sure that she hadn’t); then it was over.

			‘That was nice,’ she had said politely, once Harry had rolled off her. And he knew that ‘nice’ was the most unlikely thing a girl would say if it actually had been. It would have been better if she’d said nothing at all.

			Now, in the gauzy morning light of his bedroom, he became aware of Donna talking again. He needed a glass of water.

			‘Oh God, and the Yosemite thing,’ she was saying, holding her hands to either side of her face. She started laughing so hard that her words came out in pieces. ‘And you were so proud of – oh God, ha! – so proud of knowing it.’ Her laughter died away. ‘Oh, that was funny. And when the microphone kept cutting out. Poor Jude.’

			‘Who’s Jude?’

			‘The bartender – the quiz host. Honestly, he’s such a flirt.’

			‘How many times you been to that thing anyway?’

			‘The quiz? Oh, I don’t know. Couple of times. The people I was going with – some friends – they just sort of got bored of it.’

			‘You done this league thing before? The tournament?’

			‘No. It sounds like fun though, doesn’t it?’

			‘Oh, I’ll be useless.’ He then chanced wearing the joke too thin – ‘“Yosemite!”’ – but it still won an earnest little laugh out of her.

			Harry wondered what they were supposed to do now. It was Friday. It was eight-­thirty a.m. Surely Donna had a job to get to, but she wasn’t making any move to leave. She appeared completely at ease, nestled in his yellowing pillows against the headboard. Maybe he could take her for lunch or – no, wait, he didn’t have any money. He could make her a cheese toasty with a dollop of pesto to make her think he was cultivated – but how long had that pesto jar been in the fridge? He knew one thing: there was no possibility of them having sex again. Not this morning. He didn’t trust that he could. Best to test the waters first, before committing to toasties.

			‘Do you want a cup of tea or something?’

			‘OK. But look, I should be getting to work soon.’

			And from the way Donna flicked her hair from behind her ear so it fell to shield the side of her face, and the way her mouth drew to the side in a clamped little bud of withdrawal, he knew there would be no impromptu day of lazy toasties, a walk around the park and of talking so much and so freely that they might discover they were made for each other.

			‘Oh. Right. OK. I’ll be right back. Why don’t we go into the, uh . . . to the living room. What time do you start work?’

			‘Oh, no special time.’

			At some point during the night, Harry had had the foresight to put his boxers back on, so he was at least spared the humiliation of hobbling naked around the bedroom in search of them.

			In the living room, he nudged the mouse of his desktop Dell to wake the screen. He clicked through to his email, hoping one of the job applications from earlier in the week might have come through, but none had. Once in the kitchen, filling the kettle with water and searching for a clean teaspoon, he heard Donna move into the living room; she was wearing his T-­shirt.

			‘Who’s this?’ she asked.

			‘Who?’

			‘The girl on your screensaver.’ And if she was asking out of jealousy, he wouldn’t have known. Her voice sounded wholly unconcerned.

			‘Oh. That’s my ex. Vivienne.’

			‘Recent?’

			‘Few months ago.’

			‘She’s very pretty.’

			‘She was. She is. Now she’s with a guy I used to work with at Kingsley – the estate agent up on the corner?’

			‘Oh. Shame.’

			‘That was after I got made redundant though, thank God.’

			‘Why’d you break up?’

			Harry scratched the back of his scalp. Vivienne had been clever and independent and full of bright laughter – and oh, God, had she been beautiful. And now she was living in Streatham, spending her nights in the toothy-­grinned company of Ashton Taylor-­Phipps and his cheap pinstripe suits. Not only was he the newly promoted Assistant Manager of Kingsley & Co. (Harry had checked his LinkedIn), the guy even had these huge, tanned, large-­veined hands. It was enough to make him sick. Still, it was nice to say Vivienne’s name again. The few friends he’d retained since losing his job had quickly grown bored of listening. They all had girlfriends, wives and even squirming, pink newborns of their own; no one had time to nurse a freshly dumped man through a second adolescence.

			‘Oh, I don’t know,’ he said. ‘I wasn’t adventurous enough, I guess. She wanted to go live abroad and – you know – she wanted to go do something like that.’

			‘And you didn’t want to?’

			‘Didn’t see the point.’

			‘And did she go? With the guy from Kingsley?’

			‘No. He’s still working there. Same as I was. So maybe it was just me after all.’

			‘Oh, don’t be so self-­pitying, Harry.’

			‘No, but what you have to understand about Vivienne is that she’s – well, she’s just about the most extraordinary girl you’d ever meet. Don’t know if I’ve ever met anyone as clever. She was interested in politics and international . . . well, you know – all that stuff. Would’ve done great at the pub quiz. And she was funny. She’d come up with these terrific one-­liners out of nowhere. And, wow, could she turn heads. You’d walk into a room and – pow! There she was. Even remember what she was wearing the first time I . . .’ He became aware that he had only heard the sound of his own voice in a long time. He cleared his throat. Well, he’d killed it now. What girl wanted to go out with someone who talked so endlessly of his ex that he forgot for how long he’d been talking?

			Bringing two mugs of tea into the living room, he found Donna standing in front of the computer screen with her arms folded, studying Vivienne’s smiling image, as if deliberating whether she was worth all that trouble.

			‘Ran out of milk,’ he said.

			‘Oh no, that’s fine, love. Thanks.’ And after one delicate sip, she set the mug down and started to wander around the living room, touching the tips of her fingers to things she presumably found of interest: a hanging acoustic guitar that was gathering dust, a stack of used scratch cards, a hanging print of an abstract figure in blue.

			‘You like Matisse?’ she said.

			‘Who? Oh, that? Not particularly. My mum got it for me.’

			Her eyes lost focus. ‘That’s nice. You close to your mum?’

			‘Oh yeah. See her every week.’

			‘Well. She’s got good taste.’

			‘Don’t think she knows what it is, to be honest. Picked it up from the charity shop or something. She said I was living too – you know – that the place was too grim or something.’

			‘Hm. Well. Mums worry, don’t they?’

			‘What sort of work do you do, anyway? You said something last night about “campaigning”? Like, political?’

			‘Oh no. I run marketing campaigns, for an agency. And before you ask if it’s my passion or anything – it’s not. What I really want to do is . . . well, the thing is I’m not sure. I tried out fashion design at uni, but it was all just . . . well, frivolousness, I guess. Nothing meant anything, you know? So I tried to switch to law. It’s so amazing to do something that makes a difference, isn’t it? A real difference, I mean. But my A Levels were a bit of a mess because I— Well, anyway, I didn’t get on to that course. And then all I could do was apply through Clearing and ended up on some stupid little Communications degree.’

			‘Oh. Well, it sounds – you know – fun.’

			‘It can be. The people are a bit of a bore, though.’ She shrugged.

			‘You live nearby?’

			‘Maberley Road. With a flatmate.’

			‘That’s nice. You friends?’

			‘Not really. I guess it’s time I got going. Can I use your shower?’

			‘Oh, sure. Through there. Let me – wait, let me get you a towel.’

			Donna was in and out of the shower within ten minutes and didn’t even finish her tea. Then, at the open door with her suede coat slung over her arm, she tilted her head to him. It took a moment to figure out what was different about her face – she’d scrubbed off all her makeup.

			‘I’ll see you next week, then? For the Quiz League? I’ll enter us this evening.’

			‘Sure, yeah. But just so you know, I’m not very . . . clever or anything.’

			‘Oh, don’t worry about that. And listen, Harry, I don’t want a boyfriend. Do you know what I mean?’

			‘Me neither. A girlfriend, I mean.’

			‘There’s nothing to worry about, then.’

			‘I guess not.’

			And then she was gone.

			 

			For the remainder of the morning, Harry sat in his day-­old boxers and an egg-­stained dressing gown. He might’ve scoured the job advertisements, but he knew that nothing came up on a Friday. And while it kept occurring to him that he ought to clean the flat (the kitchen was coated in breadcrumbs and the bathroom sink with shaved hairs and splatters of dried toothpaste), the effort seemed wasted; no one ever saw the place.

			Except that wasn’t true: Donna had now seen the place. And it wasn’t that she hadn’t been nice – though ‘nice’ was the wrong word; ‘fun’, perhaps – it was that listening to the sound of her voice and noticing the shape of her smile had brought about a fresh sense of loss for Vivienne. He’d hoped that answering Donna’s advert may have led him into the flirting company of a girl, but instead he’d found himself wondering if Donna’s hair had smelled as good as Vivienne’s, or if her waist had fitted as neatly in the grasp of his hands. Or was he only thinking that now because she clearly wasn’t interested? Who knew.

			As the day drew on, he even became less concerned about the quality of the sex. Of course it hadn’t been up to standard, of course he had been left with a heavy sense of failure. After all, how could sex be anything more than adequate if it wasn’t with Vivienne? And by four o’clock, as the setting sun closed in and lengthened the shadows the furniture cast on the floor, he even became convinced that he had subconsciously sabotaged its climax, just to get the whole thing over and done with.

			The memory of the dying throes of his and Vivienne’s eleven-­year relationship had not faded in the last four months. There had been the desperate, hand-­wringing night where Vivienne sat him down to tell him she’d packed several bags and made arrangements to ‘stay with a friend’, where he’d followed her from room to room, begging her to ‘Please just think about this, Viv’. But it was clear to him now, even if it hadn’t been at the time, that the relationship’s true end had occurred several weeks before that.

			She had arrived home from work with pink cheeks and a wide, white smile. She had still been clutching her Oyster card, perhaps too distracted to have put it away when she got out of the train station.

			‘You won’t believe it,’ she’d said in a breathless rush. ‘You absolutely won’t believe it.’ She must’ve hurried the whole way through the park to get home.

			‘Believe what?’ he’d said. He had been sitting on the sofa with the television’s volume too loud, doing something that immediately put him in a weak position, like cutting his toenails or inspecting the hardened skin on the balls of his feet. And he had vague regrets that if he’d been doing something more sophisticated (reading a novel, maybe sipping a glass of red wine), then the whole thing might never have happened. It put him squarely in the role of the uninspired, tiresome boyfriend, and why would anyone put up with that for longer than necessary?

			‘Now don’t freak out,’ she’d said, but he’d started to.

			‘For God’s sake, what is it?’

			She’d lowered her eyes, fingering the tattered edges of her Oyster-­card wallet. ‘I’ve been offered a transfer to New York. To head up the logistics team. We could . . .’

			His expression alone, the straight set of his mouth and the way his gaze had drifted away, caused all the colour to leave Vivienne’s cheeks and her smile to fall away.

			He might’ve said anything then, anything at all to win her over, but he hadn’t. Though now he’d imagined many revisions of the conversation in his head, he doubted if he could have said anything to repair it.

			Instead, he’d asked her if she’d applied for this thing without even telling him. And her long, tired blink, before she’d turned her back on him and stalked into the kitchen to wrench open cupboard doors only to smack them shut again – well, it had told him everything.

			Didn’t his own life here mean anything? he’d demanded of her. How could he leave his mum? And how could she have applied without talking to him?

			She had momentarily stopped smashing around the kitchen, making small mumbles about his ‘bloody mother’, to fix him with a look of such devastating contempt that he feared he’d never forget it.

			‘Oh, Harry,’ she’d said. ‘Don’t you know? It’s because you never would have let me.’

			She had turned down the New York job in a half-hearted effort to ‘make things work’, but it was clear, from then on, that things might never work again. She would chew her breakfast in resentful silence, her talk over dinner was small and restrictively polite (‘Fine, thank you, and how was your day?’), and she rolled away from him in bed. A month later she was gone. She’d made quick, thorough work of cleansing her presence from the flat – her tailored work dresses from the wardrobe, the winter coats stored in boxes under the bed, her toothpaste. Even the scattered piles of black hairpins had gone from the bathroom cabinet. Her pillow lost the vanilla scent of her hair. He’d started sleeping in, arriving at work late, grey-­skinned, and shouldering past his colleagues when they said ‘hello’ or before they’d said anything at all. Then feigning sick days with vague flu-­like symptoms that lasted anywhere from a day to two weeks, so he could lie undisturbed with sour-­breath in his unwashed sheets. It had come as no surprise when he’d lost his job at Kingsley. ‘Downsizing,’ the regional manager had claimed, mumbling under his twitching moustache, among other things of which Harry had only fleeting memories: ‘. . . significant loss of revenue . . . Brexit . . . generous redundancy package . . . sure you understand’. But Harry knew – surely everyone knew – he’d done this to himself.

			And Ashton, the wanker – the way he’d clapped Harry on the shoulder when he’d wandered into the kitchenette to retrieve his heavily stained mug, with its bright slogan I Came, I Saw, I Sold!

			‘Mate,’ Ashton had said. ‘Mate. It’s a hard business, you know.’

			And if it had been necessary to stand there listening to Ashton’s condescension, he only wished he could have been spared the indignity of the bright strip lighting that must have illuminated him so vulnerably, the consolatory glances of others as they came into the kitchenette, and holding that bloody mug in his weak, slender hands.

			On his shoulder, the weight of Ashton’s own hand had felt like it could crush his collarbone. And if Harry spent too long imagining that hand resting on Vivienne’s thigh, tangled in her hair . . . Jesus . . . he didn’t think he could make it through the day.

			He went to the kitchen now to search through the drawer of takeaway menus. But by seven-­thirty, his visions of Vivienne engulfed the whole flat, and he could not stop recalling her disappointed voice (‘Oh, Harry. Don’t you know?’). He plucked a cold can of Kopparberg from the rattling fridge and stood at the black-­paned window in his kitchen, tossing his phone in his other hand. He could call his mum, check up on that leaking kitchen tap he’d sorted for her last weekend, but it was a weak reason to call, and she might only worry why he was home by himself on a Friday night. So instead he called his old mate Wes from school, if only to wait for the impulse to dial Vivienne’s number to subside.

			‘Oh, Harry, hi.’ Wes’s voice was thin with fatigue. ‘Sorry, just getting stuck into bedtime.’

			‘Bit early, mate.’

			‘Ha! No, no – Ruby. Ruby’s bedtime.’

			‘Oh, course. Yeah, sorry. What is she now – six months?’

			‘Almost one, mate.’

			‘Christ.’

			‘Yeah.’ Wes sounded hesitant, perhaps contemplating whether if he said nothing else then Harry would hang up the phone and go away.

			‘Caught up with anyone lately?’ Harry said. ‘Matty, Nathan? Anyone like that?’

			‘Well, it was Francesca’s first birthday party last weekend, so we got together then.’

			‘Oh. I didn’t realise.’

			‘Sure he would have invited you, mate, but . . . well, soft play – kill me now, right?’

			‘Right.’

			‘So, how’s . . . things? How’s work?’

			‘Well, I was let go, Wes. You know that.’

			In the silence that followed, Harry could almost see Wes’s blank, blinking face as he tried to think of how he might recover. But then he appeared to give up and just said, ‘Hope things pick up soon, yeah?’

			But there was no need to hang on to resentment. There was no reason both of them couldn’t get back to old times.

			‘Listen, after – you know – the whole bedtime thing, come out to the pub. Haven’t seen you in months.’

			‘I would, mate, but Ruby still keeps us up half the – wait, let me get my – just got my calendar up. I guess we’re pretty slammed till after Christmas. How about March? You free?’

			Harry trailed a path through the window’s condensation with his finger. ‘Sure. March.’

			‘Great. Send me some dates. Looking forward to it.’

			Wes ended the call with relief in his voice, but not before saying, ‘Give my love to . . . well, you know – hope you’re keeping well, mate.’ He’d been about to say ‘Vivienne’, Harry was certain of it.

			Harry tossed his empty can into the sink. There was no infiltrating this inaccessible life of people more mature and successful than him. No one wanted an unemployed thirty-­one-­year-­old sulking on the fringes of their dinner parties or kids’ birthdays, and why should they? And this pub ­quiz group would probably be no different – they had all levelled up already.

			The impulse to call Vivienne had not passed at all; if anything, it had become more urgent.

			His hand trembled as he held the phone. What if Ashton answered? What if no one did? Worse still, what if it went to voicemail after only a few rings, making it clear she had declined the call?

			But then, after a click that seized his heart, her life-­giving voice answered.

			‘Hi,Viv? It’s me. It’s Harry. I just thought I’d— What was that? . . . Wow, yeah, wow. It’s nice to hear your voice too.’
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