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Part One




Chapter 1


I realised I had to break up with John when he came home with a carrier bag of cauliflower for the third day running.


‘Felt like cauliflower cheese,’ he said, setting it on the side.


‘We had cauliflower last night,’ I said.


He shrugged. ‘It’s on offer at Sainsbury’s.’


‘And I don’t actually like cauliflower.’


He turned to look at me, his head slightly on one side. ‘Yeah you do.’


I sighed. ‘I don’t.’


He continued unpacking the shopping. ‘Well, first time you’ve bothered to mention it.’


‘It’s not. I said it last night in the shop and you put it in the basket anyway. And I’ve said it before. I’ve always said it. But you don’t listen, because you like it, and you know how to cook it, and anything which doesn’t fit in with your plans, you just ignore.’ I put my mug down on the worktop. It landed more heavily than I’d planned, clanking against the granite.


He rolled his eyes. ‘God, calm down.’


So – quite calmly – I picked up the cauliflower and dropped it into the bin.


I watched the colour rise up his face, from his collar to his forehead. He swiped his phone and wallet from the kitchen table and pushed past me, out of the kitchen into the study, slamming the door shut behind him.


‘The study’ was what he called it, but the room was actually  the spare bedroom. My spare bedroom, in my flat. The flat that I’d found and viewed on my own, and the flat with a lease in my name, granted on the basis of my salary. However, shortly after moving in two years earlier – when things between us were still harmonious and the good days outnumbered the bad – John had commandeered the room as his own office. He’d filled the shelves with books by David Foster Wallace and Bret Easton Ellis, set his MacBook on the desk and began to shut himself inside for hours at a time, working on his writing. I’d never seen so much as a paragraph of this work myself. John was deeply private about it. If I knocked to ask him a question or to suggest he come out to eat, he would never call me inside. He would always get up to open the door himself and then stand there, defensively on the threshold. The only tangible output I ever saw was the rejection letters, headed with the names and addresses of agencies or literary journals, that I would find balled up in the waste paper bin. The letters were always addressed to ‘Marshall T. John’, I’d noticed, which was strange as his name was John Marshall, and he had no middle name at all.


‘It’s a pen name,’ he told me witheringly when a letter I found on the doormat gave me the opportunity to query it. ‘Most people have one. John Marshall doesn’t exactly match my style, does it?’


I had no reply for that, having no idea what his style might be.


I worked full-time as a graphic designer for a dog re-homing charity, mostly putting together layouts for invitations to open days and choosing photos of puppies for the header of the monthly newsletter that looked scruffy enough to seem desperate for love but not mangy enough to be off-putting to potential adopters. ‘Our mantra is, make people feel sad, not sick,’ my boss, a formidable American called Caroline, had told me during my first week. John would sometimes refer to it as my ‘artistic career’, making it clear he thought it was nothing of the sort. I couldn’t deny the work wasn’t exactly what I’d had in mind when I’d studied illustration at university, but it paid the bills. And the fact that one of us had to was something John never seemed to acknowledge, much less appreciate.


A few minutes after the study door slammed, I heard the punching of the walls begin. I knew there’d be new holes when I went in there later. New grooves in the doorframe where he’d gouged away at it with a metal ruler. And probably new bruises on his hands too. I’d never witnessed John’s outbursts first-hand – that’s to say, I’d never seen one happen in front of me – but that didn’t mean they were easy to ignore.


John moved through life inhabited by a constant low level of frustration that took not much at all to escalate to a level that needed to be released. The colour of his face was the first indicator that he was reaching his boiling point, closely followed by the way his eyes became fixed and unblinking. At this point he would excuse himself – to another room if possible, or if that wasn’t an option, simply by walking around a corner out of sight – and I’d hear the tell-tale sounds: a boot making contact with a wall, shattering glass, a furious scream.


I’d tried to talk to him about it. It seemed absurd at first that I should pretend I didn’t notice, that I couldn’t hear, but I realised that’s exactly what he expected me to do. When I suggested anger-management counselling, it was enough to provoke an episode on its own. When the outbursts were over, when the heat of the rage had cooled to a low-level sullenness, he would simply refuse to engage with any questions or comments that referred to what had just happened.


The one occasion I’d managed to get him to have a calm, rational conversation about his behaviour came after a night out at an Indian restaurant with some of my colleagues. Caroline’s husband, another straight-talking American called Tony, had asked John, innocently enough, what he did for work. When John told him he was a writer, Tony said, ‘Where can I read your stuff?’ and John had been forced to admit that, as things currently stood, the only place anyone could read any of his writing was on his own computer. Tony had seemed genuinely taken aback by this.


‘What, you mean, no blog? No web articles? Nothing published anywhere?’


I wasn’t part of the conversation but nevertheless I felt myself tense as Tony strayed unwittingly onto this volatile ground.


‘I don’t believe in giving work away for free,’ John told him coolly.


‘Wow, okay,’ Tony said, refilling his glass from his beer bottle. ‘Sounds crazy to me, though. How can you call yourself a writer when there’s no writing? You’ve got to get yourself out there, my man!’


With this, he gave John an encouraging slap on the back and turned to talk to the person on the other side of him.


Under the table, I put my hand on John’s knee but he pushed me off.


‘Fucking prick!’ he shouted as soon as we’d returned to the flat. ‘Fucking yank tosspot!’


He shut himself in the study and several minutes of the usual crashing and banging followed, before he emerged and stood at the kitchen sink to down pint after pint of water. I wasn’t sure if it was because I’d had a lot to drink, or if because, on this occasion, I could see John’s point – Tony had been quite annoying – but I decided to steel myself and, for once, address the issue.


‘He probably thought he was being positive. Supportive, even,’ I said. ‘You know – sort of inspiring you to be bolder.’


John grunted and moved to refill his glass, turning the tap on too high and spraying water down his front. ‘Fuck’s sake,’ he muttered, roughly pulling his shirt off over his head.


‘John you can’t keep doing this,’ I said. ‘You can’t let things get to you so much. You can’t keep … losing it.’


I expected him to ignore me, to storm out and lock himself away again but, much to my surprise, he covered his face with both his hands and I realised he was crying.


‘John?’ I put my hand on his arm. ‘Talk to me.’


‘I’m sorry,’ he said quietly. ‘I wish I could stop. I do mean to. Every time, I think … what are you doing?’ He paused and I didn’t try to fill the silence. I wanted to give him room to speak, if that’s what he was finally ready to do. ‘But it’s not like I hurt anyone, is it? It’s not like I hit people. Hit you.’


‘Well, no. But you damage stuff. You hurt yourself.’


He turned away from me and looked out the window. ‘Maybe it’s good to let off steam sometimes.’


I could tell his contrition was slipping away but I decided to persevere. ‘There must be a better way, though. Sport, for example!’ I could hear the desperation in my own voice. ‘There are punchbags, aren’t there? At the gym?’


He laughed once, the softness now gone. ‘A gym! Fucking hell. I’d rather die.’


Then he walked past me into the bathroom. A few minutes later I heard the sound of the shower running and I knew the conversation was over. But although nothing had been resolved, it had given me a glimmer of optimism – there’d been tears, hadn’t there, for a moment? A sliver of self-awareness. This optimism had bought our relationship several extra months as I continued to hope that John was on the cusp of a change. That one day soon he’d admit that he was suffering, that he needed my support to tackle his demons but that he would soon be a new man.


But suddenly, sitting there in the lounge that evening, the offending cauliflower resting in the top of the bin and the TV turned down low so that I might discern which parts of the flat would need to be replaced or repaired in the morning, I was struck by a sudden feeling of clear insight: This could be my whole life. This could be my future.


John could go on like this for years. Forever, perhaps. He would continue to search for recognition for his writing, for someone to tell him he was better than all the other people out there plugging away with the same ambition, but even if he got it, it would never be enough. He would always be angry. Because, deep down, he thought he was too special to live the kind of life that other people lived, and so even if he did make it as a writer, all the unspecial bits of life – the chores, the inconveniences, the small talk, the people with things to worry about other than him – were always going to confound him. For as long as I was with him, I would feel tense. I would be living with a volcano that could erupt at any time.


I didn’t let myself think about it for too long. I stood up, walked past the study where I could hear the sound of ripping paper – I wasn’t sure if it was his own work or that of one of his idols that was paying the price for the great cauliflower scandal – and went into the bedroom. I reached under the bed and pulled out the battered leather suitcase he’d had imported, for some reason, from Paris, then I took the entire contents of his clothing drawer out in one pile and laid it inside. I left the suitcase on the bed and returned to the lounge, turned the volume of the television up and waited for him to find what I’d done.


I had to sit on my hands to stop them shaking when, fifteen minutes later, I heard the study door open and John cross the hall to the bedroom.


‘Lauren?’ he shouted. ‘Lauren!’


I stayed where I was. I put my hands in my lap and clasped them tightly together. I didn’t go to him.


‘What the fuck is this?’ He was in the doorway of the lounge now, one hand pointing back behind him towards the bedroom. ‘Seriously – what?’


There was plenty I could have said. I could have pointed out that I’d had enough of paying for everything because he thought getting a job with a salary was beneath him. I could have listed every episode of destruction, every item I’d had to replace, every occasion ruined by his temper. But in the end, I just said, ‘I want you to go. It’s my flat and I want you to go.’


He looked at me in disbelief for a moment and then he said. ‘That’s low. That’s a low card to play. Kicking me out because I’m poor. What is that? Some kind of Marie Antoinette bullshit?’


I didn’t reply. I realised I didn’t want to win the argument. I didn’t even want him to acknowledge his own behaviour. I was past it all. I had had enough. All I wanted was quiet.


‘Where, exactly, am I supposed to go?’ he said.


I could – should – have said ‘That’s not my concern’ or something to that effect, but instead I said, ‘Your mum’s?’


John shook his head. ‘Ha! My mum’s. Right.’


Then he went into the bedroom and shut the door, and I heard the sound of objects being shifted around, things being dragged across the carpet. At first I thought he might be barricading himself in, staging a sit-in and refusing to leave, but after ten minutes or so he emerged, bundled up in his thick winter coat, his deerstalker hat on and the leather suitcase in his right hand.


He paused for a moment in the doorway of the lounge and I looked up. He looked sad and, in his layers of clothes, small, like a lost boy. I thought for a moment he might say something heartfelt, admit that he hadn’t been perfect and ask me to get in touch if I changed my mind. But then his expression hardened.


‘You’ll regret this, you know. One day. You’ll regret this.’


And then he was gone and I was alone in my flat. It was only some months later that I let myself wonder if his parting words had been right.




Chapter 2


The day after the break-up, it snowed – in March, for goodness sake – and I found myself slipping and sliding through London’s icy back streets to find my oldest friend, Anya, for our bimonthly reunion in whichever intimidatingly fashionable bar she had chosen for us this time. She’d messaged me earlier that afternoon to let me know the place was called Smoke and I eventually found its doorway at the bottom of a steep flight of stone steps, marked by a sign that looked like it had been made from a bent coat hanger.


The lighting inside was dim and the room smelt, appropriately enough I suppose, of wood smoke. I squinted around the dark booths and spotted Anya at a table at the back. When the waiter came to greet me I pointed towards her and he nodded once, backing away.


I’d known Anya since our first day of secondary school when we’d been put in neighbouring seats in maths. She’d made me laugh by cutting a row of fake teeth out of the white cardboard at the back of her homework diary, slipping them into her mouth as the teacher came to speak to us. He’d recoiled and turned pink, clearly believing Anya was in need of some urgent orthodontic attention. A few teenage fallings-out excepted, we’d been best friends ever since. It was a source of quiet pride to me, that friendship. I might never have had a decent relationship, and my job might have been unimpressive and underwhelming, but at least, I told myself, I had clocked up seventeen years of a solid, real, closer-than-family bond. Not everyone had the staying power for that.


As Anya saw me approach, she let out an unselfconscious cheer. I was often nervous in the places we met, at least for the first few minutes. Not living in London, I felt like everyone around me knew I wasn’t used to being here. Anya always seemed completely at home, engaging in easy banter with the staff and having no concerns at all about asking for customisations to the menu or sending back drinks that weren’t quite what she’d had in mind. She’d lived in the city for nearly ten years, moving there to study at Kings straight from school, so I suppose it felt more like home to her now than Hoyle – the small coastal town where we’d grown up together.


‘You’re here!’ she said, shuffling out of her booth seat and pulling me into a hug. As always, her hair was clean and perfectly styled, her shirt and work trousers were just the sexy side of corporate, and her perfume smelt sophisticated.


‘Of course,’ I said, smiling as I freed myself from my bulky blue anorak and the long woollen scarf I’d bought at a charity knit-sale. ‘Would I be anywhere else?’


‘Well, I just mean with this … blizzard!’ Anya threw her hands towards the window dramatically, through which we could see snowflakes still swirling around the alley. ‘I didn’t know if the whole city might come to a standstill!’


I slid into the seat opposite her and she poured me a glass of red wine from the bottle that was already open. The waiter approached carrying a long rectangular plate. He laid it in the middle of the table. ‘Smoked mackerel pâté with horseradish toast,’ he said, giving us a grin and a quick wink.


‘You ordered already, then?’ I said, peering suspiciously at the pâté.


Anya shook her head and reached for a slice of the toast. ‘Doesn’t work like that. We don’t order. They just bring stuff out every so often. The menu’s different every day, curated by the chef. But it’s all flame grilled or smoked. You know, hence the name – Smoke.’


‘“Curated”.’ I repeated Anya’s choice of word with a grin. ‘I love how you say this stuff without even blinking now. You’ve been in London too long.’


As we worked through the plate of food and the bottle of wine, we covered off the topics that always featured when we got together – our jobs, books we’d read, television we’d watched, which people from home had got married or had babies since we last saw each other – but then conversation turned, as I knew it would, to my love life and it was time to admit the events of the last twenty-four hours.


‘You threw him out?’ Anya said, her wine glass halfway to her mouth. ‘What did he do?’


‘I didn’t throw him out. I just put his things in a bag. It was just a hint. A serving suggestion.’


‘But why? What triggered it?’


I shrugged. ‘The cauliflower, I suppose, originally.’


I explained the story of the night’s dinner and my growing impatience with John’s self-centredness, his lack of consideration of my feelings and my general sense that life wouldn’t go anywhere – anywhere good, anyway – with him in tow. I played down the destructive way in which he manifested his temper. Anya knew he was a generally angry man, but I’d never shared with her the full details, aware that, when said out loud, it made him sound completely unstable – which perhaps he was – and that would likely raise the question of why I had stayed with him for as long as I had. A question I didn’t really have an answer to.


‘Oh my god,’ Anya said, grinning as she topped up our glasses. ‘You literally threw him out over a cauliflower. Wicked.’


I knew she knew it wasn’t as simple as that, but it was Anya’s style to make a joke of serious situations and, right at that moment, I was grateful for it. I had no desire to analyse how or when exactly the relationship had gone wrong, or what my future might look like now it was over.


‘I’ll tell you one thing I thought was weird about John,’ she said, topping up her glass.


‘Just one thing?’


Anya and John had only met a handful of times and it was clear the two of them were never going to get on. Anya had been – for her – diplomatic in her appraisal of him, but I knew her well enough to recognise that she thought him pretentious and uptight. Which, to be fair, he was. John had been less circumspect in his assessment of Anya, proclaiming that she was ‘all right but kind of vacuous’ which wasn’t really fair given that she had a first-class degree in international relations and a senior job in the city’s biggest law firm. But John essentially only liked people who were in awe of him in some way, and Anya definitely wasn’t that.


Anya grinned. ‘Why did he keep all those boxes of tissues in his study? Was he watching porn in there all day or what?’


‘Oh. No. It’s because he gets emotional when he writes. He says the only way he knows he’s nailed a scene is if it makes him cry.’


Anya threw her head back and laughed loudly. ‘Oh my god! That is too much! I’d literally prefer it if he was whacking himself off all day than weeping at his own beautiful prose!’


I couldn’t help but join in with her laughter. ‘So would I. So would I.’


When she stopped laughing, she put her hands on mine. ‘Listen, mate. I know it will feel scary for a bit because it’s a change and that’s what change is like, and you’ll doubt yourself and wonder if you should take him back, but this is the best thing. I am one hundred per cent sure of that. It’s good to have a shake-up sometimes. You need to look at the rest of your life. Put some energy into other areas. What about that website you keep talking about putting together?’


‘You talk about it more than me.’


‘Exactly! Now is the ideal time to get on it. You need a project.’


After university, when I still had dreams of making art for a living – real art, not just nicely laid out adopt-a-dog adverts – I’d started keeping a sketchbook of drawings. I hadn’t set out with a particular theme or style in mind, but I’d found that what I was best at was capturing series of little scenes from everyday life; a couple embroiled in a silent row in a restaurant, a group of strangers surrounding a car and waving their arms to guide its driver into a tight parking space. Across one page, and in just three or four frames, I began creating sort of visual short stories of what I saw – stylized, wordless narratives. Anya had a theory that they were distinctive enough to sell, in some format or other, and although I doubted many people had the money or the interest to buy original artworks by a graduate nobody, as Anya had put it: how would I know if I didn’t try?


I sighed. ‘Yeah. Maybe. I guess I’ll have time to kill in the evenings now …’ I looked around the room then back towards Anya. ‘He was a dick, wasn’t he? I haven’t thrown away the best relationship I’m ever likely to get?’


Anya looked at me. ‘I’m not going to list all the reasons why I always thought he was a total waste of space because I’ve fallen into that trap before; I know that’ll only make me the bad guy if you do ever take him back, but be assured I’ve got lots of reasons up here.’ She tapped the side of her head. ‘This is good. Good news and a fresh start.’


‘Yeah.’ I sighed. ‘I’m sure you’re right. It’s just … you know, being single again. I’m not good at it like you are. I’m nearly thirty—’


‘Not for a year and a half!’


‘And it suits me, having someone to eat with. Having someone to go on holiday with.’


‘When did you ever go on holiday with John?’


I thought about this. ‘He took me to Brussels once.’


‘That time when he wanted to set a short story there so made you traipse around the streets in the freezing rain while he made notes about the cobbles and the slate-grey sky?’


‘That’s the one. And I say he took me, but I paid, if I remember rightly.’


Anya shook her head. ‘Christ. See? Waste of space. And – and – now that you mention it, I’ve had an idea. I’ve had it just now, this second.’


‘What?’


‘Let’s go away. On a holiday. You and me. Like when we went to Croyde! Like that, but even better.’


When we were twenty, Anya went through a painful break-up with a boy called Stevie who left her for his mum’s forty-year-old cleaning lady, and to cheer her up, I’d organised a trip to a windswept cottage in Devon. I’d booked it hastily, with little information on what to expect when we got there and no real plans for what to do with ourselves for the week we’d be together, but we’d ended up having a great time, getting lost on Dartmoor, drinking too-strong cider in tiny, dark pubs with crackling fires and making the most of the cottage’s remote location by cranking the speakers right up to let Anya indulge her heartbreak by singing along to terrible power ballads.


‘Yeah, could do,’ I said. ‘It would be nice to have something to look forward to.’


‘Yes, let’s do it!’ Anya’s eyes were shining now. She reached for her phone. ‘Open your calendar, give me some dates. Let’s decide now, make sure it really happens.’


Once we’d factored in work commitments, aunts’ fiftieth birthday parties and shows we already had tickets to, the next time we could both clear a week was the first week in June.


‘Is that … okay?’ Her voice was serious now. ‘To be away then?’


‘It’s fine,’ I said breezily. ‘Fine.’


She looked at me carefully, searching my face. ‘You sure?’


I nodded. ‘Yeah, honestly. It’s okay. It’s just a date. Just another day of the year.’


And I meant it. I remembered dates, but I didn’t think there was much to be gained from getting unduly sentimental about them. The anniversary of my brother’s death just marked another year since it had happened. It didn’t change anything. It wasn’t any sadder than any of the other days. He was still gone. He still wasn’t coming back.


Anya nodded. ‘Okay.’ She typed quickly on her phone. ‘That’s it, then. That week is reserved. We’re going away and we’re going to have a bloody good time.’ She smiled an excited smile and I returned it. It would be good. She was right. It was just what I needed.


Anya put her phone down on the table but as she did so, the screen flashed so she picked it up again to read the message. ‘Oh. Okay. Cool.’


‘What’s that?’


‘So I’ve got this new friend,’ Anya put the phone back down and looked at me.


‘Oh yeah?’ I said with a smirk.


Anya often saved these divulgences until we were near the end of an evening. She’d mention a new ‘friend’ quite casually – that is, a man she was meeting for dinners and maybe more, but whom she didn’t yet like enough to decline offers from other potential ‘friends’ – but refuse to be drawn on many details, claiming the person in question was unlikely to be around for long enough to make it worth our time discussing.


‘Who’s this one?’ I asked. ‘Big American banker? Flashy suit? Flashy teeth? You’re due one of those after the plumber.’


‘He was a joiner, not a plumber. And no. She’s a musician, actually. She—’


‘She?’ I raised an eyebrow. ‘Well, that’s new.’


‘Shut up!’ Anya threw a balled-up napkin at me, but she was smiling. ‘I mean honestly just a friend this time. She was my piano teacher, for a while—’


‘Since when do you play the piano!’


‘Since January. Until February. Thought I’d give it a go. I’d always fancied it and thought it might be … creatively fulfilling. Didn’t want to shout about it, though, in case I didn’t stick at it. Which I’m glad about now.’


‘So it wasn’t creatively fulfilling?’ I asked.


Anya sighed. ‘It was just hard. I suppose I thought I’d just turn up and learn a few scales and a few weeks later I’d be—’


‘Performing Rachmaninov concertos at the Royal Albert Hall?’


‘Exactly!’ Anya said. ‘But I couldn’t even get Twinkle Twinkle Little Star right! So anyway, I thought, bugger this, who has the time? I’ll just listen to other people playing the piano on Spotify instead. But Sophie – my teacher – was lovely! And get this, it turns out she used to live in Hoyle, once upon a time. Not born and bred like us, just for a year or so. Anyway, I decided to pack in the lessons but didn’t want to be like, “Thanks, bye, have a nice life” so I took her number, said we should go out for dim sum or something. She’s not been in London long, so I knew she didn’t know many people. And anyway, we did and it was fun so now we’re—’


‘Friends?’ I grinned.


‘Yeah! Anyway, that was her – that message. She’s around the corner and wondered if I wanted a quick drink. I’ll just see if she wants to come here, shall I? If that’s all right?’


I shrugged. ‘Sure. Let’s meet this piano teacher friend.’


Fifteen minutes later, when the waiter had cleared away the latest plates, Anya said, ‘Oh, here she is,’ and half stood up in her chair to wave.


I turned to look towards the door and saw a woman with messy blonde hair smile and begin to make her way over. She was wearing denim dungarees and had a small backpack on both shoulders. This, together with the slight bounce she had in her step, made her seem childlike somehow.


‘Hey!’ Anya threw her arms around the woman’s shoulders in a loose hug, then turned to me. ‘This is Sophie! And this is Lauren,’ she said to Sophie, ‘My oldest friend!’


Anya beamed around at us like a parent whose children were all in the same place for the first time in years.


‘Hello!’ Sophie began cheerfully, but as she slipped her backpack off and turned to look at me properly, her expression changed. Her mouth froze in a half open position and her eyes widened, as if she’d seem something grotesque sitting on my shoulder. I probably wouldn’t have noticed had I not been looking directly at her face – the whole expression passed in a matter of seconds – but it made me feel self-conscious. Then she sat down in a chair at the end of the table, the waiter came to take her drink order and the moment was gone. But I couldn’t help feeling unsettled.


Something about me had surprised Sophie – had troubled her – but I had no idea what it could have been.




Chapter 3


As the evening wore on, I told myself I must have imagined the strange look I’d seen on Sophie’s face as she looked at me, because after that initial awkward moment, she was friendly, funny and charming. She asked interested questions about my job, told lively but not-too-long anecdotes from her own work as a music teacher and laughed at my and Anya’s jokes so enthusiastically that there were several occasions where she was forced to wipe her eyes and gasp, ‘Don’t! Stop! You’ll set me off again!’


It was different, of course, to how things were when Anya and I were alone, when we had our years of shared history and in-jokes running through the core of every conversation, but I was enjoying myself. It occurred to me how rarely I met new people these days, and how it was fun to have someone to get to know from scratch. Some fresh meat to interrogate.


Over the course of the evening I found out that, alongside her piano teaching, Sophie played in the orchestra of a musical theatre company and was one of four organists at her local church.


‘I’m not religious, I just love the instrument. So … dramatic!’ She mimed pressing the keys on the table in front of her, throwing her head back and forth in a way that made us laugh.


I also discovered that she was divorced – something I found surprising. I knew Sophie was little older than me and Anya, but only a by a few years, and really, I was still surprised when people our age got married, let alone had been through the whole thing already and come out the other side.


‘What happened?’ I asked, before immediately realising that was an intrusive question and she probably didn’t want to go into it.


Sophie shrugged. If the subject caused her pain, she didn’t show it. ‘God. What did happen? Well, I suppose in many ways we were doomed from the start. When I met Caleb – that was his name – I was kind of nursing a broken heart, which isn’t exactly the ideal time to begin something new. He was one of the first people I met when I’d just moved to a completely new town and I was so lonely I was willing to turn a blind eye to a whole load of glaring incompatibilities if it meant I didn’t have to be on my own. He was a nice man – still is, I suppose, not that he’ll talk to me any more – but I should never have forced myself into a relationship with him, much less married him. Eventually I had to tell him as much. It went down as well as you’d expect.’


‘Christ,’ I said. ‘Sounds … emotional.’


Sophie smiled sadly. ‘Indeed,’ she said quietly.


‘Lauren’s fresh out of her own break-up actually,’ Anya said.


‘Oh, really?’ Sophie gave me a sympathetic smile. ‘How are you feeling?’


I nodded slowly, thinking about the honest answer to this. ‘Okay, I think. Fine. It was my decision. These things run their course.’


Sophie nodded and sighed. ‘Very true.’


When I checked my watch, I realised I needed to get going if I was going to make my train. Although I’d been sure I didn’t want to return home to Hoyle after university, the thought – and the rental prices – of London itself had intimidated me, so instead I’d settled in Haywards Heath, forty minutes outside the city. I told myself it was the perfect compromise as this way I had ready access to both London and the seaside whenever I wanted, but I couldn’t escape the knowledge that often several weeks would pass where I saw neither.


Before I could make my exit, Anya came around my side of the table, threw an arm around my neck and Sophie’s shoulders, and held up her phone. ‘I’m drunk enough for a selfie, I’m afraid.’


Sophie and I groaned but dutifully fixed smiles on our faces and tried not to blink at the flash.


‘God, I bet that was hideous.’ I wrestled myself free from Anya’s grasp and pulled my coat off the back of my chair, ready to bundle myself up to face the snow again.


‘It’s all right actually!’ Anya said squinting at the screen. ‘In fact, we look hot. It’s going on Instagram for sure.’


I groaned again but Anya was already tapping away on her phone. I told Sophie it had been a delight to meet her, hugged them both goodbye, and made my way into the cold night.


A few days after the dinner, Anya called me during my lunch break. ‘I have a question: what did you think of Sophie the other day?’


‘Yeah she was nice. Really nice. Too nice for you actually. Did you have to pay her?’


Anya laughed. ‘Fuck off. I know what you mean, though, I don’t normally go in for those sweeter-than-sugar types, but I think because she’s funny too, she gets away with it. Anyway, good that you like her because I think she should come with us.’


‘Where?’


‘On our holiday! Which, by the way, we really need to get sorted.’


‘Oh,’ I said. ‘Okay.’


I was a bit taken aback. I had liked Sophie and there was no reason why we couldn’t grow to be friends in time, if Anya continued to invite her along to things, but I didn’t think we were quite there yet.


‘I know it sounds a bit random,’ Anya said, obviously sensing my reservations, ‘and it would be different to when it’s just the two of us. But the other day I was telling her about what you’d said about being single and not having someone to go away with and she said something like, “Yeah, I wish I had someone to go on holiday with. That’s one of the hardest bits, since the divorce.” It must be harder for her than for you, because I don’t think she really has any close friends. And you’ve got me.’ She paused. ‘This is where you say you’re lucky to have me.’


I laughed. ‘Yes. Of course. Blessed.’


‘Exactly,’ she said. ‘And I don’t think Sophie’s got anyone like that. So anyway, I think she’d really appreciate being asked along.’


‘Anya, you’ve already asked Sophie to come, haven’t you?’


She was quiet for a moment. ‘Well, not formally, but I did say … I can’t remember what I said exactly. I think I just said it might be an idea.’


‘And she was keen?’


‘Yes. Very.’


I sighed. ‘Well, it sounds like a done deal, then.’




Chapter 4


It was typical of Anya to move from having an idea to putting it into action without pausing to consider the details, but then, I thought, what did it matter? Sophie was nice. It was one week away. It would be fine. It would be fun.


The following Saturday afternoon, Sophie, Anya and I were assembled in Anya’s flat, sitting cross-legged on the floor of her tiny lounge, the sash window rattling a little every time a car drove past four floors below.


Anya opened the notebook she had in her lap.


‘I love that you’re doing notes.’ I took a segment of the chocolate orange that was sitting in its foil in the middle of our little circle. ‘You mean business.’


‘I do,’ Anya said. ‘I mean, it’s April already! We’ve got to get on this!’


I laughed, but I knew she was right. June was only a couple of months away.


‘First things first,’ Anya said, pulling the lid off her pen. ‘Where are we going? I say let’s head for the sun. Biarritz. Marrakech. St Tropez?’


‘Is that even a place?’ I took the last segment of the orange. ‘I thought it was fake tan. And anyway, aren’t we getting a bit carried away? I thought we were thinking Devon or somewhere. You know – cute little cottage. Like before.’


‘Before we were only twenty, Lauren!’ Anya said. ‘Now we are sophisticated women of the world we can set our sights a little higher. Don’t you think?’


‘I don’t know. Can we? I hadn’t really budgeted for anything major.’


‘Barcelona,’ Sophie said suddenly. We looked at her. ‘Barcelona?’ she said again, more tentatively. ‘I was just doing a quick search for cheap short-haul flights and look.’ She held up her phone. ‘A flight to Barcelona is actually cheaper than a train fare to Devon. A train fare to lots of places, really.’


I squinted at the phone screen. ‘That’s probably true, actually.’


Anya nodded slowly. ‘Barcelona … I like it.’


I liked it too. ‘Yeah. Tapas. Sangria. The beach … sounds perfect’


‘Does it have a beach?’ Anya asked.


‘Yeah,’ Sophie said quickly. ‘Have you been before? I’ve been out quite a few times, actually. It’s one of my favourite places. Because it’s a city with all the architecture and restaurants and city things, but then the beach too. Something for everyone.’ Then she looked down, shy again. ‘But obviously, it’s totally up to you. I’m happy with whatever you decide.’


‘It does sound like the best of both worlds,’ Anya said. ‘Best of all worlds. City and beach. Lively and relaxing.’


‘Yeah, exactly.’ Sophie was fiddling with a tissue in her lap. I felt sorry for her suddenly. I hadn’t really given it much thought before, but now it occurred to me that coming on holiday with a pair of virtual strangers – especially ones who knew each other so well they’d finish each other’s sentences – was probably quite intimidating. Perhaps she wasn’t actually looking forward to it as much as Anya claimed, but rather was making herself do it, forcing herself out of her comfort zone, aware that she had to make an effort if she was going to make a go of her new life in London.


‘I think it’s a great idea,’ I said, giving Sophie my warmest smile. ‘It must be pretty decent if it’s one of your favourites.’


She smiled back, although she didn’t quite meet my eye. ‘And actually,’ she said, ‘I do have a friend there, who we could maybe stay with if we wanted to save money …’


Anya winced. ‘I think I’d rather we got our own place.’


‘Oh, okay sure,’ Sophie said quickly.


‘No offence to your mate,’ Anya said. ‘It’s just, you know, being someone’s guest, being on your best behaviour …’


‘No. Yes. Of course,’ Sophie said. She was smiling brightly but she still seemed on edge.


‘Could we really afford it, though?’ I asked. ‘The flight’s one thing, but what about hotels, meals out … It’s all going to add up to a lot more than a cottage in the country.’


‘We could stay in an apartment.’ Sophie said. ‘You know – when people let out their own places when they’re away or whatever. It’s cheaper than a hotel and it means you don’t have to eat out every night because they’ve got all the saucepans, all the crockery and everything, so you can just stay in sometimes.’


‘It’s a good point,’ I said.


I turned to Anya for her thoughts, but she groaned. ‘I know people at work are always doing it, always going on about how great it is to “live like a local” or whatever, but honestly I’ve always found that whole idea a bit weird. Haven’t you? You know, just moving into someone else’s house when they’re not there, with all their stuff – their books and teaspoons and their photos of great aunt Audrey on the wall. And then you might turn up and find it’s not even there! Tell you what, my mum went to one in Italy and when she got to the flat there was just some old man in there making an omelette. He didn’t speak a word of English. He had no idea who Mum was and had no intention of letting anyone stay in his flat. Turned out some scamster had just put a photo of the apartment online, taken the money and done a runner.’


Sophie looked at us earnestly. ‘No, really, it’s totally safe. I do it all the time. They have procedures for checking out people’s credentials and everything.’


‘Your mum can be a bit … slow … with internet stuff?’ I said to Anya. ‘Maybe she just didn’t book it at all.’


Anya sighed and stretched across the carpet on her back. ‘Quite possible, I suppose.’


There was a pause, then Sophie said, ‘Why don’t I find a few places and send them around? I don’t mind doing a bit of research.’ She was still fiddling with the tissue in her lap. Slowly tearing off shreds, rolling them into balls between her fingertips. ‘Really. I’d like to. I do know that … that this is your event. Your old friends’ trip away and I’m gatecrashing really. Sad old divorcee tagging along …’


‘No! Not at all!’ I said, at the same time Anya said, ‘It’ll be fun!’


‘We’re glad you’re coming,’ I said, putting my hand on Sophie’s. ‘Seriously. We are.’


Sophie smiled uncertainly. ‘Well, thank you, but I would like to … earn my keep, if you know what I mean. I’m good at tasks like this. Methodical searching. Why don’t I put together a shortlist of say, three flats, and then you can pick from there?’


‘That’s a great idea,’ Anya said, making a note in her pad as I gave Sophie a supportive smile.


* * *


Two days later, Sophie messaged the group chat, which Anya had called ‘No Spain No Gain’. I wasn’t sure it made much sense, but it made me smile nevertheless.




Hello both! So as promised, I’ve been doing some research and have put together a shortlist of three for our Barcelona adventure. I have a favourite, but I won’t try to influence you!





Below the message were three links, all to a site called www.rentmyhome.com. I opened the first one. Initial impressions were good – it wasn’t so much a flat as a villa, with palm trees in the garden and a hot tub on the balcony. I’d thought we’d been going for a city break vibe, but I suppose there was nothing to say we couldn’t kick back in a luxury house for a week. Nothing, that is, except the price.


We hadn’t officially pinned down the budget, I realised now, but this place cost more per night that I was planning on spending for the whole week. I was worried that we hadn’t made Sophie’s brief clear enough, that we were going to have to tell her none of these were suitable. I had a feeling she might take that feedback badly, given that she already seemed to be feeling a bit apprehensive about the trip.


But when I opened the next link, I saw her second option swung to the other end of the spectrum. It was dirt cheap but it was tiny, with mismatched furniture crammed into a dingy lounge room. It claimed to accommodate three people but it was clear from the listing that one of those three would be sleeping on the sofa and I had a feeling that that person would end up being me. I closed the page again quickly.


I wondered if Sophie had just sent us the first three properties she’d found, or that, with it being a busy time of year, all the more suitable places were already taken. When I opened the third link, however, I relaxed. This was exactly the type of place I’d imagined. Bright, modern and airy, with white interiors and minimalist decoration. Simple furniture and clean-looking floors, and, best of all, a balcony with a stunning view over the whole city.


I opened the group chat.




Me: I like the third one!


Anya: What about that first one though! What a stunner.


Me: I know. Kind of pricey though, don’t you think?


Sophie: Yes, sorry about that … I didn’t notice the price till I’d seen all the photos and by then I was smitten


Anya: I say we go for it. I don’t mind paying a bit extra if it’s too much of a stretch for others.


Me: Don’t be silly





I could see that Anya was typing but a few minutes passed and no reply came. Part of me was tempted to let Anya pay a bit more if she was so keen on the luxury option – the place did look nice – but a bigger part of me wanted to pay my own way. I suppose Anya realised that her offer could be construed as patronising because fifteen minutes later she replied:




Anya: The third one is fine by me.


Me: Yeah. Seems decent and the price is more what I had in mind.


Anya: OK. Cool. You all right to book no. 3 Sophie?


Sophie. I’m on it
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