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About the Book


The party has to end sometime


It all starts on New Year’s Eve. A night that has to be a success, whatever the cost. For Joni and her friends, it’ll be a party that promises all the high stakes and glamour of any other, but by sunrise they’ll be dealing with something darker than the usual post-party comedown.


Not that they let this stand in their way. For this is their year to revel in all that the playground of London has to offer: sneaking into places they shouldn’t, breaking every rule, falling in love with the wrong people. All the while avoiding one undeniable truth: it’s not if the party ends, it’s how.


JUST FOR TODAY is a bittersweet evocation of the end of innocence, and an exhilarating celebration of having nothing to lose – until suddenly, you do.









For my mum and dad











‘Bear with me,


My heart is in the coffin there with Caesar,


And I must pause till it come back to me.’


William Shakespeare,


Julius Caesar, Act III Scene II












Prologue


Ever since we began our tradition of swapping notebooks, I’ve written with you in my mind. It’s as if you were sitting in some high-up seat at the back of an auditorium inside my head. I hear you. I wonder if it will always be so; if everything I ever put down in words will invoke that echo.


I hope so.


If I write it all down, everything that’s happened over the last year, perhaps I’ll understand it. As I lull in the gusset between Christmas and New Year, life is quiet. I’ve little else to do, and little else I can do now but write. It helps; it always has. The kiss of pen to paper closes the electrical circuit within me; connecting head to heart, connecting myself as I am now to the girl I was one year ago.


The last twelve months come to me in dreams of salty water and the smell of sun on skin. In flashes: a constellation, my head on unfamiliar pillows, a stage, a warm body upright against my own. I ricochet between landscapes: fields and cliffs give way to the glimmering of city lights at dusk. All the houses. All the rooms. The fun we had.


Remembering is painful. I turn over one stone and find others, and, beneath them, many wriggling things that have long since seen the light. An event from just a few months ago will summon up one, if not several, older memories, appearing with such clarity it takes my breath away. I writhe. Every scene my mind presents points so clearly at what was to come, what has now been.


There is one shivering crab apple tree visible from where I sit. Sometimes a robin visits. I am forced to look up from my memories. He looks me in the eye and I feel something familiar, something like joy, and I return to my page with renewed determination.









1


I was lodging in the house of a therapist, a stuffy attic in North London, while working as a nanny for a family a few streets away. I walked to and from work. Every Friday evening, I would buy myself a particular Italian chocolate from the local deli – the kind that has a little fortune on wax paper hidden inside the wrapping – and wander home texting friends to make plans for the night. There was always something happening, and if there wasn’t, we would make it happen: moonlit swims in a Hampstead pond, improvised picnics in the park, ending up in an uncharted nightclub at 4 a.m. on a Wednesday.


It didn’t matter; nothing did.


Back in my cluttered studio, I’d change out of my conspicuously sensible nanny attire and into something appropriate for the night in store. Shoes that allowed me to move with the same mobility and speed as our nights out did. But not trainers, just in case. There were places in town that didn’t let you in wearing trainers. These places were designed for the rich and famous, but we found ourselves swept in with the crowd from time to time, feeling slightly fraudulent as the attractive hostess (who dealt cocaine to guests on the side) checked us in to the guestbook. Behind these secret doors, you entered different worlds. You could find yourself in a country stately home: shelves full of books, log fires, and wallpaper that cost a hundred pounds per square metre; or you might walk out into a Florentine palazzo, tanned hipsters vaping around a fountain. You could find yourself in a riad full of sweet-smelling plants, a speakeasy straight out of the 1930s, a neon basement filled with golden light and the latest pop star in the booth next to you. These places never closed, and I hated to leave. Once the wee hours of dancing turned into day, you could walk into a restaurant for breakfast, pick up a newspaper and spend a few hours reading and crunching toast. Someone you knew might show up, and you’d kill a few more hours with gossip and coffee. Maybe you’d decide to order food, and before you knew it, it was cocktail hour once more.


This rhythm came all too naturally to me, this never-ending weekend. Cornwall last summer was the same: the cyclical hedonism, the constant company. You were never alone; even if you were in the bath, someone would come and sit on the rim of the tub, their feet in next to you, makeshift cocktail sloshing into the water, nattering away while they waited their turn. Time lost its grip. The summer sun seemed barely to have set before reappearing again. Sleep was optional. Nobody ever knew what day of the week it was.


In the city, life was quick. There was no time to waste: you had to find fun and pin it down. If you weren’t careful, you missed it, that giddy euphoria, impossible to conjure from nowhere if the air wasn’t already ripe. You could decorate yourself in paint and precious metals, and go out, willing and alert, and find you’d been stood up. You’d laugh loudly, you’d drink spirits or take something stronger in an attempt to resuscitate the night, but it wasn’t there, and so, like a ghost disappearing back under the stairs, you’d go home.


On New Year’s Eve, there is a surplus of this energy; so much so that things can go wrong as quickly as right. It’s nuclear: volatile, unless channelled correctly. Maybe this is why we gather together in parties or hide away in an attempt to tame it.


I was lucky: I hadn’t come up for air since Christmas. It had all been one long hibernation. For my less fortunate friends, offices stayed open. Work didn’t hibernate. They were the first to come over, direct from work to my flat – where I, in flannel pyjamas, had been scribbling and snacking all day with the heating turned up too high. They were so grateful to see me: those brave emissaries into the real world, returning thirstily with loosened collars.


Niall arrived with champagne. Mila contributed four pre-rolled joints in neat straws. Jess was supposed to come, too, but she was doing the PR for a celebration hosted by The Line, a London weekly culture magazine, and had to make an appearance there before she could discreetly slink off.


Mila and Niall were flirting in insults, as they did back then.


‘All that money spent on your education, Niall, and you still don’t know when I’m being sarcastic.’


Niall was the most grown-up of us. He had a boring, high-paid job and was unfalteringly generous with his earnings. He had old-fashioned manners and spoke the same way to anyone aged two to one hundred and two. He understood interest rates and could change a tyre. He was a good person to have on your team.


We sipped the champagne as I finished my hair in the bathroom mirror, giggling and speculating about who would be at the party. We forged rescue plans in case any of us got stuck with someone undesirable. People like Sylvie: a doughy, technically very nice waitress-by-day-slam-poet-by-night, but simply the type of conversationalist who gave you the feeling the fun was definitely happening on the other side of the room. Then there was the more actively irksome company: those who managed to not ask you a single question, yet acted like you were boring the crap out of them. Girls on too much coke, older men with bad jokes and worse breath.


Inevitably, five minutes before leaving the house, I was visited by the familiar desire to stay home. The room was baking. My half-empty glass of flat champagne had started to taste sour. Lethargy tugged at my hand and invited me to take off my uncomfortable high heels and bra, to slip back into my still-warm flannel pyjamas. The exclusivity of Mila and Niall’s nascent frisson was making me feel alone and bitter. I fretted about how I could break it to them that I wasn’t coming. Mila would kill me. At the party, Paddy would see the other two show up without me, add this disappointment to the index of offences against my name, and stop bothering to invite me out. I couldn’t have that. I let the momentum of my friends’ excitement carry me out into the icy air, and found that there it was: the promise of a night to remember.


Premature fireworks sputtered in a corner of the sky. We teetered as rapidly as we could, passing one of Mila’s sweet little joints between us, sucking it up outside the station before plunging into the stale heat of the Northern Line. Everyone on the tube was dressed up and rowdy. We got talking to a group of young women, their modesty hanging on by sequinned threads.


‘You girls going to watch the fireworks?’


‘No, just a small family gathering.’


Above ground, Starbucks was still open, wafting out the smell of nutmeg and coffee. Arm in arm, we sang ‘I’m in the Mood for Dancing’ as we walked down the Holloway Road. Niall gave a homeless man a fiver and a pair of new socks. (He carried them around specifically for purpose: ‘It’s just so rubbish not having clean socks.’)


Paddy answered the door. ‘Thank fuck you’re here,’ he said.


Paddy was an actor, and not one of the introverted quiet types who only come alive when in character. He kissed us all and bundled us inside like fugitives.


‘Hannah made me get here at fucking lunchtime to help out.’


Hannah, our hostess, had been at school with Mila, Jess and me, and now worked as a set designer. She had adopted Paddy as soon as she’d met him at Mila’s eighteenth. Paddy now handed us four Marie Antoinette glasses from a side dresser, each half-full of pink fizz.


‘Joni!’ he said, holding me at arm’s length. ‘This dress. I might have to borrow. Take that coat off immediately – cloakroom is the first bedroom on the left.’


Mila and I left Niall chatting to Paddy and went to put our coats away, scanning the room from above as we climbed the stairs.


As we entered the bedroom, someone ran in behind us and slammed the door. Jess. She squeezed us both and fell back on to the bed, firing off questions about our Christmases and families, filling us in on her own without a pause.


‘I had the worst argument with my mum,’ she said. ‘The whole single thing. It’s like she can’t not bring it up.’


‘Oh, God,’ I said.


‘I know. It’s like Mum, calm down, my biological clock is still around midday.’


‘My mum’s the same,’ said Mila, adding, in a strikingly accurate impression of her mother’s Nigerian accent, ‘When you going to meet a nice boy and stop this nonsense?’


Jess and I laughed.


‘Ugh, anyway,’ said Jess. ‘I’ve got some top-notch MDMA from the Line party. Let’s get fucked up.’


Every Boxing Day, Hannah’s parents would fly away to Malaga, not due to return until we were comfortably into January, allowing her time for complete redecoration and subsequent clear-up. Her New Year’s Eve parties were notorious: everyone was invited, the drinks never ran out. She was rumoured to spend a whole two days prepping the house, locking away any valuables, embellishing the interiors to resemble a theme she had chosen months in advance. This year, she had really outdone herself. The garden was alight with red Chinese paper lanterns and paraffin torches. The whole house smelled faintly of cigarettes and narcissi, which stood in a plethora of glass milk bottles dotted on windowsills and mantelpieces. The entire place seemed to shimmer and cast a golden light upon the furnishings and guests alike. Hannah always quipped that she only invited good-looking people to her parties; which was only half a joke. By rights, everyone should have been double-chinned and bloated with holiday gluttony – but no, here were the beautiful people, in their finest silk and leather.


We smoked in the garden.


‘Where’s Niall gone?’ asked Mila.


We spotted him talking to Cecily Simmons, a girl who possessed all the ingredients of prettiness but none of the flavour.


‘Ugh. Rather him than me,’ said Jess. She took a deep drag on her cigarette, then placed its moist, lipstick-stained butt in my mouth. ‘Here, it’s making me feel sick.’


Jess was one of very few people in the world I’d accept a soggy cigarette from. Not just because I loved her, but because the girl was ridiculously clean. More than clean: groomed. She’d always managed to be effortlessly chic. Even at school, when Mila and I were wearing Primark and the wrong colour foundation, she’d opted for secondhand clothes and minimal make-up. Now, in her role as sophisticated PR girl, she dressed mostly in black, and believed trainers were exclusively for the gym. She washed her hair with a shampoo that cost twenty-five pounds a bottle, and left a perpetual trail of petitgrain in her wake.


My phone buzzed. A text from Dyl.


You here? I’m upstairs.


Telling the girls I was running to the loo, I slithered off through the party, heading for the small room on the top floor to which I knew Dyl was referring. He wouldn’t have meant the first-floor games room, where two strangers were nursing a guitar, singing a sickly, faux-ironic acoustic cover of a Beyoncé song; nor the next floor up, where the druggy crowd were snorting lines off old Twilight books in Hannah’s childhood bedroom. No. He meant the solitary, undecorated room at the very top of the house, occupied by a single wooden table and chair. There he was: smoking out of the window, the crisp air of the turn of the year filling the room like a spell.


‘Hello,’ I said.


He turned his whole body to me, a trail of smoke curling around his face as he exhaled.


‘Phil!’ He beamed. His name for me. My real name is Joan, but after discovering Joni Mitchell in my teens, I adopted ‘Joni’ and never looked back. Though the iconic singer-songwriter may not be aware, she shares her surname with a fat, bald, middle-aged soap-opera character: Phil Mitchell. Hence Dyl’s nickname for me. It used to drive me mad; my adolescent idealisations were severely threatened by this association. But my irritation only fuelled his persistence, and eventually I allowed myself in on the joke. We were Dyl and Phil. Dyl is short for Dylan, who was actually named after Bob. His parents are much cooler than mine. My mother met his at an antenatal class, and was taken in by her ‘wild hair’ and disregard for the preciousness of the other pregnant women.


‘“Ring out, wild bells,”’ said Dyl, ‘“to the wild sky, the flying cloud, the frosty light: The year is dying in the night.”’


‘Byron?’


‘Tennyson.’


‘Come downstairs,’ I said, refusing to let him suck me in. We had seen each other only a couple of days ago, but if left to our own devices we could spend the entire party up here, just talking. There was always something to discuss, some new revelation that needed dissecting. Almost telepathically, we knew where the other was going, could simultaneously weave multiple threads, skate through sudden changes of subject, only to return to the coda in full synchronicity. Silences were comfortable but short-lived. And, my God, he could make me laugh.


‘Come on, Dyl,’ I repeated. ‘What are you doing up here anyway, you weirdo?’


‘Mate. I’m pranging. Had a couple of lines before I left the house and they’re not doing what they’re supposed to.’


‘Well, come and have a drink then. Balance you out.’


‘Is Niall here?’


‘Yes, he came with me.’


‘Good.’


Music hummed below us.


‘Have a fag with me,’ he said.


‘I don’t want one. I feel a bit sick. Mila makes her joints too strong for me.’


‘Has she got any MD?’


‘No. But Jess does.’


He smiled, and I smiled back. He came over and gave me a hug.


‘Alright, then,’ he said, and gave his hair a deliberate jumble with his fingers as we made our way back down into the thrum. ‘Let’s do this.’


Halfway down the final flight of stairs, Dyl froze. I turned to see what he was looking at, or rather, whom. Between the banisters, I spotted a mass of coarse, slate-coloured hair, piled Edwardian-style above a face wearing an expression of extreme self-satisfaction. A breast lolling free from a too-small blouse, a huge, dark areola visibly dripping creamy droplets. Marla. She was busying herself extracting a breast pump from the bag on the sofa next to her.


‘Oh, God.’


‘Is it incredibly un-progressive of me to think she should be at home with her baby?’ said Dyl.


‘Is it incredibly horrible of me to suggest we don’t go over?’ I said.


Too late.


‘Joni! Dylan! Come say hi!’


Marla Taschen was the resident fuck-up; the yardstick by which we measured our own debauchery. (On a scale of one to Marla, how drunk was I?) She was a touchstone of chaos. We reassured ourselves that we were not that bad. There were several possible candidates for the paternity of her child.


The first time I’d met her was at a warehouse rave. She was by herself in the makeshift toilet, taking cocaine while drinking from a large plastic carton of ‘orange juice drink’. She told me, with cartoonish pupils, that the vitamin C in the juice would ‘balance the Charlie out’.


‘You know my brother?’ she’d said, grabbing my chin and coming so close to my face that I thought she might kiss me.


‘Do I?’


‘Henry!’ she’d shouted, apparently not in control of the volume of her own voice.


‘Oh right, yeah. Sort of.’


She placed a finger over her lips, and then mine.


‘Shh,’ she said. ‘Don’t tell him about the Charlie, will you?’


I’d kept her secret that night, and learned over the years that Marla’s drug habits were as well-known to Henry as they were to the rest of London.


‘Hiii.’ She looked piously up at us and reached out her hand to take mine. ‘How are you kids doing?’


She was only a couple of years older than us, but since becoming a mother had taken on the sanctimony of a cringeworthy teacher. My lips stiffened; apparently I was too mature to be called a kid, but not mature enough not to mind.


She stroked her thumb back and forth over my hand like a painfully slow metronome, dragging out the time in her company. I shot Dyl a meaningful glance.


‘Oh, you know,’ Dyl said. ‘Crushingly disappointed about how little I’ve achieved this year. How about you?’


She giggled. ‘You make me laugh, Dylan.’ She prised the suction cup off her teat. ‘I’m doing good, man. I love being a mum, when Bear lets me get any sleep.’


‘Surely you’re used to being kept up all night by a juvenile male sucking your tits?’ Paddy butted in. ‘Right, you two, Hannah needs us to help set up the dancefloor.’


Dyl and I didn’t need asking twice. We three strip-the-willowed our way through the shoal of lovely bodies in the garden and into the studio, where the dancing would take place.


The studio was a double-height space with whitewashed brick walls. There were large plants everywhere, and the south half of the roof had been cut out and replaced with glass, so the general atmosphere was that of half greenhouse, half circus tent. From an iron cross-beam wound in fairy lights hung a two-seater swing. People were taking photos of each other on it, posing with their legs in the air. Some tall girls were arguing over the choice of vinyl, only to be outdone by Frank Ford, who was banging out some eight-bar blues on an old grand piano in the corner. The dancing hadn’t started yet, but you could feel it coming like the electric fizz of a tuning orchestra. Somewhere along the way, we had lost Dyl. Perhaps one of the others had found him. Paddy and I flopped on to a large divan and began to judge everyone in the room.


‘She asked me if I had any pills earlier,’ he said.


‘Who?’


‘Marla.’


‘Jesus,’ I said. ‘Doesn’t that, like, poison the baby’s milk or something?’


‘God knows,’ said Paddy. ‘But she seemed pretty rabid.’ He imitated her posh, little-girl croak: ‘Paddy, Paddy, darling, you got anything on you? Mama wants to party!’


‘Christ,’ I said, shuddering. ‘Who d’you reckon’s the baby daddy?’


‘Probably one of her brothers. The Taschens are far too snobbish to breed with anyone outside the immediate family.’


‘Ew.’


‘Speak of the devil.’


And there was Henry. Standing in that hunched, concave way that the very tall adopt, holding a bottle of beer and talking to a good-looking red-headed man whom we all called Rusty. Henry didn’t look much like his sister, bar the thick, near-black hair. His eyes were blue like hers, but less vapid -– or maybe he’d just taken fewer drugs. He was beautiful like a child is beautiful: unselfconsciously and almost supernaturally. Henry had been one of the notoriously ‘fit’ boys at Mosshead, the nearby boys’ school that Mila and I had been obsessed with growing up; and I, specifically, had been obsessed with him. He’d never paid me much attention until last summer, when we’d hooked up after Notting Hill Carnival. I couldn’t believe it; my inner teenage-self was doing backflips when he kissed me. Afterwards, when I didn’t hear from him, I was mildly wounded but not in the least surprised. I hadn’t seen him since. Word was he had a girlfriend now – Imogen, an intimidatingly beautiful content creator, someone more in his league than me.


‘You know she dumped him,’ said Paddy, following my gaze.


‘What?’


‘That gazelle, Imogen. She met a model in Australia. She’s gone all clean eating and yoga and crap.’


‘And become a lesbian?’


‘A male model, you fool.’


Jess came and dived over Paddy and me, causing enough of a commotion for a few people to look over – including Henry. We caught eyes, and – did I imagine it? The effervescent hint of things to come.


‘Would you like some drugs now?’ asked Jess.


‘Yes.’


We gathered in the upstairs bathroom, Niall and Mila sitting side-by-side on the edge of the bath, their hands threatening to hold each other’s, Dyl curled up on the windowsill with a cigarette. Jess and Paddy formed little MDMA dim sum out of Rizla papers and handed us one each.


‘This bathroom’s bigger than our flat,’ said Jess, swallowing.


‘Legit,’ said Mila.


‘It’s very anti-Semitic, you know,’ said Paddy, chasing his bomb down with some water from the sink.


‘What is? MDMA?’ asked Dyl.


‘New Year’s Eve. In the Gregorian Calendar, New Year’s Eve is Saint Sylvester’s day, who was the most awful anti-Semite Pope.’


‘Oh, fuck off.’


‘It’s true.’


‘Oh my God!’ said Jess. ‘Yeah, there’s a street race in Brazil, the Saint Silvester Road Race. My cousin’s always posting about it on Facebook. Annoying.’


‘Of course there is,’ said Paddy. ‘Brazil is where all the Nazis went to hide before Nuremberg.’


‘Are you saying,’ said Dyl, ‘that because I am one of the chosen people, I shouldn’t celebrate New Year’s Eve?’


‘In Belgium, women who don’t finish their work by sunset on New Year’s Eve are cursed to not get married for the whole year,’ said Niall.


‘Like that’s a curse,’ said Jess.


‘Why do you know that?’ said Mila.


Niall gave her a sad smile. ‘Lina.’


Lina was Niall’s ex; she had dumped him out of the blue six months ago with no explanation.


‘Maybe that’s why she left you,’ said Paddy. ‘Because she hadn’t met her deadline and didn’t want to wait another year.’


We all got hysterics, chemicals kicking in.


Fig candles burned here and there. I remember fleeting snippets of shallow conversations, all the time aware of Henry in my orbit, Henry across the room, everyone I spoke to just a time-filler before Henry.


‘Hi.’


Finally.


‘Hi,’ I said.


Somehow, we decided to go and take a line of cocaine together. I let him lead the way to the downstairs loo and shut the door behind me. His arm curved around my waist to turn the lock, his body above mine, his mouth level with my eyes for that split second.


‘Rusty gave me this,’ he said. ‘Hope it’s alright.’


‘I need to dance,’ I said, coming up from my line.


He smiled down at me through long eyelashes. ‘Cool.’


Back in the studio, there were somehow three times as many people as there had been fifteen minutes before. The music was louder, conversations had to be shouted at close range and people had begun swinging each other around the dancefloor.


The Rolling Stones’ ‘Brown Sugar’ was playing. Henry and I edged into the fray. We’d done this before; we moved well. A flash of him pulling me up to stand on a wall by his side, somewhere along a crowded Ladbroke Grove, dancehall beats thrumming.


He was the perfect dance partner: sporadically taking my hand and spinning me, then giving me space to move, and as we went on he would draw me right into his arms and up close to his body. His smell, a flicker of his hand in my hair.


The drugs snaked through me; I was floating. Lights around the room lost focus. All I could see was him.


At some point, the music stopped. Hannah stood on a chair and shushed everyone. We raucously counted down from ten, nine, eight . . .


‘ONE!’


‘HAPPY NEW YEAR!’


The familiar and uncanny feel of Henry’s lips. I lost him briefly as Mila and Jess pulled me over to dance until my heart was beating so hard I could feel throbbing in my chest.


I came out to the garden to find Henry talking to Dyl, who was puffing on a joint and creased up laughing.


‘What’s so funny?’ I asked.


Dyl was too much in pieces to answer, and Henry merely shrugged. I tweezed the joint off Dyl and dragged on it hard, trying to mellow myself out a little.


‘I’ll take you there if you like,’ Henry said to Dyl.


‘Where?’ I asked.


‘My family have a place down in Cornwall. It’s very remote and quiet. I was telling Dyl he could go and do some writing there.’


Dyl attempted to gather himself. ‘I would absolutely love that. Are you really sure you’re not just saying it?’


Henry pulled on his cigarette. ‘I don’t do that.’


‘You’re the best, Hen.’


Explosions in the distance; the smell of gunpowder in the air. A few white stars were visible from this pocket of London.


Inside, the pulsing beat changed distinctly from the shoulders-and-hips cymbals of rock ’n’ roll to the head-and-hands throb of house music.


‘Oh, God,’ I said.


‘Come on!’ Dyl yelled, and darted into the studio to join the throng.


Henry drew me to him and enveloped me into his jacket, kissing me more urgently now. Ecstasy spread warm and easy through my body.


‘Oh, shit.’ Dyl was suddenly calling over to us from the studio door. ‘Henry, you don’t wanna see this.’ Everyone was laughing and cheering inside at some spectacle. The terrible thin music was suffocating. Unable to see what was happening, I looked to Henry, who, at well over six feet tall, was something of a human periscope. There was something wrong.


‘Hen? Henry, what is it?’ I shouted.


His jaw constricted. ‘It’s Marla,’ he said.


‘What?’


I managed to cram my way into a gap in the bodies, and saw Henry’s big sister, stark naked, clearly high as a kite, writhing almost gymnastically around with Rusty, who looked utterly wasted himself.


I turned back to Henry and yelled, ‘Do you want to get out of here?’


‘Yes.’ He nodded. ‘Yes, please.’


In the taxi, he lay across the back seat with his head in my lap, unable to see me failing to keep the giddy grin off my face. He moaned a little into the folds of my dress.


‘I’m just so embarrassed for her,’ he said. ‘She’ll regret it so much tomorrow, and she can get really depressed about that sort of thing.’


I knew the feeling. Thank God it was her and not me.


‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It’s New Year’s Eve, everyone’s fucked. No one will remember.’ ‘Except me.’


‘Well, yes. That image will probably be burned into your retinas forever. But no one else will remember.’


He laughed. We were both still fairly high.


Henry told the driver here was fine thank you just seconds after passing the electric billboards of Piccadilly Circus; the lights of Coca-Cola and the latest Apple technology dancing colours over the skin of my bare legs.


‘Are we going to the club now?’ I said, tumbling out of the car just off Regent Street.


He took my hand and pulled me face to face with a black metal door, sandwiched between shop fronts at the foot of Savile Row. He was jangling a wreath of keys.


‘Henry, is this where you live?’


I must have walked past this doorway dozens of times en route to see exhibitions at the Royal Academy, and had never noticed its presence before. Perhaps it only appeared on New Year’s Eve.


The black door closed heavily behind us, and I found myself in a small lodge. A uniformed doorman, as Christmas-card perfect as the giant teddy bears outside Hamley’s just yards away, greeted Henry as ‘Mr Taschen’, and I smirked. Henry wished him a happy New Year and dragged me onward into a vast courtyard, flanked on each side by stone and timber stables.


‘Sorry, did we just go back in time?’


‘Relic from the eighteenth century,’ Henry said. ‘The old bachelors who lived here needed somewhere to keep their horses.’


‘Right,’ I said. I was fighting to suppress a sort of mad cackle.


More keys. Three flights of carpeted stairs. A slightly damp, musty smell.


‘Here we are,’ Henry said, and I followed him through another door.


I had stepped into the London of a bygone era. The ceilings were impossibly high, the huge windows framed with yard upon yard of heavy velvet curtains. The antique furniture was a showcase of English trees: walnut dressers, cherry bookshelves, oak tables. The only reminders of the present day were scattered gracelessly around the place: the frayed wire of an overused phone charger, a strewn line of running shoes, Bose music speakers.


I looped from room to room, taking it all in, directing a bewildered line of questioning at Henry.


‘Why do you live here? Are you a spy? We’re in our twenties; no one lives here.’


Henry explained that we were in a building called the Albany, built in the late 1700s as prototype bachelor apartments. Henry’s mother, Christiane, had inherited the flat from her aunt, Beatrice, who had married a confectionery tycoon but had no children with him. Christiane preferred to live in the countryside, so Henry was given free rein of the flat, for a sickeningly nominal rent.


‘Well, fuck you,’ I said.


‘I thought that was the plan,’ Henry said, stuttering into laughter halfway through at the seediness of his own line.


‘Yeesh,’ I said, pretending to mind.


In the bedroom, Henry switched on just one lamp, casting our shadows long up the wall. He landed himself on a daybed in the alcove of the window, unlacing his shoes. I watched him for a moment, then walked over and climbed on top of him, my knees either side of his hips. I took his head in my hands and kissed him. This is how I would want to be kissed.


I don’t remember falling asleep. I do remember the phone ringing.


Henry didn’t seem to hear it. After the third time, I nudged him awake.


‘Henry,’ I croaked. ‘Answer the damn phone.’


He sucked in a great lungful of air and stumbled his way out of the bed, still naked. I reached for my own mobile from the marble-topped bedside table and tilted the bright screen towards me; the blue light of reality hitting me in the pale new-born hours of the first day of this new year. Henry answered the call, his voice hoarse from sleep. I had five missed calls from Paddy – he was probably drunk-calling to tell me off for leaving the party. There was a thud. The phone had fallen from Henry’s grasp.


‘Marla’s dead,’ he said.


‘What—’ I began, but he interrupted me.


‘My sister’s dead.’


He started pacing, his breathing jagged, his hands over his head; his nakedness suddenly exposing and absurd.


‘No, you’re joking—’ I tried.


‘Fuck.’ He was shaking. ‘Fuck.’


I wanted to go to him, to press my own warm, naked body against his, to save him, but I found I was sandbagged to the bed.


‘No,’ I said. ‘No. No.’


‘I need to go to her.’


I nodded.


‘Stay here.’


He had pulled on his clothes from the night before: his party clothes.


‘I’ll be back,’ he said, and he was gone.
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God knows how I fell back to sleep. The cold woke me. I felt it in my spine, the ache of it. I pulled on Henry’s dressing gown and went to the window; the light already fading. Gazing down into the cobbled courtyard, I half expected to see him, returning to me just as I’d happened to look out.


It couldn’t be true. It just couldn’t. We had seen Marla a mere few hours ago. Had seen too much of her, in fact: her bare arse upturned on the dancefloor, her heavy breast dripping with milk on the sofa, her hand – warm, alive – in mine. Dead? No. Marla had overdone it before and always bounced back. She had partied hard her whole life. It would take a lot to stop her – or some extremely dodgy pill. Paddy, I thought. I’ve got to call Paddy.


He picked up instantly. ‘Where the fuck are you?’


I’d heard him shout before, but there was an infantile raspiness to his voice that made the back of my nose prickle.


‘I’m at Henry’s.’


‘Congrats,’ he said, meanly.


‘Paddy, is it true?’


‘She’s dead, Joni. She’s fucking dead . . . she was lying there on the bathroom floor, everyone just crowding round not doing anything.’


‘Oh, God.’


‘I know.’


‘Oh, Jesus.’


‘Where’s Henry?’ asked Paddy.


‘He’s gone, he left. I don’t know how long ago.’


‘What are you doing?’


‘Nothing.’


‘Come to Hannah’s, you should be here. Come now, we’re all here. Except Dyl, he went in the ambulance with her and I can’t get hold of him.’


‘Why did Dyl go?’


‘Dyl was the one who found her.’


I found I was unable to speak. An image of Dyl holding Marla’s limp hand in the back of a blaring ambulance.


‘Joni?’ Paddy barked at me.


I shut my eyes. Time, which had felt so protracted in this antiquated building, was suddenly moving much too fast. I was nauseated and disoriented.


‘Henry – he asked me to stay here.’


‘Henry’s going to have much bigger things to worry about than your whereabouts, darling. Come back. Come be with us.’


‘I have to stay here. He asked me,’ I said. It felt imperative that I do as he’d said.


‘Fine,’ said Paddy. ‘Keep your phone on loud.’ He hung up.


I stared at the phone screen: it was 4.20 p.m. Outside, the light had become a bruised indigo, and Henry had not come back. The tall china-based lamp on the dresser was still on, keeping its dingy glow to its own corner of the room.


The stiff brass taps of the bath hurt my hands as I turned them, the old pipes wheezing and clunking into gear. I drifted over to my reflection in the bathroom mirror for company. My eyes were caked with black smudges, my lips swollen and raspberry-coloured. Minuscule flecks of glitter winked at me from across my chest and shoulders. I could see the veins in my breasts, forming a sort of map around a central loop on my sternum. Around my heart, I thought, and then I remembered that the heart lives under the left ribs. I lowered myself into the scalding tub just as the last hints of colour in the sky were swallowed by blackness.


I tried not to think of Henry having to see his sister’s corpse. I tried not to wonder how long she’d still be lactating for, whether they would pump her addled milk one last time for her child. I tried not to think of Dyl – in the ambulance, and now God knows where. Think of Henry’s face smiling, Henry’s blue eyes looking down at me through those long lashes. Dear God, I wished he was with me in that moment, reclining opposite me in the steaming water. On a New Year’s Day in some happier, parallel universe, we’d be ordering takeout from the tub, eating it in two clean pairs of his pyjamas, washing it down with the hair of the dog. I sank down under the surface and held my breath, savouring the soundless space, the feeling of being held in by the pressure of the water all around me.


On the second day of the year, I woke up very late. Messages had poured in from everyone except Henry and, perhaps more worryingly, Dyl. I switched off my phone.


The kitchen must have enjoyed its most recent refurbishment in the 1960s: all linoleum and Formica. I inspected the contents of the fridge: some wilted rocket, an open tin of anchovies, and a brown paper bag of coffee beans. The cupboards yielded little more: a couple of protein bars and a sticky bottle of soy sauce. A true Bachelor Pad indeed. I made myself some coffee, and realised I hadn’t eaten in nearly two days.


The stillness was unendurable. I flitted around the flat, cradling my mug, taking in some of the more peculiar features: an unpolished samovar that smelled of rotten fruit, a brocade jewellery box filled with nothing but radiator keys, a small porcelain statue of a jolly parrot. Above a doorway, on a small section of wall only just big enough to even mount the picture, hung a crude painting of a horse. The colours were muddy and red, the dimensions of the creature charmingly wrong – its body too long and eyes too humanoid. In the lower corner of the frame, blobby letters had been mashed on with a fat brush: the initials MT. Marla must have done this painting when she was a little girl. I needed a drink.


In the living room was a well-accoutred, old-fashioned drinks trolley. Among the no-doubt priceless vintage cognacs and ports was a bottle of amber bourbon, which I seized, proceeding to swallow one fiery gulp straight through its neck to mine. The sweetness both soothed my throat and burned in a pleasing, reviving way. On my empty stomach, the alcohol hit me quickly. Bottle in hand, I buried myself back in the bed.


The third day: my chemical comedown. I lay on the bed, bawling. Huge, loud, heaving sobs that echoed through the empty apartment. Poor, poor Marla. I called out her name, as if her ghost would materialise before me. I phoned Henry again and again, but there was no answer. I wanted desperately to speak to Dyl, but took his silence as a warning not to. I would have to call Paddy and admit that I had been abandoned.


The world felt closed to me. Only a couple of streets away throbbed the sounds and smells of Soho: frying chicken and ice rattling in cocktail shakers; people rollicking before it was time to go back to work. I might as well have been in a different universe. The sumptuous surroundings now seemed to mock me, as though I were a princess stuck in an ornate painting.


Hunger came and tore at my stomach with a profound urgency. I scoffed down both of Henry’s protein bars, choking on their sweet chalkiness and my own sobs, when the sound of the phone ringing made me jump out of my skin. Who even has a landline anymore? I thought wildly, as I ran across the hallway to the old telephone.


‘Hello?’


‘Joni? Good, you’re there.’


‘Henry, oh, God, Henry. When are you coming back?’


‘This evening.’


‘Tonight?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’ll make food, what do you want?’


‘Whatever. I’ll see you around seven. If you need to go out, there’s spare keys under the doormat.’


‘Alright.’


And he rang off.


The only thing I had to wear was my party dress from New Year’s Eve. I couldn’t help but laugh idiotically as I put it back on. Christmas lights were still up on Regent Street: cut-out reindeer leaping over the buses as they carried tourists down the wet tarmac. Brightly coloured SALE signs hung in every window. People were out shopping. I spotted a bright yellow jumper in one of the stores and found myself drawn in, the yellowness of it professing a cheer that I yearned for. A solid wave of central heating swept over me as I entered. Rails of sad party dresses that hadn’t been asked to dance this holiday. A mother shouting something in Italian at her sulking daughter over a white coat. Piles of discarded clothes littering every surface. I lifted the jumper off the rail and tried it on in the nearest mirror. It felt static and cheap, and my reflection in the harsh light was fiendishly clownish. The music suddenly seemed very loud over the women rowing, the air too dry. I yanked the jumper off and stumbled my way out of there on to Glasshouse Street, closing my eyes and letting the wind whip the hair off my face, trying to recalibrate my senses. Breathe: in for four, hold for four, out for four. Like my therapist landlady had shown me.


In the supermarket, I loaded my basket: mostly fresh, healthy items, as well as some insalubrious, decadent ones. I wanted Henry to return to a feast, to a sense of abundance and safety. For supper, I bought steak and potatoes, spring greens and a bottle of red wine. I knew I didn’t have enough to pay for it all. Maybe I could just take a hundred quid from my savings account; surely the situation was an emergency. A few taps on my banking app. Problem solved. I could replace the money when I got back to work, and my parents would never know that my inheritance from Grandma Helen had been disturbed.


The desolation of the empty flat assaulted me upon my return. Things appeared squalid: the bedsheets tangled and a certain dampness over everything. Food packed away, I unearthed Cif and sponges from under the kitchen sink and set to work: hoovering, scrubbing surfaces. Bed made and cushions plumped. Darkness had fallen around me, and I turned on all the lamps. Look how nice I’ve made everything, Henry. Look what a great girlfriend I would be.


By the time Henry arrived, I was just getting out of the bath.


‘You’re back!’ I said, his looming figure appearing in the doorway.


He looked ashen; unshaven and even thinner than usual.


‘I didn’t hear you get in,’ I said, reaching for my towel.


He silently moved towards me, took the towel from my hands and swaddled me in it like a child, before pressing me into his body.


‘Hi,’ I whispered into his shirt.


‘Hi,’ he said. I looked up at him. He took my face in both hands and kissed me, softly at first, and then more insistently. He pulled off his coat and started unbuttoning his shirt.


‘You don’t have to say anything,’ he breathed, and we didn’t.


A little while later, we were lying on the bathroom floor, Henry apparently calmer now. I kissed his nose and got up.


‘I bought steak. For supper,’ I said, pulling on Henry’s shirt; the warmth of it felt like tenderness.


‘Mm,’ he murmured, his eyes still closed.


‘I’m not leaving you on the floor.’


‘I might get in the bath, actually,’ he said, flopping over on to one side.


‘Alright. I’ll get dinner going. Do you want a glass of wine?’


‘Yes.’


I left Henry to soak with a glass of Rioja as I chopped vegetables and sipped my own. Only one station was static-free on the old kitchen Roberts: a piano concerto, allegro but inoffensive. Steam filled and warmed the whole room. The oil in the steak pan caught fire, and the flames made me shriek and then laugh. I went to open the window. The cold night air smelled of rain. Petrichor – I had taught the kids the word for that smell (Jem, the younger of the two, called it Pet-treacle). As I leaned out on the wet ledge, the smell ran away from me with each searching breath. The kitchen faced north, and I looked across the rooftops in the direction of my flat, where the champagne glasses would still be standing unwashed in the sink, my tights still in a ball on the floor. Couldn’t I just never go back?


‘Smells good,’ Henry called out.


He came in in his paisley dressing gown and buried his face in my neck.
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