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1


I look down at my phone and watch with relief as the ticks turn blue. She’s typing. In the moments before her reply appears, I reflect on how profoundly tragic it is to be seeking company on WhatsApp in this situation. Truly a dark moment, even for me.


I’ve forgotten to switch my phone to silent mode and cringe at the loud message alert tone. I don’t know the etiquette in this situation – perhaps it is like being at the cinema? No one appears to notice the disturbance.


What do you mean you feel like a spare part?! Just get involved! Put yourself out there!


I glance up briefly at the scene unfolding in front of me and then back at my phone. That’s easy for her to say. Ray is an extrovert. She loves getting involved. I’ve never really been a ‘group activity’ kind of gal.


I literally am a spare part, Ray. It was fine at first but then I just sort of became surplus to requirement.


So what are you doing?


Messaging you! I’m just . . . watching?


Oh God, El! I mean cool if that’s what you’re into.


I’m not into it! I don’t want to just watch. I wanted to get involved. This is my wild year! I’m being wild!


I place my phone down on the desk at which I’m sitting, a statement which, under the circumstances, feels very bleak indeed. I notice a framed, faded photograph of a man crouching down, his arms wrapped around both a golden retriever and a child wearing a pair of shorts and an enormous sun hat. I turn it face down. The respectful thing to do. No father or golden retriever should see their child doing this.


I glance back at the couple on the bed and sigh. It would perhaps be better if they were fucking. Doing something obscene. But they’re doing what I can only horrifyingly describe as making love.


How did I find myself here – silently observing a couple of strangers having sex from the comfort of an ergonomic office chair? Well, it’s the fourth month of my wild year, a self-inflicted challenge born out of a drunken New Year’s Eve fifteen long weeks ago. It’s the resolution that just keeps on giving.


*


‘I’m stuck in a rut,’ I’d said at Ray’s house party, flinging my arm in the air hopelessly, wine sloshing out of the top of the bottle I was holding. The four of us – Ray, Jamie, Will and I – were in the garden getting some fresh air (smoking) and a much-needed break from the people inside. I honestly don’t know why we ever bother inviting anyone else, it always ends up just us, willing them all to go home. I was especially grateful for the break from the chatter inside that night. I had been starting to feel like the only person in the room who didn’t have something exciting to contribute to the conversation – a fabulous professional achievement, a baby, a sordid affair, a divorce even. Oh, to be a glamorous divorcée! But no, I had nothing.


‘Don’t be so dramatic, El,’ Jamie said. He could talk. He’d borrowed someone’s faux fur coat to wear into the garden, as well as a pair of stilettos that he couldn’t walk in. I’d heard him announce only moments ago that he was going to ‘literally die’ if the rumour that we were running low on ice turned out to be true.


‘I can’t believe that’s another year of my life gone,’ I carried on, ignoring him. ‘Everything stays the same. I dated Greg for a hundred years. I feel like I’ve been doing this job I fucking hate since birth. I’ve lived in that flat for three years now and every single day I want to throw myself out of the window.’


I’d taken a clumsy drag on a badly rolled cigarette and coughed dramatically. Ray rolled her eyes at me and took it from my hand, shaking her lighter and relighting it. I know smoking is very bad, not cool in any way, but the way Ray does it – sorry, she should be on adverts, everyone would be taking it up.


‘Well, you do live on the ground floor, El, so . . .’ Ray said, blowing smoke into the night air. I saw her lock eyes with Jamie and exchange a look, the briefest flicker of a smile.


‘I’m being serious,’ I said. ‘This is what I do! This is my life! Just the same, always, always the same. I never do anything different or interesting or, or . . . brave!’


It was partly incoherent, drunken rambling but it came from somewhere real and deep and guttural. This feeling of utter stagnation so intense sometimes I’d wake up in the night gripped with it, seized by panic.


‘You broke up with Greg,’ Will said, dropping his own cigarette end to the ground and squashing it under his foot. ‘That was brave.’


I don’t think sweet Will would know bravery if it slapped him in the face. As we spoke he popped a piece of chewing gum in his mouth so his girlfriend wouldn’t know he’d been smoking.


‘It wasn’t brave to break up with Greg,’ I said.


It really wasn’t. It didn’t feel brave in any way. It felt essential. Vital to being able to go on living. Like shedding the weight of the world. Sorry, Greg.


I was drunk enough in that moment that I nearly said what I really thought would be brave. The reason I feel like a coward most of the time. It was on the tip of my tongue. But I chickened out of course. Thankfully, I suppose. Or unfortunately. I can never decide. Instead I said: ‘I’m going to do something about it next year.’


I poured white wine confidently and generously into my mouth directly from the bottle as the others cried out in indignation. In hindsight, I don’t believe it was mine.


‘I have to do something that scares me every day, something brave, something wild. Wait,’ I said, screwing up my face, reworking the maths, ‘not every day, every month. I mean month, obviously.’


Ray laughed in my face, taking the bottle from me to pour the dregs into her glass.


‘El, you couldn’t even think of twelve wild things,’ she said, ‘let alone do them.’ She didn’t mean it unkindly, she said it as a matter of fact; as surely as she knew the sky was blue she knew that Eleanor Evans was not a wild woman.


It felt like a punch to my stomach. The wine threatened to make a reappearance. Is that really what she thought of me?


‘I can,’ I said, indignantly, looking around at the others, ‘I can think of loads of wild things. I can be wild, don’t you think?’


Will squinted and looked into the distance, like he was concentrating on something far away and couldn’t hear me.


‘Babe,’ Jamie said, ‘earlier you told me that you’d been doing a lot of research into memory foam pillows because “it’s not a decision to be taken lightly”.’


‘That’s just good sense,’ I said, ‘you only get one neck, Jamie.’


‘El,’ Ray said, ‘you’re fine just as you are. You don’t need to do anything differently. We like you like this – healthy-necked and sensible.’


It is deeply humbling to be described by someone you fancy as ‘healthy-necked’ but on that night it only added fuel to the fire.


‘No, Ray,’ I said, ‘I’m not fine as I am. I know there’s a better version inside, a wilder, more exciting one. I’m going to show you.’


‘Yeah?’ Ray said, looking at me in that maddening way, that twinkle in her eye, that cockiness. I hate myself for it but it just does something to me. Instead of grabbing her and kissing her, which is what I wanted to do, I reached out and poked her in the side with my index finger. Nursery-school flirting. She didn’t respond at all, probably because she is twenty-eight, not six.


‘OK,’ she said and held out her hand. I took it and we shook. ‘A year of wild things. Really wild, though, El. I’m going to hold you to it. Proper out-of-your-comfort zone stuff.’


I nodded as I watched her fingers slip from mine. The way she looked at me, amused, with pity almost, and then up at Jamie to share a knowing glance. She didn’t think I could do it. The concept cemented in my mind.


I have never wanted to prove someone wrong so badly.


I’d like to say I was overflowing with ideas for my new adventures but, actually, my immediate thought was of the new notebook I would treat myself to so I could journal my progress, perhaps a new pen. Highlighters, even. The thrill of new stationery! Yes, this was definitely something I could get into.


*


So now here I am. After a minute or two longer of waiting to be subbed in, I admit defeat, get up from the desk chair and start pulling on my jeans. I wonder if this will remind the couple that I’m here, that I’ve been here the whole time. That I’m the person they took out for drinks. The person they kissed in the back of an Uber. That they took these jeans off in the first place. They remain oblivious to my existence.


I catch a glimpse of myself in the mirror leaning up against the wall. Jeans undone, black lace bra chosen especially for other people to look at, my freshly cut hair disappointingly unruffled. There is a flush of red on my chest, my internal discomfort making itself known. I take a couple of deep breaths and press the back of my hand to my skin, trying to cool it down. I give my reflection a grim smile. It’s going to be a good story at least. Well, a story.


Once I’ve pulled my T-shirt back on and ordered an Uber I hover by the bedroom door. I’d love to just walk out but I am physically incapable of leaving any social situation without first profusely thanking the hosts for their hospitality.


‘Um, I’m just going to . . . I’m heading off. Thank you so much for having me, um, well, not having me but, um, your flat is lovely. Very –’ I run my hand over the door frame as though I might be admiring the timberwork – ‘sturdy.’


I hardly recognise my own voice: for some reason I’m speaking in a sort of reverent, hushed tone like a librarian.


They both turn their heads, one on top of the other.


‘No,’ the girl says with no conviction whatsoever. ‘You should stay.’


‘Yeah, stay,’ the man says.


‘Oh, no. I have . . . some work to do. So good to meet you, though!’


I run out of the flat and onto the street. The door slams behind me and I burst out laughing. A passing dog walker glares at me but I don’t care. I’m free. My heart is racing. I’m relieved at the laughter; I feel dangerously close to crying. It could have gone either way.


It’s a long way from the couple’s flat in Barnes to my own in Leyton. Fifty-five pounds in an Uber long. I check that I have enough money in my account. I do, just. Luckily, I transferred all my ‘savings’ into my current account at the beginning of the week. That £134, the total of my assets, has now disappeared with nothing to show for it but the memory of a couple of great Pret sandwiches and the beginnings of a savage hangover.


I clutch my phone in case it turns out I need to play one of those TikToks that makes it seem like your burly boyfriend is waiting for you at home but I don’t look at it, as I’ll get car sick. The driver appears as relieved as I am that I’m not going to be chatty and that he can listen to LBC in peace and so, after a few minutes of not being murdered by him, I decide to take the risk and close my eyes. I rest my head against the window and let it vibrate against my skull.


My wild year has not been a great success so far, if I’m being honest. I am starting to think there is a reason that up until the age of thirty I had not spent my time doing wild things, but I’m in too deep now. The idea of Ray patting my hand gently, telling me it’s OK that I failed, that maybe I could take up a different challenge – sewing or sudoku or something – is too much to bear. I want it to be like the ending of Grease, my own Bad Sandy moment, in which Ray sees me and practically falls over in shock at how sexy and cool I am. Yes, Ray is John Travolta in this scenario. Don’t think about it too much.


To be fair, it was hard to be wild in January when this all began. It was cold and the daylight hours are so short. There’s no real time for it. I got drunk on tequila on a Wednesday night and was so violently ill the next day that I had to call in sick for work. After that I decided that I could only really afford to be wild on the weekends.


In February I got a tattoo of a butterfly on my left hip. It is very delicate and tiny and, in truth, I quite enjoyed the experience. Going to get a tattoo is much like going to the dentist, only with far more forms to fill in. I’d taken a deep breath just before the woman began, prepared to feel what others had described as ‘broken glass being dragged across your skin’, but as I felt the first scratch I was pleasantly surprised. It was methodical, sharp. When she finished after just a few minutes, I was almost disappointed. I left the shop with strict instructions to buy nappy rash cream and felt distinctly unwild.


In March I tried MDMA for the first time. The first time I have taken illegal drugs of any kind. I split a pill with Ray and felt like I was the conductor for all the electricity in the world. Like every part of my body was more receptive to touch and sound and light than anyone else’s had ever been. My shoulders relaxed for the first time in my life. I felt free of myself, my overworking brain, my tired muscles. The freedom lasted for about five hours, after which I felt crushing, and I mean crushing, sadness. Anxious thoughts and made-up memories roared through my body like flames. I am grateful for that brief window of wildness, although I am not interested in revisiting it.


So here we are. The end of April. The month of the threesome, something I have always wondered about when I’m alone. Something I previously thought could be fun and exciting. Something that other people do, exciting people. Tonight was the first date I’ve ever been on with two people. ‘Looking for a third,’ they’d said. Well, that could not have been more accurate. I’ve never felt more like the third wheel in my life.


When I get home I struggle to open my bedroom door. I jiggle it about and realise there is something heavy directly behind it. When the door eventually gives way enough for me to squeeze through I see that the offending object is an enormous tent. My brother, Rob, must have dropped it off while I was out and instead of living with it in our hallway for a few hours my room-mate, Amelia, has dumped it in my tiny bedroom so there is now not enough room for me to open my door or indeed get into bed. I gather the tent up in my arms and chuck it onto the bed. I bundle it up so that it fits on the left-hand side up against the wall. Turns out I will be sharing my bed tonight after all.


I make as much noise as I possibly can in the bathroom hoping that Amelia is sitting in her much larger, much nicer room, boiling with rage. This is technically Amelia’s flat, or more accurately, it’s Amelia’s parents’ flat. They bought it for her, but part of the deal is that she has to pay the mortgage, which necessitates her having a flatmate. She feels that this is deeply unjust. Since she can’t punish her parents for it because presumably they’ll evict her or take away her pocket money, she punishes me by being unbelievably passive-aggressive or, in Ray’s words, ‘a little bitch’.


I pull on some fresh pyjamas and climb into bed next to my tent boyfriend. I give it a little kick to try and make some more space but it springs back, bulkier than ever. I hate it already.


I am not the sort of person who likes to be outside. A brisk walk between tube stops, yes. A cocktail at a pavement table on a sunny day, sure. But I have never found trees and fields and exposure to the elements to be as restorative as other people claim to find them. In fact, if anything, I find the outdoors stressful. All those bugs, the wind, miles and miles of nothingness. Blisters. Lukewarm bottles of water. No Wi-Fi.


This weekend I am going camping. Because of a girl.


Ray is not just any girl, though, she is the girl. She’s been my closest friend since we met – day one of our internship at the newspaper where we both still work. We were sitting in a sweaty conference room in an open-plan office, the glass walls adding to the feeling that all of us were on display to the rest of the company. That was before the budget cuts, when they moved us to a smaller, grungier office with no air conditioning and the lingering smell of a thousand different microwaved lunches.


‘Which one are you?’ Ray had whispered to me.


I frowned and Ray pointed at the handout we’d been given detailing the company’s extensive diversity programme, of which we were both now a part.


‘Ah.’ I picked up my pen and after a moment’s hesitation circled the B in the LGBTQ section. I’d squirmed a bit in doing so. I don’t particularly like labels but I quickly realised that being here meant that we were our labels first and foremost.


I passed Ray the pen to do the same. She grinned and circled L and then drew an arrow to the bit where it said ‘working class’.


She pointed at herself and mouthed, ‘common’. She has a London accent but at that moment I couldn’t place exactly where she was from. Later, I learned it’s south-east, where all her family still live.


I grinned.


‘Any questions can be asked at the end. OK?’ the blonde woman at the front giving the induction said loudly and pointedly in our direction.


We both nodded, biting our lips to stop ourselves from laughing.


I watched Ray while we all sat back for an inspirational talk from a former intern who had now worked his way up to an entry-level position. He kept calling us all ‘guys’ and was sweating profusely.


Ray had short blonde hair, all wavy and long on the top which meant she had to push it out of her eyes every few minutes. She had piercings in mismatched places all the way up her ears and a smattering of freckles across her nose. She was wearing a white shirt tucked into jeans and she had rings on some of her fingers. Plain gold bands. None of them, I noticed, on her wedding ring finger. That pleased me for some reason and was, looking back, the beginning of the end for me and my then boyfriend, Greg. Poor Greg.


Ray’s name tag, printed out with the company logo emblazoned on it, said ‘Ramona’ and I had called her Ramona all day until we’d been standing outside the building chatting, about to head home.


‘Do you fancy going for a drink?’ I’d said, not ready to leave Ray yet, wanting to stretch out our time together for as long as possible. ‘I feel like I need to decompress after that.’


‘Sure,’ Ray said. She was so distracted trying to unpin her name tag, she pulled a thread from her shirt and twisted it around in her fingers.


‘Ramona,’ I said, ‘it’s a lovely name.’


‘I don’t think that anyone has called me Ramona since I was about five years old,’ Ray said, smiling. ‘Apart from maybe my nan.’


‘Oh! Shit, sorry.’


‘How would you have known? I’ve had it stamped on my chest all day.’


I found myself looking at the place where the name tag had been. I just knew I’d gone pink.


‘Everyone calls me Ray,’ she said.


‘That’s lovely too.’


Ray had looked up and flashed me a smile and from that moment, I was hooked.


Now, in the afterglow of the threesome that wasn’t, I lie on my back, my arms on my pillow above my head, and sigh. I hope to hear Amelia up and about, disturbed, but our flat is silent apart from the hum of the fridge, which always sounds like it’s right on the verge of exploding. The people in the flat upstairs are playing Lithuanian power ballads but it’s not so bad. At this point I’m so used to it that it’s essentially white noise.


Before I switch off the light, I pick up the journal next to my bed where I’ve been keeping track of my wild year. Next to April I write Threesome and in the ‘Notes’ column I write, Underwhelming. Did not actually have sex. I did kiss two people in one evening, though. Quite wild, actually. Good work overall. 6/10.


I read it back and then add, Would not repeat.
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I have worked at the newspaper for almost four years. Five if you count the internship, which actually I should because that was the year I worked the hardest, believing that if I barely slept and proved myself to be tenacious and ruthless in my pursuit of groundbreaking stories, then I would rise high up the intern ranks and straight into a reporter role. I even thought I might be an editor by now.


I screenshot the recipe I’ve been reading on my phone and glance back up at my computer screen. My eyes blur taking in the spreadsheet in front of me, a rota filled with different blocks of colour denoting time zones, people’s holidays, shift patterns. I have been working as an administrator for the newsroom ever since I left the internship. When the job came up I was encouraged to go for it because I was ‘so organised’ and ‘always had solutions’, so I did. I always saw it as a foot in the door. It was just a matter of time before I was working as a journalist again. Well, the door has stayed firmly closed on my foot. Absolutely no movement there. I know that I am lucky to have survived budget cuts (although my salary has remained the same for the past three years), so I remind myself to be grateful. I tell myself how exciting it is to be in such close proximity to the action. And I spend a decent proportion of my day staring out of the window which, you know, is a nice way to spend my time, in the grand scheme of things.


‘Got any plans for the weekend, Eleanor?’


I jump. Despite wearing huge Doc Martens, Mona, the terrifying Frenchwoman in charge of all the administrators in the building, always manages to sneak up on me. I have no idea where her desk is or if she has an office or if she is even based on this floor. I don’t even know if she works full-time. She just appears like magic when I least expect it and frightens the life out of me.


‘Oh,’ I say. ‘Um, no. Nothing special at the moment. Maybe camping.’


I don’t know why I said maybe. We are, unfortunately, definitely going camping. While I’m talking I slowly pull the hood of my sweatshirt down from my head. I try to do it subtly, as if I’m adjusting my hair. I realise that sitting at my desk with my hood up is probably not very professional but it’s not my fault the office is freezing cold; it’s like working in an igloo. I keep this hoodie under my desk, an upgrade from my previous ‘work cardigan’ – essentially a giant grey blanket – which I eventually retired after people kept asking me if I was OK.


‘Camping?’ Mona says; her eyes light up. Oh no. Of course she loves camping, she strikes me as the kind of person who enjoys recreational torture. ‘Do you like camping, Eleanor?’


‘No. Um, I like –’ I gesture around me at the fluorescent light above my head, the empty can of Diet Coke in front of me – ‘the indoors.’


Mona glares at me and shakes her head, her thin eyebrows disappearing under the front of her bowl cut.


‘Eleanor Evans, spending time doing the things you enjoy is very important,’ she says, frowning. ‘You have to have something to look forward to or how will you ever cheer up?’


‘I don’t need cheering—’


‘You’re just always so sad,’ she says. ‘It would be nice to see a smile on your face. Good for morale.’


This is very fucking rich coming from Mona, who walks around the office waiting to chastise people, dressed like an army sergeant. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so much as smirk.


I plaster a huge sarcastic smile on my face which seems to be good enough for her. She nods seriously and glides away to silently accost her next victim. I know I’ll only see her again when I’m at my weakest and most defenceless. Probably when I’m staring out of the window wishing I was one of the pigeons on the street below – eating chips off the pavement, fighting – really living.


A reminder crops up in the corner of my screen announcing that I have a ‘weekly admin audit’ coming up in ten minutes. I’ve had this meeting, a block of two hours every Thursday morning, in my work calendar for years and no one has ever asked me what an ‘admin audit’ is. I’m not sure I’d know what to say if they did.


I take an A4 notebook, a pen and a highlighter as well as my phone, which I frown at as if I am receiving an urgent email even as I move just a single inch from my desk. This would actually be impossible because despite company encouragement, I refuse to set up work emails on my phone. My phone is my respite from the tedium; I do not need Gareth from payroll sending me emails with PLEASE READ in the subject line. Or worse, when he means something is very serious or pressing, he changes the font colour to red. Dire.


I push my chair in without saying a word to anyone around me. They don’t look up from their screens anyway.


Instead of turning left towards the row of meeting rooms, I turn right, go through the barrier and let myself out of the building and onto the street. Across the road waiting for me are Ray and Jamie.


Jamie was a diversity intern too. That’s how Ray and I met him. He’d looked lost at lunchtime and so we’d trundled off to Pret together and have pretty much been trundling off to Pret together ever since. Jamie describes himself as a diversity triple threat – mixed race (his mum is first generation Thai, born in Australia. She met his dad and they moved here before Jamie was born. He will never forgive them for raising him in Manchester and not Bondi Beach), gay and anxious. Ray says he is a quadruple threat because he is also a massive pain in the arse. I don’t think he’s a pain in the arse, not really. Just sometimes Quite A Lot. And sometimes, although she’d never admit it, so is Ray. We started off just tolerating him tagging along with us but ended up loving him the way you love a little brother. We’re very protective of him. A man in a shiny suit once deliberately stood on Jamie’s foot in Pret so Ray threw his tuna baguette out onto the street.


‘I love that you wear that round your neck,’ Ray says when I reach them. She grabs the ID pass on my lanyard and pulls slightly so I’m forced to step closer to her.


‘It means I don’t lose it twenty times a week, like you,’ I say, batting her hand away.


‘Come on,’ Jamie says, glancing nervously at the building as though it might suddenly spot us and set off some sort of truant alarm. ‘Let’s get out of here.’


We hurry along the street and walk to our chosen ‘audit’ spot, which is just far enough away to guarantee we won’t bump into our colleagues. We stop when we reach the Scandinavian cafe which serves the biggest cinnamon buns and the bitterest coffee. The staff are outrageously rude, which we have chosen to find charming.


Once we’ve ordered and taken our usual table right at the back, next to the stock cupboard and the ‘staff only’ door, Jamie puts his hands on the table and says, ‘There’s only one thing I want to talk about.’


I roll my eyes, sensing what’s coming. I look at Ray and she grins, confirming she’s already told him. Ray and Jamie are both subeditors and sit next to each other on the floor above me, so are able to gossip about me to their hearts’ content.


‘What do you mean?’ I say, just as the waitress comes over. She slams the cups down on the table so hard that coffee spills over the edges. Jamie’s cinnamon bun slides off his plate but he has perfected the art of catching it just in time.


We all thank her profusely and she stalks off, scowling.


‘You know exactly what we mean,’ Ray says, picking up her coffee and wrapping her hands around the mug. I watch her hands intently. You know you have a big stupid crush on someone when you have, at times, wished that you were the inanimate object they are holding. It’s relentlessly humiliating.


‘It was ridiculous,’ I say. ‘Honestly, there is basically nothing to report. When we got back to theirs, I think they realised they were very into the idea of me being there but not particularly sure about the reality. Nor was I, to be honest.’


‘Hmm,’ Jamie says, taking a big bite of his cinnamon bun and then continuing to talk with his mouth full, ‘does it really count as being wild then?’


‘It does count, I think,’ Ray says. ‘Because the intention was there.’


‘It counts because I went on a date with two people! I kissed two people in one night!’


They both smile at me kindly.


‘Right,’ Ray says, glancing at Jamie and giving him a look that says ‘bless her’. ‘And because you kissed two people.’


I roll my eyes and take a sip of my scalding hot coffee. As usual, it is disgusting. It’s so strong that I know I’ll be having heart palpitations for the rest of the day. I stir in a spoonful of sugar in an attempt to make it more palatable.


‘So what’s the next wild thing?’ Jamie says. ‘May’s wild thing?’


I shake my head.


‘Not sure yet. No tattoos. No drugs. No sex.’


‘You’re not going to have sex in May?’ Ray says, looking up from her phone, a smile playing on her lips.


‘No,’ I say haughtily, refusing to look at her.


‘You’ll think of something,’ Jamie says. ‘I mean, thinking long and hard about the wild thing is half of the wildness anyway. Being wild is all in the planning.’


I kick his foot under the table. He blows me a kiss.


‘Anyway,’ I say. ‘I don’t want to talk about being wild. I need a break from it.’ I blow over the top of my coffee. ‘Tell me what’s going on with you two.’


Jamie sighs heavily. He picks up the tiny spoon in the bowl of brown sugar in front of us and drags a line through the middle of it.


‘Don’t judge me, OK? I went for a drink with Dale last night.’


Dale is Jamie’s ex-boyfriend. They were together for a year and I swear in that whole year I did not hear Dale string an entire sentence together.


Ray and I both groan.


‘Jamie,’ Ray says. ‘No.’


‘Yeah,’ Jamie says, ‘I know. It’s just it’s so bleak out there. And Dale was really nice, wasn’t he?’


‘He was nice,’ I say. ‘But also, Jamie, and this is important, he was very boring.’


Ray nods vehemently in agreement.


‘He was absolutely dead,’ Ray says. ‘Just nothing going on in there whatsoever.’


Jamie smiles but it doesn’t quite reach his eyes.


‘I’m just so tired, though. I hate dating. I hate the people I meet on apps. I hate the apps themselves. It’s all so nasty, especially if you don’t fit into this really particular bracket of, like, muscular and masculine and white. And you know, Dale would marry me tomorrow if I wanted him to. And it sounds pathetic but that is what I want.’ He sighs. ‘Not to marry Dale necessarily, but I want to be settled. And he would settle with me.’


‘Jamie! Obviously he would marry you tomorrow,’ I say. ‘Because you’re a solid ten. And he’d do well to lock you down.’


‘If I’m a ten,’ Jamie says, ‘then why does no one else want to marry me?’


I glance at Ray and she just raises her eyebrows at me. I’m on my own with this one.


‘You just haven’t met the right person yet.’


I hate to say it because it sounds so empty, even though I really mean it. When people say it to me I always want to give them a little kick on the shin.


‘Well, maybe I have and maybe it’s Dale. He owns his own flat in Sydenham. It’s got a garden.’


Ray and I nod. He has a point. The flat and the garden are probably Dale’s most enticing attributes. They make him about 50 per cent more attractive.


We’re all quiet for a moment, chewing and listening to the sound of the waitress scolding someone in Swedish. It still sounds quite nice, all sing-song, even though she’s clearly furious.


‘What about you?’ I say to Ray. ‘Anything to add to the meeting agenda?’


Ray shrugs.


‘Oh, you know, I’ve just been babysitting Will.’


I grimace.


Ray first suggested this weekend’s camping trip as a way to cheer up our friend Will, her housemate, whose grandmother died and then his girlfriend dumped him, all in the same weekend.


To be fair, his girlfriend had said she didn’t know his gran was going to die. And she’d had it planned for ages.


This was not of much comfort to Will. In fact, it was so devastating knowing not only that she didn’t want to be with him but that she didn’t want to be with him so badly that even a dead grandmother wasn’t going to stand in her way, that Will had decided that his room contained ‘too many memories of her’ and set up camp on the sofa, which he has not left since. So the truth is that while our upcoming camping trip is absolutely about cheering up Will, it is mostly about removing him from Ray’s living room.


‘How’s he doing?’


‘Not great,’ Ray says. ‘He just keeps watching Legally Blonde and crying. I don’t think he’s eaten anything apart from Maltesers since the break-up. And not little bags, the boxes of them that you get at Christmastime. It’s quite weird because as far as I know he’s not been outside. So where are they coming from?’


‘It’s quite gratifying, really, isn’t it?’ Jamie says.


‘What? Will killing himself slowly with Maltesers?’ I say.


‘Yeah! Well, no, I obviously hate Will being sad, but it’s quite nice that it’s him going through it for a change instead of one of us. Him and Melissa were always so . . .’


‘Smug,’ Ray says, just as I’m saying, ‘full of themselves.’


Will and Melissa were one of those couples who, despite only having been together a couple of years, behaved as though they’d been married for forty and treated everybody else accordingly, by which I mean with deep condescension. From the outside it had seemed like everything was perfect. In reality, Will had been desperate to move in with Melissa for the past year but she refused to move out of her parents’ home in Hertfordshire. She believed renting to be a ‘total waste of money’, so had stayed put, saving for a deposit while Will continued to ‘throw his money down the drain’ in the damp terrace in Stratford that he shares with Ray and their absent housemate, Thea, whose boyfriend won’t let her move in but will let her sleep over seven nights a week.


‘It’ll do him good to get away,’ I say. ‘Get some country air. Do some bracing walks.’


‘It will do me good to get him away,’ Ray says. ‘He’s driving me mad.’


‘Have you seen much of Kirsty recently?’ I ask. I dig my fingernails into the palms of my hands. A neat, sharp pain to distract from the emotional torture I am about to subject myself to.


‘Yeah, I’ve actually stayed at hers a few nights just to get away from Will.’ She pauses. ‘That sounds bad. I mean, I’ve always cracked a window, made sure he has access to plenty of clean water.’


I smile weakly.


‘So are you sort of . . . back on?’ I ask. I can’t bear to look at Jamie. He knows how I feel about Ray. I confessed to him once when we were both drunk about three years ago. He has, on multiple occasions, described me as ‘gay for Ray’, despite how many times I’ve asked him to stop.


Ray shrugs.


‘I mean, we’re not on, we’re not off. You know what it’s like.’


I make a non-committal sound as if I’m not particularly interested in her love life, as if I didn’t just specifically ask.


Kirsty and Ray have been on and off for a long time now. At least a year, perhaps even longer than that. It started off as a casual thing, got a bit serious, ended and then sort of half-heartedly started back up again with neither of them defining the terms. Kirsty has never been anything but lovely to me which sort of makes everything worse; it makes it much harder to dislike her, though I do try. I see myself so painfully clearly in her. She is deeply in love with Ray, and Ray is maddeningly casual about her. As though she simply has no idea what effect she has on people. Or chooses not to know.


We make our way back to the office and go back inside a couple of minutes apart from each other as if anyone is actually paying attention to what we’re doing. Reggie, the security guard, rolls his eyes at me when I walk back in. As I approach my desk I hold my phone up to my ear and say, ‘Yes, yes, fine. OK,’ in a harried voice and then hang up and sigh heavily. I log back into my computer and start typing ostentatiously so that everyone on the entire floor knows that I’m at my desk. I fire off a couple of pointless emails with very important people cc’d in to make a point of how present I am today and then, checking the time on my watch, I grab my jacket and head out for my lunch break.


*


Late in the afternoon, just as I’m wondering if I can get away with logging off for the day, one of the senior editors asks that I print off his daughter’s school project. It is 120 pages long. She wants it in colour.


The editor winks at me when he asks, which makes me want to vomit. I smile tightly instead of answering, and nod. We’re not allowed to discuss salaries here but everyone is quite literally paid to be professional nosey parkers so we all know how much everyone makes. I happen to know this particular senior editor will make more this month than I will make in the next four, maybe even five. He has a printer at home, is what I’m saying. He probably has a computer suite. An entire library.


The copier room is in the basement. I descend the flight of stairs and push the door open. There’s a keypad on it which hasn’t worked since we arrived but it’s enough to put most people off bothering to come down. I pretty much always have the place to myself. One of the fluorescent lights flickers on when I press the switch; the rest remain off. It’s hard to report the broken lights to maintenance because they’re not actually consistently broken. They switch on and off at will. They do their own thing down here. It’s not my business.


I swipe my card over the printer and lean against the wall next to it, closing my eyes briefly, listening to the whirring. When I open them I see that someone is pushing open the door. I assume it’s going to be one of the other admin assistants and get ready with my knowing smile, prepared to roll my eyes at their stories of whoever’s being the biggest dick to them today. There are a lot of senior people here who think they’re extremely important and are therefore above things like basic manners and respect.


My heart leaps when I see that it’s Ray.


‘Well,’ she says, smiling at me, ‘fancy seeing you down here.’


‘I live down here,’ I say. ‘You know that. I’m the office troll.’


‘Do I need to answer your riddles in order to get something printed?’


‘For you?’ I say. ‘No riddles.’


Ray smiles and swipes her card over the black-and-white printer. She rests one hand on the top of it, as if testing if she could lean her whole weight on it, before turning to me and grinning.


‘Train ticket,’ she says, ‘in case I lose my phone.’


I laugh, but I’m actually impressed. This kind of foresight is rare. Ray loses her phone all the time, which is even more stressful nowadays since it’s her bank card, her Oyster, her ticket to everything.


‘Very smart,’ I say.


She taps the side of her head.


‘Not just a pretty face, my friend.’


She picks up her piece of paper and comes to lean against the wall beside me.


‘You all right today, El?’ she says.


‘Oh, you know.’


I gesture around myself. At the crumbling walls of this damp basement where I am doing secretarial work for a twelve-year-old.


‘It is what it is,’ I say.


Ray sighs and puts her arm around my shoulders. She squeezes gently, pulling me closer to her.


I wait a moment. I have long perfected the performance of being unmoved by Ray’s charm. After a couple of beats I let myself relax into her. I briefly rest my head on her shoulder and take a deep breath. Ray smells like the same scent she’s worn every day since we met. It’s full of notes of ridiculous things that it doesn’t really smell like – leather and tobacco and forests. I bought it for her once and the sales assistant asked if it was a gift for my boyfriend. I looked her right in the eye and said no, it was for a woman. ‘Oh sorry,’ the sales assistant said, ‘your girlfriend.’ I hadn’t corrected her.


‘It’s fine,’ I say, pulling away before she does. I always do that. As if to prove that I care less. That it’s nothing when she touches me.


‘Just think,’ Ray says, pulling her phone out of her pocket and frowning slightly, ‘we’ll be at one with nature tomorrow. And there’s even meant to be some sun.’


I want to look at her phone. To see what made her frown. I just know that it’s from Kirsty.


‘I want to be at one with a bottle of wine,’ I say.


Ray laughs and stands up straight, putting her phone back into her pocket and making a move to go. As she does, the one working fluorescent light flickers again and then switches off entirely, plunging us into darkness.


This happens pretty regularly but still never stops being part alarming, part totally thrilling. Like when someone leans on the light switch in assembly in primary school. My primal urge is to scream delightedly.


‘Oh shit!’ Ray grabs the top of my arm as if to steady herself. I turn to face her. We’re so close. I can feel my heartbeat in my ears. Sometimes, I’m sure she must feel the electric current between us too. I don’t know how it can just be me, crackling with it, all by myself.


‘It’s happened before,’ I say, whispering as if the light can hear me. Ray’s grip has loosened slightly, but her fingers are still digging into my skin. ‘You usually just have to wait a . . .’


As if by magic, the light above our head flickers back on.


She grins at me and squeezes my arm gently before letting it go.


‘It’s spooky down here, El. Don’t hang out for too long moping about.’


‘I won’t,’ I say, fully intending to do just that.


‘See you later!’ she says, bounding up the stairs and out of sight.


‘See you,’ I say, as the door slams shut behind her.


Once she’s gone I turn to face the wall and bang my forehead against the cracked plaster. Not enough to hurt. Maybe just enough to knock some sense into it. Five years and she is still making my heart race. Will I ever get a grip?









3


I’m having dinner with my brother, Rob, and his girlfriend, Polly. I chose to live in Amelia’s flat partly because it’s not too far from theirs and it means I can spend a lot of time being their third wheel. They’ve chosen the restaurant, a tiny place on Broadway Market that does small plates of vegetables cooked in complicated ways and cloudy wines with sediment in them. I always roll my eyes when Rob tells me where we’re going but I secretly love it. The food is always delicious and wine is wine at the end of the day, plus Rob always pays.


When I arrive, slightly sweaty from the bus, they’re already sitting at a little table outside the restaurant. The waiter drags up another chair for me. There’s not really enough room and the chair isn’t the same as the ones they have. It’s raised, almost like I’m in a highchair.


I kiss them both on the cheek and grab a cashew nut from the bowl on the table. It’s got about six coatings to get through before you get to the actual nut, chilli and honey and something else I can’t quite identify. I am sure this one nut costs about five pounds. I hold it in my mouth and savour it.


‘How have you been?’ Polly says as she pours me a glass of wine. Polly and Rob have been together for years, long before I moved to London, and no offence to Rob but she is too good for him. She’s got dark hair and green eyes and always looks healthy and glowing like she’s just back from a beach holiday. However much exercise Rob does, or however much time he spends in the sun, he always looks a bit peaky. So do I. It’s in the Evans genes.


‘I’m good, thanks, how are you both?’ I say, taking a sip of the wine. It tastes like strawberries and faintly of scrumpy, but in a good way.


They pause before answering. Polly glances at Rob; she nods at him, like, you answer.


‘Oh, you know,’ Rob says, turning back to me, ‘same old, same old. We’ve been sorting out the spare room. Doing a bit of a clear-out.’ He coughs slightly, as if the words are catching. ‘We’re thinking of maybe turning it into an office at some point.’


‘Maybe,’ Polly says, concentrating on her wine, ‘or something. It just needed sorting, it’s been left for way too long.’


‘Mmm,’ I say, taking another nut and raising my eyebrows, ‘fun!’


Polly looks up at me and laughs. She puts her head in her hands and I notice when she looks back up that she looks tired.


‘How did we get to a place where our news is that we’re decorating an office?’


Rob shakes his head at her as if in disbelief but he smiles. They’re both so comfortable with each other, in their lives together, it makes me feel hopeful when I spend time with them that I might have that too one day – but also, if I’m honest, a little bit sick.


We talk about my upcoming camping trip; Rob gives me very strict instructions about the tent which I forget immediately. The waiter brings over endless tiny plates until there is not even an inch of space left on the table. We have to transfer the wine onto the floor.


We move the conversation onto Mum and Dad, our favourite subject.


‘Apparently they’re going on a cruise,’ Rob says, rolling his eyes.
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