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			DAY ONE

		

	
		
			
			

			Zeke

			I wake up on the houseboat wearing a trilby.

			. . . huh.

			I look around, moving gingerly. You’ve got to approach a hangover like this carefully in case it’s a feral one. The boat’s not changed much in the last five years: same wonky rectangular skylight, same wooden cupboards built into the sloping walls. One thing should be different, though – there should be a Lexi in this bed with me. A gorgeous, surprising, complicated Lexi.

			I frown up at the skylight, pushing the hat back off my forehead. Has she . . . already left? I thought we’d have coffee first, at least, but I guess this is karma doing her thing. You can change your ways, but the past’ll always catch up to you, and I’ve snuck out of enough morning-­afters to earn a stint as the one left behind.

			The houseboat sways beneath me. I grip the side table. Must be one of the larger boats from the marina passing too quickly. There was a surprising amount of that last night, and some drunk idiot threw something at the hull, too. The sound had been loud enough to make Lexi pause beneath me for a few gasping breaths before she said, Do we need to go check that out? We’d started to get up, then kissed again, then forgotten all about it. It was an amazing night – worth breaking all my rules for. The sort of sex that makes you wonder why you ever do anything but that.

			
			

			I close my eyes again. God, she was beautiful. Is beautiful. I guess she’s still beautiful, she’s just doing it somewhere else.

			There’s a new cold twinge in my stomach, a kind of wistful sad feeling, and I stay still for another moment to figure it out. I think I’m almost . . . missing her. Which is ridiculous. We met yesterday. Maybe this is the thing everyone says happens once you ‘open yourself up to finding something meaningful’ – the bit where suddenly everything seems to hurt. Not sure how I feel about it, so far.

			I slide out from under the duvet, shedding my trilby and reaching for my boxers. When I open the bedroom door, I find Lexi standing at the sink in the tiny galley kitchen, wearing the same massive bun and irritated scowl she had when we first met. I smile when I see her, and it feels sort of like a reflex, like jumping at a loud noise. I’m glad she’s still here. She doesn’t smile back.

			‘Oh,’ she says. ‘You’re up. I’m just figuring out coffee.’

			‘Hey. Yeah, sorry, I should be doing that,’ I say, immediately getting distracted by the sight of myself in the bathroom mirror.

			The door to the bathroom is just behind Lexi, a concertina one that my dad made himself. It’s folded back into the frame right now, giving me a full view of my embarrassing bed hair. I pat sleepily at my head, despite having been cursed with this hair for twenty-­three years and knowing full well that without mousse there’s absolutely no way to sort out the situation. One curl’s sticking up at the front, like a question mark hovering above my forehead. Should’ve kept the trilby on.

			
			

			‘There’s no kettle,’ Lexi mumbles, pulling open all the cupboard doors in turn. This shouldn’t take long – there’re only four – but she does each of them twice, in a different order, as if she’s not sure which one she looked in last.

			Guessing Lexi’s not a morning person either.

			‘Yeah, no,’ I say, having another go at my hair. ‘I don’t think the boat’s hooked up to shore power anyway right now, and . . .’ I lean to open the fridge beneath the countertop, then wince. It smells of gone-­off cheese. ‘Yeah – the battery’s flat.’

			I pause midway through closing the fridge. That’s weird. It’s fully stocked with food. I asked to buy all fixtures, fittings and furnishings, and the seller agreed to leave basic bedding and kitchen essentials, since it was a rental and she wasn’t attached to any of that stuff anyway. But do fixtures and fittings include, like, groceries?

			‘The fridge isn’t working?’ Lexi says, ducking down to stick her hand inside. ‘Shit. I didn’t notice.’

			She rubs her forehead. She’s got a thin gold ring on her pinkie finger and it catches in a sunbeam edging through the kitchen window’s curtains. The kitchen on this boat leads straight into a living space that’s maybe three metres by two: it’s got a wood burner, two fixed chairs and a corner sofa. The fixed chairs are new. I don’t love them – there’s not really room. I frown, noticing that the cushions from the sofa seem to have ended up on the opposite side of the boat some time during the night. Which is . . . also weird. Was that us, last night?

			
			

			‘I’m not totally on top of everything right now,’ Lexi says, testing how cold the milk is with the back of her hand. ‘Seems I can’t offer you a coffee.’

			‘You don’t need to make me a coffee. Why don’t I go out for them? Bring us back some pastries and flat whites.’

			She looks up at me, suddenly focused. I wonder if it was the word pastries or flat whites that got through to her.

			She takes me in. Her eyes scan across my bare chest and flick up to my bad hair. Lexi’s eyes are round and icy blue. Sharkish, in a gorgeous kind of way. They’re what snagged me at the bar – well, not first, first was her line about how suffragettes died for this shit, then second was the curves, then it was the eyes. They’re what made me break my rules.

			‘I’ve actually got quite a bit to do today, so . . .’ She looks away.

			No coffee, then. All right. That’s fine. Better, probably.

			‘Can I walk you to your boat?’

			Her eyes snap back to mine. ‘What?’

			‘Uh . . . I just . . . was thinking I could walk you back . . . ? Or not?’

			She’s looking at me as though maybe I’m really stupid, even though last night she’d said, You’re smart, aren’t you? Not school-­smart, but actually clever. It’d made me embarrassingly happy – I’ve never been called clever before, except in a sentence like, You think you’re so clever, don’t you, Ezekiel?

			‘You don’t need to walk me anywhere,’ she says. ‘This is where I’m staying. I’m staying on this boat.’

			‘Umm . . . hey? What do you mean?’

			
			

			‘I’m staying on this boat,’ she repeats slowly. ‘As in, this is my friend Penny’s houseboat. And I’m staying here for a bit.’

			‘Uh? No? This is my houseboat,’ I say, leaning a hand on the counter as the floor shifts beneath me. ‘I bought it on Wednesday.’

			Lexi’s eyes grow even wider. ‘Are you fucking with me or something?’ she asks, straightening up to her full five foot one – five foot three if you count the bun, she’d said at the pub.

			‘No,’ I say, trying to focus. I need water, fried food, and one of those coffees that’s so strong it erodes the roof of your mouth as you drink. ‘It used to be my dad’s. He lived here when I was a kid. When he passed away a few years ago, I sold it, but then I decided . . . Yeah. You know. I came up here to buy it back. Didn’t we talk about this last night?’

			More deadpan staring.

			‘We talked about you buying a houseboat last night, yes,’ she says. ‘But it wasn’t this houseboat. Because this is Penny’s houseboat.’

			I guess I’m . . . missing something here?

			‘Is this a joke?’ I ask.

			Lexi reaches into the back pocket of her jeans and tugs out her mobile phone, frowning for a moment before shoving it back in again. ‘OK, I have no signal, but if I did, I’d show you – it’s on Houseboat Getaway Rentals.’

			‘It was on Houseboat Getaway Rentals,’ I acknowledge. ‘Before I bought it. Is your Penny called Penelope Manley?’

			Lexi freezes. ‘Yes,’ she says, voice low with suspicion.

			‘Right,’ I say, relieved. ‘Then she just sold me this boat.’

			‘No, she didn’t,’ Lexi says, after a moment’s pause. ‘No, she didn’t. She would have told me if she was selling this boat. It wouldn’t be online any more, either – it wouldn’t be showing up on Houseboat Getaway whatever-­it-­is, would it? That’s . . . No.’ She scowls, shoulders tense now. She’s getting upset. ‘Is that why you came home with me from the pub? So you could get on this boat and claim squatters’ rights, or something?’

			
			

			‘No! What? I didn’t even . . .’ I rub my eyes hard. ‘Last night . . .’ I try to piece it back together. ‘I fobbed us into the marina. We chatted to Paige, you helped her sort the rope, then . . . we headed in. How did you not realise this was my houseboat?’

			‘You helped her sort the rope. And I fobbed us into the marina.’

			This kind of feels like pointless semantics, as my sister Lyra would say.

			‘Didn’t it seem weird to you that Paige said it was my boat?’

			‘She didn’t,’ Lexi says, staring at me. ‘She said . . .’ She presses her hand to her forehead. ‘I can’t remember exactly, but I’d remember if she’d said that. This is ridiculous. Penny wouldn’t sell the houseboat without telling me. The key was still in the key safe, everything is the same as always . . .’

			‘I picked up the keys from the company that manages the boat rental yesterday,’ I say. Though I haven’t actually checked there aren’t extras in the key safe, so I guess she could be telling the truth.

			‘This doesn’t make any sense.’

			Lexi looks around, staring at the mustard-­coloured curtains pulled across the windows, the bland seaside paintings, the kitschy corgi-­themed clock screwed to the wall in the narrow sliver of space between the bedroom doorframe and the kitchen cabinets. I follow her gaze and notice the time. Half twelve. I’m always a fan of a long lie-­in, but that’s late even for me. When I turn back to Lexi, she looks kind of crumpled, as if someone’s just given her some really bad news, and I feel shitty all of a sudden, because I think that someone might be me.

			
			

			‘Shall we go out for coffee?’ I say. ‘Talk this over properly?’

			She’s frowning down at her phone again.

			‘Lexi?’

			‘No,’ she says, looking up at last. ‘I’m not going to leave the houseboat. It doesn’t seem sensible. In the circumstances.’ She gives me a rare smile. It looks totally insincere. ‘You are welcome to leave the boat, though.’

			. . . hmm.

			‘Shall we at least sit down?’

			‘Maybe you could put some trousers on,’ she says, ‘if you’re going to sit on Penny’s sofa.’

			‘It’s not . . .’

			I deliberate. Best not. Caffeine first.

			‘I’ll get dressed,’ I say, turning on my heels and stepping back into the bedroom.

			My bag is jammed by the bed, sitting in a pool of sunlight. It looks like a perfect July day outside – the skylight shows a rectangle of rich blue sky.

			As I yank on last night’s trousers and the one clean T-­shirt I packed, I try to sort my head out. Being back on Dad’s old houseboat is weird enough without adding in a beautiful woman who won’t let me sit on the sofa.

			I emerge from the bedroom to find Lexi staring at the little wood burner as if she’s lost in thought. She looks a bit intimi­dating: the leather jacket, the frown, the way she plants her feet like she’s waiting for you to try to throw her off balance. She makes me want to figure her out, which I have no right to do. This was a one-­night thing, even if it’s dragged on a bit. She was very clear about that, and . . .

			
			

			‘I’d like you to go,’ she says.

			. . . she’s definitely not changed her mind.

			‘Last night was . . . Well. You know, you were there,’ she says. ‘But we had an agreement, so yeah. Thanks. Goodbye.’

			I’m the one who’s staring now. She might play tough, but she’s not meeting my eyes. I’m hit with a memory of the two of us kissing against the marina fence last night. What the fuck are you doing to me, Zeke? she’d said. I’m literally shaking.

			‘I’m not leaving. This is my boat.’

			I pull out my phone. I’ve not got any signal. I know ­Gilmouth’s not exactly the metropolis of Northumberland, but how have they not sorted out their rubbish phone coverage yet?

			‘I’m sure I can find something in my emails that proves I bought it.’

			I scroll through the downloaded messages, trying not to get pissed off. People often take me for a pushover – it’s the clothes, maybe, or the ‘propensity to daydream’, as my mum always puts it. But I’ll stand up for myself when I have to.

			‘Let’s just go somewhere where we’ve got some signal,’ I say, giving up on my email. All my downloaded ones seem to be newsletters from brands telling me how eco they are.

			‘OK. You first,’ she says, tipping her head towards the door.

			‘Seriously?’

			She just blinks at me.

			
			

			‘You want me to walk out first? What, so you can . . . shut me out? Of my own boat?’

			‘I have no reason to think you own this boat.’

			‘What about my key?’ I say, but I’m already patting my pockets and realising I don’t know where it is. Bedside table? In my bag? ‘Look,’ I say, ‘if you want, we can walk through the door together.’

			We both turn to look at the short, narrow door to the deck.

			‘This is ridiculous,’ Lexi says.

			‘No, yeah, I’m with you on that.’

			We wait in silence, contemplating the door. She glances at me. Checking to see if I’m budging. I look back at her, perfectly polite, not going anywhere.

			‘Oh, fine,’ Lexi snaps. ‘I’ll go first.’

			She wrenches the door open, and then pauses there, framed against the sky.

			I let myself look at her. Hourglass figure, bun shifting on the top of her head as the water tips us back and forth, her big black boots braced on the bottom step. I’ve never met anyone like Lexi before. Suddenly that new cold twinge starts up in my stomach again and I don’t want her to walk out of that door.

			‘Wait,’ I say, just as she turns to look at me.

			I inhale. Her expression’s completely changed. She looks . . . horrified.

			‘Zeke,’ she says, staggering up the steps onto the tiny deck.

			I’m right behind her. I duck through the door. The first thing that gets through to me is the smell, not what I’m looking at – it smells fresh, like sun and salt.

			I straighten up and stare out at the water.

			
			

			Water. Just water. Sea and sky and sea and sky and sea and sky. No boats. No marina.

			No land.

			‘Fuck,’ Lexi says, clinging to the railing. ‘Zeke – are we out at sea?’

		

	
		
			
			

			THE DAY BEFORE

		

	
		
			
			

			Lexi

			I slump over the bar of The Anchor, reaching one hand out for the glass of red wine that Marissa is pouring me. She holds it slightly out of reach, so I have to grope around and eventually lift my head to locate it. I glower; she smiles.

			‘All set on the houseboat?’

			‘Well, I’ve stocked it with carbs, cheese and booze, if that’s what you mean.’

			‘That’ll do. I really am sorry about the room,’ Marissa says.

			I take a slug of wine and then fold over again, resting my cheek on the sticky surface of the bar top. The smell of the pub is so familiar to me: hops, frying oil, the fuzzy tang of a Hoover run over dirty carpet. It’s the smell of my childhood – my life, really. I was raised here, and here is where I’ve stayed.

			‘It’s all right. Not your fault that I picked this week to try out being overdramatic,’ I say, flashing a tooth-­baring smile at the fisherman staring at me from the other end of the bar.

			You can tell the fishermen by their waterproof trousers and wrinkles. When I was a kid, they were always the worst for the hair-­ruffling. ‘Sweet little thing!’ they’d say to five-­year-­old Penny, when she started spending time here in the pub. ‘Cute as a button!’ With my bowl cut, square shoulders and blockish face, I always got, ‘Hello, little lad!’ This particular fisherman looks startled by my humourless grin and goes back to staring into his pint.

			
			

			‘Well, still, I’m sorry I scheduled my building work for the week you decided to lose your shit,’ Marissa says, patting my hand.

			Marissa owns The Anchor now – we sold it to her once we finally teetered close enough to bankruptcy to allow ourselves the luxury of giving up on Mum’s dream for good. I am still co-­manager, but Marissa employs me these days instead of the other way around. Everyone felt sorry for me and Penny when we had to sell up and move to one of the new flats around the corner, but all I felt was relief.

			Marissa is redecorating the bedrooms upstairs, which means I can’t crash here. This is unfortunate, given that I just marched out of my home with half my belongings in a duffel bag and have nowhere else to go.

			Thank God the houseboat is unoccupied this week. It took me five attempts to get the combination of the key safe right, but I got there eventually.

			‘You need more friends,’ Marissa says.

			This is probably true. I’m not the loads-­of-­friends type, though. I have my people, all fiercely precious to me, their spots in my life hard-­won. I have my family. And that’s it. I should try to make new friends, really, but that requires putting yourself out there, and – worst of all – waiting around to see if people still like you once you have.

			
			

			‘And a boyfriend,’ Marissa says.

			‘What is this, the nineteen fifties? I don’t need a boyfriend. Suffragettes died for that shit, Marissa.’

			‘You need something,’ Marissa counters, wiping down the Stella tap. ‘Other than your job. Which you don’t even like.’

			‘I like my job!’ I protest, still face down on the bar at which I work.

			‘You’re only saying that because I pay you.’

			‘I had Mae,’ I say, and I’m embarrassed to hear my voice catch on her name. ‘I didn’t need anything else.’

			‘You still have Mae, Lexi,’ Marissa says softly. ‘Just maybe not for every minute of the day any more.’

			I lift my head and twist in my seat, my heart clenching tightly. I can’t think about this. Not seeing Mae wake up with wonky plaits every morning. Not seeing Mae padding downstairs with Harvey the bunny tucked in the crook of her elbow when she can’t sleep. Not seeing Mae for all those thoughtless little Mae moments of the day, the ones that make my life into something meaningful.

			I down a few more mouthfuls of wine. Marissa watches me critically, then shoves her glasses back up on her head, catching a loop of her mousey hair so it sticks up behind them. I don’t bother telling her – she won’t care.

			‘I think what you really need is a distraction,’ she says, then turns to scan around the pub. ‘There,’ she says. ‘The man by the window with the book.’

			‘He sounds pretentious,’ I say, without looking around.

			
			

			‘That was impressively judgemental, even by my standards,’ Marissa says, pulling her glasses back down onto her nose again. ‘Though you may not be totally wrong. He’s dressed like he’s in a magazine shoot. But he’s reading a self-­help book. And he’s drinking a pint of bitter. I don’t know how to add these things up. Are those trousers made of velvet?’

			Fine: I’m curious. I turn on my bar stool to look at the man sitting in the paisley armchair in the window, the one with the best view over the marina.

			His outfit is what draws the eye first. He’s wearing a suit waistcoat, silky and grey, with no shirt underneath, and three fine silver necklaces lie against the triangle of his bare chest. His black velvet trousers are tucked into his boots, which are stretched out lazily under the table. Generally speaking, the only men you see in The Anchor with their trousers tucked into their boots are Ramblers, and they do not look like this.

			Above it all is a mop of dark-­brown ringlets, parted in the centre. He’s a lot younger than I expected when Marissa said ‘man with book’ – twenty, maybe. But there’s an old-­soul vibe to him. I can picture him sitting in a bar in the 1920s, wearing braces, or maybe further back still – maybe he should be leaning lackadaisically against a ballroom fireplace in Bridgerton.

			I swallow. I don’t want a guy who looks like that. If I’m going to distract myself, I want someone I feel comfortable with. Someone average.

			‘He’s basically a teenager,’ I say, turning back to Marissa.

			Marissa squints at him. ‘Oh, yeah, he is kind of young. The biceps threw me off.’

			Despite myself, I glance back over my shoulder. He’s shifted, and now I can see the front cover of his book. I almost laugh. Surviving Modern Love. It’s a dating guide that’s everywhere at the moment – Penny’s been trying to get me to read it for weeks. It’s aimed at desperate women who suddenly feel their biological clock has started ticking, aka me – not at twenty-­year-­old boys who look as if they might front a reasonably successful pop-­rock band. If pop-­rock is still a thing.

			
			

			He looks up and meets my eyes. A shiver runs over me like a bird skimming the water. The corner of his lip lifts in a curious smile, drawing a faint dip in his cheek.

			I snap back to Marissa. My heart is suddenly thrumming.

			‘I believe I just witnessed a moment,’ Marissa drawls. ‘Eyes meeting, sparks flying, et cetera.’

			‘You witnessed a man wondering why the two women at the bar are openly staring at his trousers.’

			‘That boy is not unaccustomed to being stared at,’ Marissa says, examining him again over her glasses. ‘You don’t dress like that to fit in. Hang on, Penny’s calling me,’ she says, checking her phone.

			‘Don’t answer.’

			Marissa cuts me a look.

			‘You’ll have to lie when she asks whether I’m OK,’ I say. ‘You hate lying.’

			She rolls her eyes, but lets the call ring out, then frowns at her phone.

			‘Gack,’ she says. Marissa’s favourite non-­swearword – she used to swear like a sailor, but with Mae around all the time, she had to adapt. ‘Take the bar, would you? I need to call a supplier.’

			
			

			I assess how drunk I am. Medium drunk. Perfectly acceptable here at The Anchor.

			‘Sure,’ I say, already sliding off the stool.

			By the time I’m behind the bar, grabbing my apron and securing it at my waist, the book-­reading velvet-­wearing twenty-­something is walking over. I shoot a venomous look at Marissa, who smiles smugly at me over her shoulder as she heads to the door. She has coordinated this beautifully. Call a supplier, my arse. She just saw he’d need a new drink and wanted me behind the taps before he got to the bar.

			‘I thought you hated lying!’ I shout at her as she opens the door.

			‘Doesn’t mean I’m bad at it!’ she yells back.

			And just like that, he’s right there in front of me.

			‘Hey, can I get you a drink?’ he says, tilting his head.

			He’s taller than I thought he might be when I was checking him out at his table, and he speaks quietly, leaning his forearms on the bar as he looks at me. He’s got heavy eyebrows, almost too heavy for the delicate lines of his face; he’s the sort of handsome that only works in certain lights, but when it works, it’s stunning.

			‘I think that’s my line,’ I say.

			He pauses, thinking. ‘Huh,’ he says, glancing back at the paisley armchair. ‘When I was sitting there thinking about what to say . . . you were not the bartender.’

			I press my lips together to hold back a smile. I hope he can’t tell how much he’s surprised me. I know I should have the confidence to think a man like this would fall over himself to buy me a drink, but I don’t, not any more. I am painfully conscious of my roots showing, and the fact that I’ve probably owned the leather jacket I’m wearing since he was in primary school.

			
			

			Then there’s the dogged misery in my chest. The sense of loss. Maybe the issue isn’t that I’m thirty-­one, it’s that I feel about one hundred.

			‘Well, things change,’ I say. ‘What can I get you?’

			‘Uh,’ he says, ‘a large gin and tonic?’

			I reach for a clean glass. He watches me, a slight frown gathering between his eyebrows. Marissa’s right: he doesn’t quite add up. I’d say he’s the artistic loner type, a bit brooding, a bit lost. A hot emo kid born in the wrong decade. But that really doesn’t mesh with the shiny self-­help book in his hand.

			He catches where I’m looking. ‘You read it?’ he asks.

			‘Nope. Any good?’

			‘A lot of people seem to think so,’ he says, turning it to look over the back cover. ‘Says here it’s “the answer to our prayers: a guide to finding authentic connection within the confining artifices of modernity”.’

			I raise my eyebrows. ‘And what do you think?’

			He pauses at the question, tilting his head the other way. There’s something a little dreamy about his eyes, almost a sleepiness; it’s strangely sexy, as if I’m seeing him just after he’s woken up.

			‘I think it’s a big pile of bollocks,’ he says lightly.

			I have to bite back another smile. ‘Nine fifty,’ I say, pushing the gin and tonic with lime towards him.

			If I hadn’t already known he lived down south from his accent, I’d have got it from his face now – he looks briefly staggered to have got a double for less than a tenner. He taps his phone to the card reader and then pushes the drink back towards me.

			
			

			‘It’s for you,’ he says. ‘How’d I do?’

			I consider it. I do like a gin and tonic. ‘Not bad,’ I say, reaching for it.

			His face melts into its first proper smile. His front teeth are slightly crooked, touching each other like crossed fingers; he bites down on his smile before it’s fully grown.

			‘Can I ask your name?’ he says.

			I force my gaze away, across the pub, noting the regulars – Barney, Hazzer, the woman who always orders double shots of whisky. I can’t decide if I want them to come over and save me from this conversation or stay where they are.

			‘It’s Lexi,’ I say eventually, because I can’t think of a good reason not to answer.

			‘I’m Zeke. Ezekiel Ravenhill. Full name in case you want to stalk me.’ He taps Surviving Modern Love. ‘It says here that before “progressing with an individual”, you should have researched each other on every available social media platform. It’s in the section on the advantages of modernity.’

			I stare at the book in horror. ‘Fucking hell, really?’ I look up at him. ‘Is that what people do?’ I just about swallow back the nowadays, narrowly avoiding sounding eighty-­five.

			‘Well, not me,’ he says. ‘I’m not online.’

			‘Really? No social media at all?’

			I find this unfathomable – I’m absolutely addicted to Instagram. Sometimes I don’t even notice myself opening the app, I’m just there, scrolling through everyone else’s lives, getting progressively, predictably sadder.

			
			

			‘It’s just not for me.’ He shrugs, settling on a stool. ‘This book says you’ve got to embrace that stuff if you want to survive, so . . . I guess I’m a dying breed.’

			He looks genuinely sad as he says this, which strikes me as odd – I am finding it hard to believe that a man like this needs advice from a self-­help book. He is very assured in how he watches me, for instance, very smooth. Even when I’m not looking at him, I can feel his light, warm gaze taking me in.

			I don’t like being looked at, generally. It’s easy when I’m with Mae – nobody looks at you twice if you’ve got a kid with you, as if you’ve entered some other category of personhood where you’re always the supporting act. The same thing happens when you’re the bartender, actually: you’re part of the background. It suits me perfectly.

			Then Zeke’s eyes shift away from me as he looks around the pub. And to my surprise, I find I want his gaze back again.

			‘Sorry,’ he says. ‘I’m getting a weird case of déjà vu. Did this place used to have blue carpet?’

			‘Yeah, actually.’ We changed it after Mum died. A big revamp that we didn’t yet realise we couldn’t afford. ‘Have you been here before?’

			‘A while back, yeah. My dad used to live on a houseboat in the marina, so I was in Gilmouth a lot as a little kid. I’ve only been back once since I was thirteen, though – to sell his boat when he died.’

			‘Oh,’ I say, a little startled. ‘I’m sorry.’

			‘It’s OK. I bought it back again yesterday.’

			‘Oh, right,’ I say, trying to keep up.

			‘That’s why I’m here. Buying back my dead dad’s old boat, five years on. I’ve got two days off work and a whole big plan to put the past to rest and, like . . . sort my head out.’ He shakes his curls, as if he’s trying to get water out of his ears, and gives me a rueful smile. ‘It’s all part of my quarter-­life crisis, according to my brother.’

			
			

			I think about the fact that I have just moved into my best friend’s houseboat on the sly, with one holdall and two bags of food from Tesco, and I wonder if Zeke and I have more in common than I thought.

			‘So you know The Anchor?’ I ask.

			Those hazy eyes resettle on mine. They’re light brown, almost amber.

			‘Dad never brought me here as a kid,’ he says. ‘But I might’ve been in when I came up to sell the boat. This bar feels familiar. You don’t, though, and I feel like . . . I’d remember you. Were you working here in . . .’ He glances aside as he tries to figure out the date. ‘Summer 2019?’

			I think about it. I wasn’t, actually. I spent that summer staying in a caravan in Devon with a baby-­faced man named Theo, who I hoped was the love of my life. He got Lexi forever tattooed on his pasty upper arm, a rare act of rebelliousness that didn’t suit him at all; I think it was because his ex had told him she liked men with tattoos. Even then, I’d had the sense not to get Theo forever – he’d accused me of commitment-­phobia, but turns out I was just right. When I informed Theo that I planned to stay home and help my best friend raise her child, he left so fast he didn’t even take his beloved Nintendo Switch.

			‘Nope,’ I say. ‘That was a rare summer off.’ My only summer off, actually.

			
			

			‘Knew it,’ Zeke says. ‘You’re too beautiful to forget.’

			That makes me snort a laugh.

			‘You think I’m joking?’

			‘I think you’ve used that very cheesy line before.’

			‘I mean it. You’re really beautiful.’

			‘I’m not. But thanks.’

			He pauses; I get the sense I’ve thrown him slightly.

			‘Sorry, what do you mean, I’m not but thanks?’

			My head is a bit fuzzy from the wine, and my body wants to twist away from his compliments – I can’t bear the way they make me feel. I shovel through the tub of ice to loosen it up.

			‘So, Zeke Ravenhill, who has all the smooth lines,’ I say, taking a savage stab at a particularly large lump of ice, ‘how am I meant to know you’re not a total arsehole if you’re not stalkable on social media?’

			He looks back to Surviving Modern Love; I think he’s weighing up whether to allow me the change of subject.

			‘Not sure my Instagram would be advertising the red flags, if I had it,’ he says eventually, running his hand across the front cover. ‘But it’s a good question. If you want, we could, like, ring my mum?’

			I chuck the shovel back into the tub and try to stand still, folding my arms. I’m a bit jittery. I’ve not felt this way around a man for so long; I’d forgotten the electric, zingy excitement of just flirting with someone.

			‘What would she say?’ I ask.

			He smiles slightly. ‘She’d probably say I’m a puzzle. That’s what she usually says. “You know, Ezekiel is a bit of an odd-­one-­out. But he means well, and when he realises his potential he could really make something of himself”, et cetera. The sorts of things you say about your least successful child.’

			
			

			I lean back against the counter behind me. I wonder if he realises how revealing that was, and how much more attractive it is than the chat-­up lines – I have always had a soft spot for slightly broken people. I think again about Marissa’s suggestion, that I just need a distraction, and I feel a whisper of the woman I was before: the woman who would never look at any guy and think he was too good for her.

			‘Is she right? Do you mean well?’ I ask him.

			‘I do lots of things well,’ he says, poker-­faced, but teasing.

			Normally, when a guy chats me up, there’s a pressure to the conversation, as though every word exchanged ups the expectation, but Zeke just seems as if he’s . . . playing. It’s confusing.

			‘Are you flirting with me because you want to have sex with me?’ I ask, looking him right in the face.

			I can’t read Zeke’s reaction. I expected him to seem startled, but he just looks down for a moment, as if he’s gathering himself, or perhaps deliberating.

			‘I’m flirting with you because I think you seem interesting, and beautiful,’ he says lightly, looking up at me again. ‘And maybe kind of . . .’

			Don’t say sad. Don’t say lonely.

			‘Bored?’

			I blink.

			‘But is that what you want, Lexi?’ His voice drops slightly, and my stomach turns over. ‘Is that what you’re looking for?’

			I open my mouth to say yes, but at the last moment I find myself blurting, ‘I’m thirty-­one.’

			
			

			‘OK,’ Zeke says, unperturbed. ‘I’m a Pisces.’ And then, at my unimpressed expression: ‘Are we not sharing facts about ourselves? Is that not the game?’

			I snort. ‘You look about twenty. It would be weird. You’re too young.’

			‘I’m twenty-­three. Not too young. Just right,’ he says, with a new, cheeky smile that draws a dimple in his left cheek.

			The very thought of a night with this stranger who is eight years younger than me feels decadent and forbidden, but I don’t have an early-­morning wake-­up to think of now. I don’t have a little person to get home for – Mae is with Penny and Ryan. She’s got everyone she needs.

			‘I want one night,’ I find myself saying. ‘One night of stupid, reckless fun. I want to get drunk and enjoy myself.’

			He tilts his head to the side. ‘I can give you that.’

			Heat unfurls in my belly like a rope snaking loose.

			‘When do you get off?’ he asks, his voice steady. ‘Have a drink with me. Properly,’ he says, eyes flicking to the gin and tonic I’ve barely sipped while I’ve been busying myself behind the bar.

			‘I’m not actually working, officially. So . . . I’m free as soon as Marissa walks back through that door.’

			My gaze shifts towards the pub entrance. He turns slowly, exaggeratedly, and watches the door too, shooting the occasional hot, amused glance over his shoulder at me. We wait. There’s a low pulse beating through me now. I can’t remember the last time I did something like this. Something irresponsible. Something spontaneous.

			The door opens. My hand is already on my apron, fingers shaking a little as I untie its ribbons.

			
			

			‘Where are we going?’ Zeke says, as I move around the bar towards him.

			‘Nowhere,’ I tell him. ‘This is Gilmouth. You want a drink, there’s nowhere else to go.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Zeke

			There goes ‘committing to the long-­term in both thought and action’. There goes ‘dedicating oneself to the pursuit of authentic connection’. I leave Surviving Modern Love on the bar as Lexi and I move to the armchairs by the window – looking at it just makes me feel guilty. It’s the dumbest one of these books I’ve read so far, anyway. What the hell are the ‘artifices of modernity’?

			Truth is, it’s been so long now, and I missed it, I guess. This easy back-­and-­forth with someone who really only wants one thing from me, something I know I can give. It means breaking all my rules, but . . . what’s one more one-­night stand, really? What’s the harm?

			Outside, the street lights have come on, bright gold against the silhouetted masts of the marina. Lexi puts her feet up to rest on the old-­fashioned radiator underneath the window, and I do the same, my black boots beside hers. Almost-­but-­not-­quite touching.

			There’s a quiet promise of where the night’s going in the air between us. I feel myself slipping into the rhythm of it all. The way our gazes meet, flit away, then join again, and how our bodies lean towards each other. Her saying I want one night keeps going around my head, and the way she looked as she said it, like even speaking it out loud was enough to turn her on.

			
			

			‘Are we wearing the same shoes?’ Lexi asks, looking at them over her glass.

			I knock her foot gently with mine. ‘That a problem?’

			‘Only because you wear them better.’

			I laugh. She stays deadpan – she’s hardly cracked a smile since we started talking. Even sprawled out with her feet up, she still has one arm drawn across her body like a shield. Everything about Lexi’s like this – kind of hemmed-­in, muted, like someone’s dialled her down. You can tell she’s complicated.

			I am such a sucker for complicated.

			‘I can’t believe we’ve agreed to spend the night together before we’ve even kissed,’ she says, eyeing me. ‘This is extremely out of character for me, just so you know.’

			‘Is that what kissing is, for you?’ I say, amused. ‘Like an audition?’

			The look she gives me says, Yeah, duh. What else could it be? And I think, OK, so someone’s never kissed you like you deserve to be kissed, then.

			‘Come here,’ I say, tipping my chin.

			She raises her eyebrows. ‘You come here.’

			I smile. She’s actually making me a bit nervous, in that butterflies-­in-­the-­stomach kind of way – something about this night feels different from the nights I’ve had before. Maybe it’s me, changing. I hope so.

			
			

			I drag my chair right up to Lexi’s, arm to arm, then twist in my seat so I’m facing her. She looks back, tense and kind of defiant, almost as if she’s daring me to do it. I don’t say anything, I just wait and watch her from a few breaths away. I want to see her relax before I move to touch her.

			She takes a swig of wine, holding my gaze. She’s breathing a bit unsteadily now, and I feel my body tighten in response.

			‘Go on, then,’ she prompts.

			I just tilt my head. Keep looking. Trace over her features, those extraordinary, icy-­blue eyes, the strong set to her jaw. I watch her lips part, feel her gaze touch my mouth, and I keep waiting.

			She huffs. ‘Fine,’ she says, and leans over to kiss me.

			I can tell from the way she kisses that Lexi thinks I’m a kid who doesn’t really know what to do – she thinks she’s going to have to show me how. It doesn’t take long to fix that. I slant her mouth to mine, ease back, feel for what she likes. She lets out a surprised hot breath when I brush my tongue lightly against hers, so I do it again, and smile against her mouth when her fingertips tighten on my forearm.

			‘Huh,’ she says, breathless, as I pull back a little.

			She’s looking at me differently. I swallow, glancing away towards the bar.

			‘Do that again,’ she says, reaching up to turn my face back towards her.

			I pull her in. After a few minutes of kissing her, I can feel the impatience in her body, that buzz she’s holding in.

			‘Let’s go,’ she breathes.

			I shake my head.

			
			

			‘We’ve got all night,’ I say, smoothing back a loose strand of her hair. ‘I promised you stupid and reckless and fun. So . . .’

			I raise my eyebrows at her like, What does stupid and reckless and fun look like to you?

			Lexi’s eyes dial a little brighter. ‘All right,’ she says. ‘Let’s do shots.’

			 

			We finally leave The Anchor when a crowd of pub-­crawlers arrive on a coach from Newcastle just before closing. I nick a brown trilby off the table as we go, and Lexi looks disapproving, even though it’s a tacky dress-­up one and all the kids in costume are too plastered to care.

			‘It’s wrong to steal,’ she says, leaning into me.

			‘Not stealing – rehoming,’ I say. ‘Probably only cost him about two quid anyway.’

			She narrows those round eyes, looking up at me. ‘Am I being led astray right now, young man? Are you what astray looks like?’

			I ignore the twinge in my chest and smile, kissing her again, my hands finding the dip where her leather jacket nips in. We stumble away from the bar, not wanting to break apart, until we reach the marina fence and press against it, first my back to the wire, then hers. Every centimetre of us is touching. Just the feel of her is enough to make me want her so much I’m aching, especially after making out in the pub like teenagers all evening. It’s been a while, and I like this woman. A lot.

			When we finally step apart, we’re standing in a cloud.

			A sea fret. A sudden fog coming off the water. I remember there was one when I visited my dad here as a kid. Like someone’s taken an eraser to the world and left nothing but us.

			
			

			Lexi pulls back, the fence bouncing a little against our weight, and says, ‘Am I drunker than I thought, or . . .’

			‘It’s not just you. The world’s gone.’

			‘Oh. Well. I won’t miss it,’ she says, and fists my waistcoat, pulling me in for another kiss as the fog smokes around us.

			My lips feel burned and my chest’s tight, as though something’s winded me and I’m only just getting my breath back. Everything else that matters to me – work, those books, all the shit with my family . . . it’s as though it’s drifted away and tonight there’s just Lexi.

			I love this feeling. Nothing clears your mind like this kind of wanting.

			‘What the fuck are you doing to me, Zeke?’ she whispers. ‘I’m literally shaking.’

			‘Shall we go to my boat?’ I ask, glancing in the direction of the marina gate and already fumbling in my pocket for my fob. It’s the first time I’ve ever called it my boat. It feels kind of weird. I’m not a boat person. My dad was the boat person, and I was the person trying not to be my dad.

			Lexi is leaning into me. ‘Let’s go to mine.’

			‘Sure, OK.’

			The moment I press my lips to hers again, she lets out a moan that sears right through me, turns me hard in an instant. We break apart when we reach the gate. She stumbles into the fence just as I reach to fob us in, and I think I’ve missed the sensor, but then the gate swings open and we’re falling through the fog, already grasping each other again.

			
			

			‘Hang on,’ she says, pausing for a moment to squint into the darkness.

			We’ve ended up right by Dad’s – my – houseboat, its blue paint dim in the fog. You can’t see much: the shape of an old-­fashioned bicycle strapped to the roof, the thin metal chimney for the wood burner, The Merry Dormouse painted in white on the bow. I remember Mum carefully touching up those letters with a paintbrush, back when the boat was the family holiday spot, before the divorce – before it became Dad’s home, and somewhere Mum was never welcome. In retrospect, it surprises me that he didn’t rename it.

			‘Let’s just . . .’ Lexi begins, stepping towards the boat.

			I do the same, then remember she wanted to go to her place, so I say, ‘Are you sure?’

			She frowns at me. ‘Yeah. I’m sure.’

			‘Your stern rope’s snapped!’ a voice calls down the pontoon.

			Paige Something-­or-­other. I can’t believe she’s still kicking around this marina – her houseboat was always moored next to The Merry Dormouse. She’s a bit . . . annoying. She would wander into our family evenings on the deck, ‘popping by’ with a mug of herbal tea in her hand, hanging around until it was borderline uncomfortable. The kind of person who can’t read a room. Her brother died, and after that she was never the same again, that’s what Dad used to say – one of those meaningless phrases he trotted out all the time, like his favourite one about the split from my mum: Some things are too broken to be fixed.

			‘A snapped rope sounds bad?’ Lexi says, pulling away from me to look.

			‘This boat always was too long for this pontoon. Here, it’ll be all right, you can reconfigure your head line into two springs,’ Paige says, appearing suddenly through the fog. ‘That’ll be fine for the night. If your friend gets the centre of the rope looped around the cleat on the pontoon, I can make fast at the bow and stern if you just hold on to the boat for me. Tide’s completely slack right now, so should be a super quick job.’

			
			

			‘Thanks,’ Lexi and I say in unison.

			I’m lost, to be honest. Dad wasn’t particularly good on naut­ical lingo, and he never taught us this sort of stuff.

			‘I’ll check in on you again in the morning with some spare rope, so we can get you properly moored,’ Paige says. ‘But this should do you for now, all right?’

			She beams at us. She’s probably quite nice, really. I bet she was just lonely, all those times she crashed our evenings. I can see that now I’m not ten.

			‘That’s really kind. Thank you for your help,’ Lexi says.

			I grip the side of the boat as Lexi heads off to follow the instructions she’s been given, and Paige works around us. This I’ve done plenty of times – holding the boat steady for Dad was my and Jeremy’s speciality, as kids. Lyra less so. It’s always been hard to get my sister to do anything as obliging as helping out.

			Things are spinning – I’ve had a shot or two too many, maybe. I take a breath, tasting the fog on my tongue, my body aching with heat and desire. I can’t even see Lexi – can’t see further than a metre or so now, the fog’s so thick – and the weird lost feeling freaks me out a bit.

			‘Nearly there!’ Paige shouts cheerfully from somewhere in the fog.

			Almost everything I recall about The Merry Dormouse is from the time after my parents’ divorce – I was only four when Dad came to live here permanently. For a moment I feel as though I can hear him playing his crappy homemade ukulele, or humming his way around the kitchen, or puzzling over a sudoku with Lyra and Jeremy. I remember sitting on the deck with the two of them, Dad hovering behind us as he taught us to fish. Even at that age I could sense how desperately he wanted us to enjoy it, and the pressure of it all had made me sweat, because of course I was shit at fishing, and the others caught so many we had to freeze some.

			
			

			‘Paige’s done, apparently,’ says a warm, throaty voice behind me.

			I turn to see Lexi appearing from the mist, lips bee-­stung, cheeks flushed. She stumbles slightly and her body collides with mine, and just like that we’re kissing again. Within seconds, my mind is one-­hundred-­per-­cent her. There’s . . . I don’t know, there’s something about this woman. She’s different, I think, and then I tell myself she can’t be. She just wants one night.

			‘Sleep well, you two!’ Paige calls, distant in the darkness. The fog whirls and steams, quietening the other sounds of the marina.

			‘Thank you so much for helping us out,’ I call, my hands still resting on Lexi’s waist.

			I make a mental note to take Paige a bottle of wine tomorrow as a thank you, knowing already that I’ll forget. I’m not good at that kind of stuff even when I’m sober. Mental notes just drift out of my head – I’ve always been that way.

			‘So,’ Lexi breathes, pulling back a little. ‘Bedroom?’

			She cranes her head to look through the boat’s windows.

			
			

			‘Yes. Definitely.’

			I help her up onto the deck. She tries the handle as I’m patting my pocket for the key, but it’s open. I must’ve left the door unlocked earlier – habit, I guess, as Dad never used to lock it. We tumble down the steps into the living area. First time I walked back in here earlier today, it shocked me with its smallness, maybe because I was a lot littler when I used to stay here, or maybe because it is small – twelve metres long, low-­ceilinged and cramped. The sensation of the floor shifting underneath my feet makes me feel sick, and I have to grip the wall as I step through into the bedroom. I’m getting déjà vu again. I turn to Lexi and shut the old thoughts away.

			Once we’re in bed, there’s no danger of anything tugging me away from her. She’s so fucking beautiful. I feel her hesitation as I pull back to look at her body under the covers, even in the near-­blackness – we hit the light switch, but it didn’t work, so all we’ve got are the foggy lights of the marina and the full moon in the centre of the skylight above us.

			‘You’re incredible,’ I tell her, my hand tracing a gorgeous rolling line from breast to waist to hip to thigh. ‘Do you know that?’

			She’s keen to press herself against me and I’d bet half of that is to stop me looking. She meets my gaze squarely, hot and fierce, but I’ve not forgotten that she said I’m not but thanks when I told her she was beautiful. One night’s not enough to undo whatever’s made her feel that way. I can give her what she asked for, though: reckless fun. A night to escape the real world.

			As I kiss my way across her collarbone, I settle in. Let my mind clear. She moans, and my body heats in response. I taste her skin, touch her, try to show her what I mean when I say she’s incredible. Our bodies seek a rhythm together, and I already know how to please her, how to take the slow, teasing, meandering path to where we want to go. I press hot kisses to her stomach and feel her writhe.

			
			

			But then I look up. Her unravelled hair, open mouth. Those smart wide ice-­blue eyes. Our gazes meet, and it sends this jolt through me. Like I’ve burned myself. It knocks me out of rhythm. I hear my own breath catch.

			I can’t seem to switch off.

			It doesn’t usually feel like this, says my head, but I duck down, kiss the fine skin of her upper thigh, ignore it. One night, one night, one night. Surely if I know how to do anything right, it’s that.

		

	
		
			
			

			DAY ONE AGAIN

		

	
		
			
			

			Lexi

			We begin by panicking.

			‘We can’t be in the sea,’ Zeke keeps saying, which is infuri­ating, because, look, there’s the sea, and look, here we are, bloody well definitely in it. The sun slashes bright across the water and the boat creaks beneath us.

			I don’t want to think about the creaking. I’ve never been particularly involved with the houseboat – Mum had it for less than a year before she died, and she left it to Penny, so she’s always handled the upkeep and rentals. But I do know it’s a ‘refurbished’ Dutch barge, designed to be more house than boat. Mum bought it to rent out – her ‘savvy business decision’, she always called it, a tongue-­in-­cheek reference to the fact that she basically just fell in love with the cute little windows and the idea of it all. This boat is supposed to sit in a marina with plant pots on its roof. It’s called The Merry Dormouse, for fuck’s sake. The chances of it being seaworthy seem extremely slim.

			‘Did someone – did someone untie my boat?’ Zeke asks.

			
			

			He spins to the other side of the deck, leaning so far over the railing I have to resist the impulse to step forward and grab him.

			‘Penny’s boat,’ I snap.

			Zeke stays unnaturally still, leaning over, ringlets falling forward as he stares into the water. The railing out here on the deck is a thin, rickety thing – just a few poles, really, more a boundary line than anything protective. For a split second I imagine Zeke slipping and sliding out under the bottom rail. My gut seizes. If one of us falls into the sea, can we even get back up here?

			‘Lexi,’ Zeke says, ‘what did you actually do when we retied the rope last night?’

			‘What? I did what the busybody neighbour told me to do, I held on to the boat while you got the centre of the rope around that thingy and she did the knots. Zeke. Zeke?’

			He is terrifyingly quiet. Eventually, at last, he turns. His hair is wild, and his eyes are so wide I can see the whites all around his irises. Fear congeals in the back of my throat.

			‘Paige told you to loop the centre of the rope around the cleat on the pontoon,’ Zeke says. His voice is so quiet I can barely hear him.

			‘No, she didn’t. She told you to do that. She said . . .’ I trail off. ‘Fuck. Fuck, fuck, fuck.’

			I watch Zeke figure it out. How we both took that sentence. How we both thought Paige was talking to us when she said your boat. How we both thought the other person was the friend who would secure it at the pontoon, and how easily that went wrong in the fog and the darkness.

			I feel sick. Not just nauseous, but as if quite suddenly I am going to vomit. I press my palm to my mouth and run to stand beside Zeke, leaning over – not as far as him, but far enough.

			
			

			The boat is tied to itself.

			‘Are you fucking joking?’ I say, clinging to the rail. ‘You didn’t loop it around the thingy on the . . .’

			‘The cleat,’ he says. His voice is still quiet, but there’s an edge to it now. ‘On the pontoon. And no, I didn’t. Because you were supposed to do that.’

			‘You think this is my fault?’ I say, voice rising.

			‘Well, I don’t think it’s mine.’

			With his jaw clenched and fear all over his face, he looks about eighteen. Which isn’t that far off, really. He is just a kid. Which means I have to be the adult here, when all I want to do is panic.

			‘We need to stay calm,’ I say, looking back at the rope with another lurch of nausea. It’s just looped there, lying against the round punchbag-­type things that hang on the side of the houseboat to stop it getting damaged if the water jostles it into the dock. Or the pontoon. Or the . . . whatever-­it’s-­called.

			Zeke breathes out slowly through his nose. ‘You’re right. It doesn’t matter how we got here. Just how we get home.’

			‘Our phones,’ I say, scrabbling in the back pocket of my trousers. Never have I felt so grateful to hold my mobile in my hand. It lights up, showing my screen lock image: Mae beaming and bright-­eyed on the beach, trousers rolled up to her knees, arms upstretched to the sky.

			There are a few WhatsApps waiting from Marissa, and one from Penny – Lexi, please, just call me. On the top right of the screen there’s an empty triangle and an exclamation mark. No signal.

			
			

			If I was scared before, now I’m terrified. Horrified.

			No signal? At all? Not even one of those random letters that comes up sometimes, an E, an H?

			‘Is your phone . . .’

			‘No signal. I can’t even call 999.’ His voice is heavy with horror. ‘I thought you could always call 999.’

			‘I think phone signal goes if you’re far enough out to sea,’ I say. I’m flicking through my phone settings. My battery is at thirty-­six per cent. ‘Shit. I’m going to turn mine off, save battery.’

			‘We might just be in a signal black spot. How far could we get in, what, ten hours?’ Zeke asks, swiping his hair out of his face with both hands, one still clutching his phone. He blows out between his lips. ‘Maybe twenty kilometres?’

			‘Twenty kilometres?’

			‘Yeah, now you say it like that, it sounds quite far,’ Zeke says, voice weak.

			I have to get back before anyone finds out what’s happened to us – I can’t have Mae knowing I’m in danger. I lean against the large wheel fixed to the body of the boat. My hangover loiters at the edge of my consciousness: slick, sweaty hands, dry throat, pounding head.

			‘That bang we heard last night,’ Zeke says, staring at me. I see myself reflected in his pupils, a tiny person, small and lost. ‘I bet that was us hitting something as we floated out of the marina. The sea wall, maybe.’

			‘Can we steer this thing? Get the motor going?’ I say, realising the significance of the wheel I’m currently propped against. It looks ridiculously oversized, as if it belongs in a Pirates of the Caribbean film, but presumably it isn’t just ornamental. There’s white tarpaulin here, retracted so this section of the boat is exposed to the sun and connects seamlessly to the deck, but it’s definitely some sort of steering . . . space. There are dials and handles and a lever that looks like it’s from the TARDIS.

			
			

			‘I don’t think so,’ Zeke says, swallowing. ‘Battery’s flat. When I bought it, your friend said the houseboat needed refuelling.’

			I flinch at the reference to Penny. She really did sell it without telling me, then. Penny, my Penny, who always cuts herself shaving (‘Lex, it’s happened again! Bloodbath! Bring chocolate!’) and who once described talking to me as ‘having an inner mono­logue’. Thinking of her makes me want to turn my phone back on; my phone is never off. But if the battery dies . . .
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