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Édouard Manet, A Bar at the Folies-Bergères (1882)




‘In the figure, look for the main light and the main shadow, the rest will come of itself: often, it
amounts to very little.’


– Édouard Manet





After



‘I can tell this is one of those days when you’re not going to say a word and I do all the talking. Which is fine – really. And anyway, if it wasn’t fine, would that make any difference?


‘It is harder when you go quiet, though, when it’s me doing all the work. Do you remember the day we both sat in total silence? That was terrible. I actually feel a bit sick. It’s hot in here, hotter than usual. Mind if I open a window? Thanks. That’s better, a breeze.


‘I’ve been thinking about what you said – that fear-of-abandonment thing. At first, I found it funny. I know, defence mechanism (I’m getting good at this). It just hadn’t occurred to me that I might be afraid of something I grew up with. Sort of like being an only child or missing a limb.


‘If I’m honest, yes, I suppose I have been a bit … what was the word you used? Compulsive. I know it sounded like stealing, but really it was just borrowing. The sex – that came earlier – probably was escapism. The drinking … Oh for fuck’s sake, sorry, can I have a tissue? I can’t blame Dad for everything, but I can blame him for the drinking.


‘Anyway, I’m doing it again – back to the timeline. That’s what you want, isn’t it? I can’t seem to focus on the hours, days or weeks before. I just keep rushing forward to that moment. It was morning. We were going to catch a train. I wanted – gah, sorry, I’m picking at your chair again. I know, it’s better than pulling at my cuticles. But still, I’d rather not leave your armrests looking like one of those cats – you know the ones I mean, with not enough hair and too much skin. Is it OK if I stand?


‘When we got to the station something snapped inside me – here, just under my ribs. In my head it sounded like cracking knuckles, the finger joints popping. I was tired and worried about what I’d done, worried I wouldn’t be allowed to see her again. I remember wondering if there was an alternate universe where all the people who stepped out of my life hang out together – I know, I know, abandonment – and if she’d end up there too.


‘People were getting off a train on the platform opposite. I remember taking a step towards the tracks and peering down at my feet. There was that yellow line. And then the nubby bit. Some grooves. A faded white stripe at the very edge. The edge of the abyss. God, that’s a bit dramatic, isn’t it? It’s funny how some things stay with you, though. Like these! How long have you had them? I’m pretty sure they had to wipe “mansize” from the box a couple of years ago. Because women blow their noses too. Sorry – tangent. Maybe if I sit down again.


‘When I looked up, the train was gone. There was another coming, this time on our side of the tracks. A speaker announced that it wouldn’t be stopping.


‘I know what you’re thinking: what was I doing there in the first place? I probably told you I hadn’t been back since university. The truth is, I can’t remember making any decisions, I just felt I had no choice. I had to go back because that’s where it started so that’s where it had to end. But I never meant for the ending to look like that: me standing on a platform, toes sticking out over the tracks.


‘Honestly I don’t know why I’m smiling – obviously there’s nothing to smile about. Not a thing. It’s just, if you’d told me a year ago that I’d be sitting here, I’d have laughed.’





One



My alarm shrieks in my ear, an awful, garish sound. Beepity- beep, beepity-beep, beepity-beep, beeeeeeeeeeeeeep. I bury my face in my pillow, which smells musty. I can’t remember when I last washed my sheets.


‘Eve? Are you in there?’


I walk my fingertips across my bedside table, feeling at various inanimate objects – including an open tin of Vaseline – before reaching the alarm clock and switching it off. ‘Yes? And yes.’


‘What’s wrong with your voice?’


‘Nothing.’


‘It sounds funny.’


‘It’s in my pillow.’


‘What?’


I give up, flipping front to back like a fried egg in a pan of foaming butter. Must be hungry because I hate eggs. ‘I said, it’s in my pillow.’ And before he asks why it sounds different again, ‘It’s not anymore.’


‘Oh right.’


‘You were saying?’


‘Are you working today? It’s past eleven.’


No, Mum. (Mum left me when I was four, the first screw to come loose.) ‘Not today, Bill.’


Bill works for a shiny tech start-up that lets its bright-bulb employees work from home – a show of trust, he says. I say they’re blurring the boundaries, lulling them into a false sense of freedom where they’re forever on hand, where home is work and work is home. They’re brainwashing you, I tell him. He’s a hard worker, though he has a lazy eye. He says I need to learn to trust people.


Anyway, that’s why he’s still here. Shuffle, shuffle. Sounds like he’s wearing his felt slippers – blue with orange crabs.


I starfish, naked, eyes closed and fingers and toes reaching for the columns of a four-poster bed. In fact, mine’s a single. Imagine being tied up, rope lassoed between the polished wood and your wrists and ankles. Yanking, jerking, clawing. I close my eyes and curl up in a protective ball.


Karina and Bill are kind to everyone except each other. They take people, ‘like you’, they told me, nodding and smiling encouragingly, under their wing. We’ve been through a couple of fine but forgettable fourth flatmates since I moved in. First up was Rick, a tight-T-shirt-wearing gym obsessive who worked in construction, was scared of ladybirds and ate his Cheerios with a fork. Next came Sadie, a delirious (in reality: coke, MDMA, tons of weed) philosophy student who took herself too seriously and the bills not seriously enough – not that I can talk. Anyway, now it’s just us three. Them and me.


I heave myself up and out of my body-shaped hole in the squashy mattress, like an ice cube out of one of those rubbery trays. Shower. I grab my greying towel from the back of the chair – a chair for clothes, not for sitting – and wrap it around my body, beginning to shiver. Winter’s come early this year. I wonder when Karina will let us switch on the heating. She’s Norwegian and impressively thick-skinned despite being stick-thin.


‘As you were, Bill.’ I tiptoe past him, his spine curved, finger pads tapping away at his keyboard.


‘Eve, would you mind focusing on the kitchen today?’ He likes to start conversations when I’m wrapped in a towel. ‘It could do with some love.’


I stifle a sigh. It’s part of the deal: cheap rent in exchange for a day’s cleaning a week. Their way of ‘doing good’. It’s also better than sexual favours. I glance over at him – heavily hair-gelled, lazy eye in full swing. ‘Whatever you say.’


I close the bathroom door behind me and, ignoring the hook, sling my towel over the laundry basket, which is overflowing with his and Karina’s clothes. One polka-dot sock is making a run for it. Too slow: I snatch it by the thinning heel.


‘Probably be gone by the time you’re out,’ calls Bill as I sit on the loo. ‘Got to go and meet a client.’


I nod silently. Well, thank goodness you told me, I’d have been sick with worry. I start to wee. ‘Enjoy.’ Tinkle, tinkle. Shuffle, shuffle.


I flush, and twist the shower dial, adjusting the temperature – Karina always turns it down, but I prefer it piping hot. By the time I’m done brushing my teeth the water is warm enough to stand under. I squeeze a swirl of shampoo into my palm and, after jiggling it around like a collapsed crème brûlée (happens all the time to the new pastry chef at the restaurant, poor guy), knead it into my hair. Karina has a thing with toiletries and enjoys rotating the flavours. Last month lime, this month coconut. I’m about to tip my head back to rinse when I hear the front door slam. I pause, straining to hear through the crackle of soapy suds whispering in and around my ears.


I decide to skip her ‘smooth and creamy coconut’ conditioner and hop back onto dry land. The mirror’s all steam so I crack the window, ushering in a waft of curry that makes my belly flop. As I head back to my bedroom, my skin breaks out in goosebumps. I look down at my arm – a chicken wing newly plucked. Smoothing down the raised hairs, I can see little white scars caused by little picking nails. I was an anxious child. It could have been worse.


It’s been four years since I moved into Prince’s Court – nothing regal about it. Before that I was back at Dad’s, our ‘family home’ in Finsbury Park, the shabby flat where he’s slowly disintegrating. I haven’t visited since the summer, when I finally stopped trying to reason with him and forced myself to walk away. I said I won’t see him again until he gets help; of course, I’ve tried this before and failed. Swinging like a shoddy hypnotist’s pendulum between ultimatums and acceptance. I can picture him now, slouched in his favourite armchair with the TV on loud, but not loud enough for me not to hear his sad stories. Sipping from the branded mug his team at British Gas gave him at the start of his so-called sabbatical, chipped in three places – maybe four by now. I don’t know why he doesn’t just use a glass. We’re both familiar with the contents: whisky at the start of the month; super-strength cider straight from the can when he’s low on funds. The three little words I associated with him most as a child were: ‘Top me up.’


The sad stories are mainly about Mum. She left when I was six days short of my fifth birthday. I don’t remember her saying goodbye or holding me extra close that morning as she kissed my squidgy cheeks and nuzzled her nose against mine – our Eskimo game. That evening, sitting on the pebble-coloured carpet by her side of the bed, Dad told me in a strange voice (shaky, harsh, hoarse) that she’d dis-appeared. I wasn’t worried and wondered why he was. I pulled on my slip-on shoes and told him we’d find her if we looked hard enough.


It’s a boxy building, Prince’s Court, ex-council, cut off from the road by chocolate-finger railings that make it look like a prison. Our flat’s number three and nice enough. I say our – it’s Karina and Bill’s. They got a good deal because it had been badly infested with moths, one species that chomps expensive clothes and another that breeds in dry food. They paid for two treatments – had the dusty carpet ripped up and every nook doused – but I still find fresh holes gnawed in my one and only cashmere jumper, my one and only stitch of Mum.


The flat’s a bit of a mess; it has been since I moved in and found Rick the gym rat’s muddy boots bathing in a puddle of equally muddy water in the sink. I’ve done nothing to fix it up. There are five rooms – bedroom, bedroom, bathroom, kitchen and ‘communal area’ (or third bedroom) – and I have decent taste. The problem is I have no money or incentive: the place doesn’t belong to me, and Karina and Bill aren’t exactly the sort to invite people round.


Hence the dried strands of spaghetti stuck to the medium-sized saucepan this morning and the glass jar of pesto standing on the kitchen table without its lid. The fridge is always near empty – it doesn’t help that Karina’s never here and, when she is, doesn’t eat. This morning’s inventory: half a pint of milk; one leek, browning at the end, its little white hairs extra curly; a crumb-infested knob of butter; three mature tomatoes, two with crooked stalks and one oozing yellow-red fluid as if fighting infection; a slab of Cheddar marked with the grooves of a serrated knife; half a wrinkled lime; and a sticky-rimmed jar of chutney.


I wriggle my fingers into the rubber gloves suspended, lifeless, over the tap and curl my lip. On Wednesdays, when they know I’m cleaning, they leave their cereal bowls on the side – Bill’s a pool of milk swimming with soggy Weetabix scraps, Karina’s smeared with creamy yoghurt, occasionally stained blood-red from berries. I let the hot tap run in a steady stream, not quite burning through the rubber, and squirt some Fairy Liquid onto the matted sponge (I’m also supposed to keep an eye on the under-sink supplies). In quiet moments I like to suggest they invest in a dishwasher – think of the value of the flat – and pretend each time that it has just occurred to me.


By the time I’m done with the dishes, the plug has a piece of spaghetti poking through one hole and a streak of yoghurt around the rim. I twist the tap again and watch as the torrent dislodges the clingers-on. I give the counter a quick once-over – even lift up the salt and pepper shakers to wipe away the loose grains – and chuck any perishables back in the fridge. Ten minutes’ hard graft. Gloves off.


Karina and Bill have a bad habit of leaving their bedroom door open. It’s like they’re inviting me in – or, better yet, daring me. When they’re out, I mean. We’re not that kind of three.


In the beginning I just looked. Looked at their things: Bill’s primary-coloured self-betterment books; Karina’s curling iron, its lead never not knotted; their dressing gowns, one silky, the other the texture of a towel with tissues sticking out of one pocket. After a while I touched. I rootled through her jewellery box – nothing fancy save for the gold ring that could have been inherited from a dead relative. Flicked through the files on the chest of drawers (mainly letters from Thames Water) and found some porn stashed away in the wardrobe. I sat in the lumpy armchair by the window to compare their view out the back with my own. The windowsill’s home to an ashtray littered with carcasses – Karina’s a big fan of the sigaretter.


It’s quite tidy today, for them. The duvet may be lolling off one side of the mattress, but at least the bed’s made. There’s only one pair of pants on the floor, inside out, marking the spot where she stepped out of them. The full-length mirror is pretty smudge-free. I walk towards it and lift the necklace – a string of big green beads like boiled garden peas – over and off its frame. I sit on the end of the bed and let my eyes lose focus, working the beads through my fingers. What would a Catholic say? Hail Mary, full of grace. Grace. I unhook the clasp and loop it around my neck, feeling my shoulders drop as the relief bleeds through me. Sometimes, recently, when I come into their bedroom, I borrow things.


After swallowing a mug of instant coffee – no milk, two sugars – I pull the front door shut behind me. My day off always works like this: cleaning, then gallery. I saunter out of the cell block in broad daylight and turn left onto South Lambeth Road, a peculiar Portuguese stretch running between Vauxhall and Stockwell. It’s lined with red-and-green cafés and restaurants churning out grilled sardines, salt cod, cinnamon-sprinkled custard tarts. Popular with families.


The sun’s shining, providing a smidge of warmth, but the air’s biting, gnashing like a small dog at my face and fingers. I stuff my hands into my pockets, bury my chin into my bunched scarf and power on, wondering – as I do each week when I walk to the gallery around midday on a Wednesday – what reason everyone else has to be away from their office (or building site, studio, classroom). I tend to pass plenty of people, but today, as I cut across the main road in front of Vauxhall Station, the pedestrians are a fraction of their usual number, like there’s some public holiday I haven’t been told about.


That happened twice when I was little. Dad deposited me on the bus to school and, when I arrived at the tall iron gates, they were chained and padlocked, and no one was there to greet me. I didn’t have a phone so I couldn’t call him, and the first time I didn’t even have enough change to ride the bus home. Eventually, after a long walk that retraced the wiggly bus route I luckily had lodged in my mind, I ended up back at the flat. I buzzed and he let me in, a familiar musky smell wafting through the air. Neither of us mentioned the fact that I was home earlier than usual. Just like, after a while, neither of us mentioned the fact that Mum wasn’t coming back.


‘The monkey isn’t real.’


Excuse me?


I’ve caught up with a bow-legged man and, I assume, his young daughter. Every wide-kneed step he takes, she takes two or three. As I get closer, I realise he’s trying to persuade her that the golden monkey illustrated on her backpack isn’t helping her carry it.


‘See?’ he says, poking one of its googly eyes with his finger. ‘You’re carrying it all by yourself.’


‘Well, I can feel him helping,’ she replies adamantly, hopping daintily from one foot to the other to demonstrate the lightness of her load.


Her daddy smacks his forehead with his palm. I smack mine. No imagination. Dad never believed me when I told him I’d seen Mum on the street.


I overtake the little girl with her little legs and, when I turn back, downer dad’s on the phone. I give her an encouraging smile: just keep doing what you’re doing.


She scowls.


Across Waterloo Bridge, I follow the road around to the right, east along the Strand. As I arrive at the grand entrance of Somerset House, a couple stroll past me and head through the automatic glass doors to the gallery. She, in an ankle-length grey coat and a pair of leather work boots, is laughing at something he’s said. He looks like a writer – small round glasses, beaten-up satchel, slipping into cliché – and has his arm draped around her neck, a human scarf. I imagine him describing a fumbling sex scene in the manuscript he’s just submitted to his editor, leaning in to whisper intimate details in her ear, breaking away to ask earnest questions about his protagonist. Even if the Courtauld weren’t at the heart of my weekly ritual, I’d be tempted to follow.


They’ve bought their tickets and are winding their way up the spiral staircase, hand in hand, by the time I’ve untoggled my duffle coat. I approach Marjorie – that’s what I call the woman who mans the desk – the woman who womans the desk – who’s sitting very upright, her legs concealed. Maybe she’s wearing patent shoes today, doing a jig from the waist down, though I doubt it. Her face is as frosty as ever and fails to soften as I approach; permanent frown lines score her forehead. Standing above her, I get a good view of the white roots twisting into her crow-black hair.


‘How much is a ticket?’ I ask, bending down to try to see her eyes. Green really does go nicely with black.


‘Seven pounds,’ she replies, tone jaded, eyes downcast.


We have a mutual agreement, I think. We pretend not to know each other even though I’ve been visiting every Wednesday, more or less, for the past four years. I probably should have become a member to save money, but I’m not a joiner – can’t commit. I pause, as always, debating whether it’s worth it and after a few seconds, as always, I rummage through my bag. Today’s contents: stickerless apple, couple of dozen coffee stirrers, battered paperback. Eventually I find my purse and count out the correct change.


Without looking up, Marjorie holds out her hand. She could be quite pretty, I think, if she smiled once in a while. God, I shake my head sharply. I sound like a builder, mentally catcalling women as they walk by.


I know exactly where to go. I hiss at the pair of self-satisfied stone centaurs keeping watch over the foyer – pointed hooves, puffed-up chests – and skip the drawings on the first floor. Having climbed up one more notch, I glide through the first, second and third rooms. Today I pause in the fourth – there’s a gallery assistant lurking by the entrance and I don’t want him to think I can’t appreciate good art when I see it. Really, though, I couldn’t care less about Degas’s troupe of twirling ballerinas, graceful in their gleaming pastels. After a couple of minutes I give them a cursory clap and continue. Straight to room six.


I hear the laugh of the girl with the grey coat as I cross the threshold. Are they here to see her too? No, they’re standing in front of a piddly landscape in the corner of the room, him squinting through his glasses at the brushstrokes. She’s carrying her coat now and has rolled up the sleeves of her sheer white shirt. Hint of a black bra.


As she turns around I step to the right, avert my eyes and end up staring – as if by chance – at the big canvas on the opposite side of the room. My old friend, Manet’s barmaid. I mouth a hello, hear a bit of sound escape by accident. Glancing behind me, I see the girl giving me a funny look.


I edge closer until I’m standing directly in front of the painting, the largest in the room, and lower my bag to the floor. Still staring, I unbundle my scarf – must be wool because it’s moth-nibbled too. I slide Karina’s necklace around so the clasp is at the back. Eyes gliding across the canvas, I fiddle with the beads again, slipping one into my mouth. Hail Mary.


Our routine never varies. First, I size her up as if we’ve never met: her fitted blue jacket trimmed with lace around the upturned collar, square neckline and cuffs; that reddish-green flower pinned between her breasts, a locket on a black ribbon hanging around her neck, small studs piercing her lobes. Then, knowing how shallow it is to judge someone on their appearance, I force myself to admire the lush still life on the marble counter instead: bottles of Bass Pale Ale and champagne topped with golden foil, glossy clementines in a crystal bowl and a couple of roses plonked in a half-filled glass of water. It never lasts long. Finally, I allow myself to concentrate on what bothers me: what’s she thinking? I give up on the peripherals and stare long and hard at her face.


It’s only when my phone vibrates in my pocket that I realise how much time has passed. This happens a lot. I blink and wonder whether I was blinking before.


I turn to the corner where the couple had been standing by the landscape but they’re nowhere to be seen. Probably long gone, hand in hand again, strolling along the Strand. Back to my barmaid and this time my eyes drift to the shady reflection of a man in the upper right-hand corner of the mirror. He has a neat goatee and a full moustache. He’s wearing a top hat and holding a cane. I know him well. Lurking there, so sinister, he reminds me of someone.


Another vibration. I pull my phone out of my pocket. Karina: Have you seen my new gloves? The ones Bill gave me for my birthday.


Oops. I type out a quick reply: nope, sorry


As my fingers begin to itch, I pick up my bag and walk away through the next room. Gauguin’s vulnerable Tahitian beauty, apprehension in her eyes. Monet’s dappled Paris in autumn, part Seine, part sky. I wave hello and goodbye to Van Gogh in his green coat and blue hat – no point in saying it, the guy’s obviously hard of hearing.


By the time I’m down the stairs and back on the Strand the sun has melted away, any little warmth it offered now vanished. I feel a sliver of cold air slip between the waist of my jeans and the bottom of my jumper, hoiked up from winding my scarf around my neck.


There’s been a shower. Out on the pavement, puddles gleam, metallic bands of colour appearing in the tiny oil spills on their surface. Pedestrians are doing their best to avoid them as they march along, heads down. It’s getting late; time to go home to families and flatmates. I slow down.


I feel uneasy – I always do when I leave her. My mind catches on those heavy eyes, that jagged fringe. Marooned behind the bar. Not in pain or sad, but not happy either. Lonely maybe. I blink, pulling down the tight skin below my temples with my thumb and middle finger. I wonder, if work is shitty, if she at least has a stellar home life. If she dreams of doing more. Is she at a pivotal point in her life but unable to pivot – life on pause, numb mind, sticky feet? I think of the little buffering wheel spinning on my laptop.





Two



Two days later there’s no sign of Martins, the tetchy maître d’, when I arrive at the restaurant so I take the opportunity to catch up on some reading. Typically, just as things are getting interesting—


‘Eve?’


I jump, my paperback tumbling to the floor with a dull thud and closing up like a clam. I know I’m more than halfway: this morning I turned down the corner of a page almost slap bang in the middle. When I was reading, I traced my finger across the spine and it reminded me of an arched back, its hundreds of pages bony ribs. I slip off the wooden stool and reach out my hand but, before I have time to retrieve the book, Martins swipes it.


‘I need you out front,’ he says, raising his bushy eyebrows.


I’ve always found it hard to take him seriously, my eyes straying to the wiry hairs springing out of place like loose pieces of thread. Still, I can see where he’s coming from: service is about to start ramping up. I just don’t have the energy, especially not to serve a certain regular, sadly our biggest spender. I call him BS. He’s at table three.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, shaking the wandering thought about accidental spillages from my head. I stand up straight and rearrange my unironed shirt. ‘You know what he’s like.’


‘What who’s like? Actually, never mind.’ His hand moves to the small of my back as he urges me through the door. ‘I need you to take the order at table three.’


I pull the bent notepad out of my back pocket, quickly tearing off the first page before he sees it – must stop doodling. I sneak a glacé cherry from the colourful assortment of cocktail garnishes on the bar, then cut across the busy restaurant to the soundtrack of clinking glasses, scraping cutlery and senseless chatter. Martins would make a lousy conductor.


‘What can I get for you?’ I ask, candied cherry swallowed, chewed biro poised, as I arrive at the round table centre stage.


Nothing. As usual, he’s too caught up in his own conversation to hear me. Or, more likely, he’s waiting for me to put on a smile. He’s mid-story, the story – the one he recites to every prospective client he wines and dines. Today’s catch: three men, one old, two young. A father and his budding sons maybe. There’s a certain resemblance between them: squared-off shoulders, thick necks, milk-chocolate-coloured hair (the father’s sprinkled with icing). All lean eagerly towards BS as he reels off a list of the men he’s made. Mouths open, gobbling up each word with glee, they look like fish waiting to be hooked. I want to warn them but it’s too late – the net’s descending.


‘Sir?’ I ask, a little louder, grinning through my teeth.


‘Ah, Eve, I was wondering where you had got to,’ he says, smirking rather than smiling. ‘Gentlemen, direct your attention to God’s first woman. And what a woman she is!’


I don’t rise to it – I’m used to this – and, managing to ignore the leer that materialises on the creased face of the older man opposite, I make it through the order. I walk away and enter the dishes into the system, the prickly feeling on my skin subsiding as I tap on the screen.


There are parts of this job – one in a long line of jobs I toppled into, after life turned septic – that drive me insane. The incessant ‘banter’ of the creamy whites in the kitchen. Mr Laurence Martins, who’s boringly devoted to his job. And these men I have to smile at sweetly, day after day. I wonder if showering in aftershave is a prerequisite in their line of work.


But the money’s fine and most of the waiting staff perfectly nice – easy-going and up for a laugh after hours. Occasionally you get a good customer too. There: at a table by the golden entrance to the loos (unfortunate) is a frail woman dressed in watery shades of blue and green. She’s lunching with her suited son. I recognise his baby face – probably works at one of the nearby banks or consultancies, as do they all – but I haven’t seen him like this before. He’s hunched over, leaning forward in an effort to grasp every word of her wispy voice before it gets carried away with the flick of a napkin or the swoosh of a passing waiter. I chew my pen, wondering where his father is. Divorce? No, I decide, he died. And now she comes to London once in a while to meet their son, their only child.


‘Eve!’ Martins again, this time clapping his hands together. ‘You’re not with it today – or any day for that matter!’ He pauses, waiting for a reaction, then mutters bitterly about women and headcases under his too-minty breath.


‘I’m sorry,’ I say, though my apology must sound lukewarm because his eyebrows are raised higher than I’ve ever seen them.


Ding, ding.


The plates of hot food piling up on the pass save me.


‘Better get those,’ I say, nipping past him and picking up two dishes.


‘Table five,’ instructs Chef, a pale, skinny man who never leaves the kitchen. His hands shake as he fingers the long row of order tickets.


‘We’re not done here, Eve,’ says Martins.


‘I know.’ I walk away with one ‘deconstructed’ fish and chips (fucking London) and one leafy salad strewn with sliced beetroot and crumbled goat’s cheese.


It took me a while to memorise the table numbers, but now I think I could locate each one with my eyes closed. Squeezing through the gap between one and two, shimmying around the indoor silver birch tree by three. Maybe I could get a job at that gimmicky restaurant where people pay to dine in the dark, though someone told me all the staff there are blind, not blindfolded. I test myself by keeping my eyes on the floor, lifting my gaze only as I arrive. Ta-da!


‘Eve?’


What? No. My breath snags and I say nothing, brain playing catch-up.


‘Gosh, what a lovely surprise.’


I open my mouth but there’s no sound.


‘How are you, dear?’


I inhale, exhale and say, in a voice that belongs to a stranger, ‘Fine, thank you.’ I try my hardest to smile, to be normal. ‘And you?’


‘Oh, we’re fine too,’ she says, nodding her head. She looks older than I remember, or maybe thinner, the skin around her arms a little loose, like sleeves that need to be rolled up. She looks like her. The same green eyes, blinking behind a simple pair of glasses. Matching chestnut hair, though hers is coarser and threaded with grey, held in place with a large tortoiseshell clip. Even her mannerisms. The way she turns her head to say: ‘Aren’t we, William?’


‘Yes, fine.’ He’s the shade of his napkin, the colour drained from his face. It was the same at the funeral, I remember, which was the last time I saw them. His chalky-white face moon-like at the front of the church as he read from a page of printed notes, using that word, more than once: ‘misadventure’. He shifts awkwardly in his chair and says, ‘So you’re a waitress now.’


They don’t know I didn’t graduate – that I couldn’t do it without Grace. That I sat in a dank cubicle in the overused, undercleaned bathroom until the sound of metal chair legs scraping against wooden floorboards had stopped and the invigilator’s voice was soothingly muffled. Looking down at my ill-fitting gown – sleeveless, bum-length. Testing my skin with one of three sharpened pencils. I realise I’m still holding their lunch and unload my arms, too quickly, the stack of chips tumbling down. ‘Oh, I’m sorry.’


He smiles, waves his hand in front of his plate, saying without saying that it’s OK. I picture him stepping down from the lectern and pausing, for just a moment, with his hand on the polished wooden coffin. Frowning to stop himself from crying. Bowing his head.


‘You know Grace’s birthday is coming up?’ She smiles at me, hopeful, eyes searching my face, looking for an ally in her remembering. As her cheeks rise, curly lines multiply at the corners of her eyes. Eyelash extensions.


Eve, stop blinking.


You take a step back, leaving me perched on the foot of your bed.


I’m sorry, I say, pulling you towards me so your knees knock against mine. I just feel like you’re going to scratch my eyeball.


I told you I’m not good at this, you say, waving the mascara wand in front of my face. And I definitely can’t do it if you keep fidgeting. In fact, if you keep fidgeting, I probably will scratch your eyeball.


I open my eyes wide. Can you see my wrinkles up close? Should I consider Botox?


You know how I feel about wrinkles, Eve. Stop fishing.


I pause, threatening the tears in my eyes with physical violence if they fall. ‘Yes.’ It comes out as a croak.


‘She would have been twenty-six this year,’ says her mum, still smiling, though just with her mouth now. She was composed at the funeral, from start to end. Poker-faced. Though the crumpled tissue in her hand, clutched so tightly her knuckles gleamed white, gave her away. ‘Well, we don’t want to keep you.’


‘Yes, of course.’ I go to give her a hug, then decide against it, clasping my hands in front of my chest. ‘Bye.’ I walk away with panic billowing inside me. Some guilty part of my brain knows I’m picking at my cuticles. I must have imagined this day, bumping into Grace’s parents, a thousand times.


I make a dash for the loos, but Martins calls my name and points towards the pass. Table three is up. I take a deep breath and curl my fingers into my palms, nails stabbing skin in a bid to release the pressure building inside me. I reload my arms.


‘OK,’ I say, still concentrating on my breathing, ‘who’s having the pâté?’


Once again BS seems engrossed in conversation, this time to my relief. So after serving the food – including six glutinous oysters, lounging in their shells like fleshy bodies in sunken deckchairs – I turn, planning a more leisurely retreat. Too leisurely. As I place one foot in front of the other, he runs his hand up and down the inside of my thigh, his palm rough and raging against my already irritated skin. I imagine a hole burning in my tights, the material fraying, smoking slightly. The smell of scorched nylon. My skin blistering. The burning feeling rips through my body, from that patch up my spine and down to my fingertips.


‘You bitch!’


That’s him, not me – I’ve slapped him across the face. My palm’s stinging and I can feel the heat rising to my cheeks. I whip my head around and see Grace’s parents staring, her mum’s mouth open wide, a forkful of salad hovering in front of it.


‘Sir, I’m so very sorry.’ Martins, who must have witnessed the action unfold, is by my side in seconds.


Not a word from BS, just a flaring of his nostrils, which are stretched into alarmingly large gateways.


‘Lunch is on us, naturally.’


I part my lips to protest but, before my tongue has time to flick out the words, find myself being escorted to the back of the building. This time Martins isn’t gently guiding me. He’s holding my forearm as he pushes me away from the table.


‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’ he barks as soon as we’re out of earshot.


‘He fucking groped me.’ I mean to shout this at him, but it comes out as a whisper. ‘Don’t pretend you didn’t see,’ I add, almost inaudibly, testing that patch of skin with my fingers.


‘I don’t know what you think happened, but it doesn’t give you the right to assault him. You just have to be careful when you know what these guys are like. Come on, Eve, he’s a paying customer.’


‘Is that what he’s paying for?’


He’s got nothing, looks away embarrassed.


That’s it, I’m done. I tell him so. Ignoring the sting in my eyes, I undo my apron, struggling with the double bow at the back before dramatically screwing the whole thing up and dumping it at his feet. I pick up my book, pissed off now about the lost page number, and shove it in my bag.


Martins is staring, a look of disbelief on his face, eyebrows raised so high I imagine them shooting up above his head.


Grabbing my coat and scarf, I storm out into the street by the service entrance, flinging my notepad behind me via the closing door. I don’t know whether it’s made it or it’s sitting sadly outside the building – I won’t look back. I’ve done this before.


I used to think I had a knack for not dwelling on things I didn’t want to dwell on, especially the no-hopers. That I could bury my memories like we did Grace, five years ago on a Wednesday morning in June that I’m fairly sure was dry and sunny but, in my mind, looks wet and grey. Both the good memories and the bad. The way she whispered to herself when she was reading over her essays. Her little toes, which she could shift to the side, indicating left and right. Her unique ability to hide behind her fringe. How she sounded like a sultry film star when she spoke French. Her sneezes, which only ever came in threes. Her love of literature: she wanted to read all the books. Her laugh, as catching as a cold. The way she used to worry about work. Her sad spells, which would dampen the day before disappearing as if they never existed. The weight of her head on my stomach; no wonder that’s where everything hits me. The phone calls with her mum, which she’d always try to cut short: ‘Well … anyway … right … so … I’d better go …’ The look in her eye when she told me what he’d done. The last thing she said to me.


I tilt my head back and wait for the waterworks to dry up, only to feel a raindrop land on the tip of my nose. I duck into a sardine-tin coffee shop around the corner, but I can’t sit still. All I can think about is Grace’s parents, Martins’ eyebrows. A hand on my thigh. My apron balled up on the floor. I let myself imagine slapping her dad’s face instead, his pale cheek turning red. I remember the cold fury I felt towards him on the day of the funeral as he tried to round the edges of her death, make it more palatable for the gathered mourners. Like that was what mattered. I lean against the wall and look out of the window, raindrops wriggling down the panes. Grace is the only person I know (knew) who enjoyed being out in the rain.


I decide to walk home, to try to clear my head. I peel myself away from the wall, slowly, one limb at a time. The door dings merrily as I open it and pull it shut behind me. Windows are steamed up like people are inside having hot and sticky sex. Across the road, summer holidays on billboards are suddenly drenched.


We did everything together: studying, flirting, sleeping, drinking, dancing, dressing, undressing, studying, studying, studying. At least until she met him. It’s a special form of torture to imagine everything you’d do differently, if you’d known what was coming.


I pull the well-loved umbrella out of my bag, ignore Bank Station and head west to Fleet Street.


By the time I reach the Royal Courts of Justice it’s pouring. I keep moving, quickly crossing the road, and dive under the first bit of shelter I find. What a coincidence: Somerset House. I walk on, walk back, walk on again. I loop around and stand beside one of the free-standing columns supporting the grand arches.


I’m not supposed to be here today. It’s not a Wednesday. I made a pact with myself that I wouldn’t visit more than once a week. Too expensive. Too needy. Besides, that’s what they recommend, isn’t it? Weekly sessions. Regular enough to build trust without creating an unhealthy dependency. Then again, maybe it wouldn’t hurt to see her. An emergency appointment. Or maybe today I’ll have a proper browse. I consider for the first time why anyone would choose to paint a barmaid. How vanilla.


My patience begins to wane in room one. Of course, a painting of Adam and Eve. I close my eyes, BS’s slurred voice, laced with wine, ringing in my ears.


Painted Eve has plucked a shiny red apple from a tree and is passing it to a puzzled Adam, who’s scratching his head. I cast my eyes over the coils of the snake and follow the fruit-laden branch to Eve’s fingertips, along her willowy arm and down her bare body to her toes. I wriggle my own, suddenly aware of how soggy they are in my cheap nylon tights (right big toe poking through a hole) and waterlogged pumps. All around are animals: greedy lion, grazing lamb. In the corner a young deer is slurping from a puddle bearing its reflection.


I pass by some more religious scenes – I can only take a few of these at a time. Too many bloody crucifixes, writhing bodies, floating haloes, flying doves. Onwards to a series of portraits, more my type of thing. I weave my way from piece to piece, droplets of water falling from my sopping umbrella. I dip my head apologetically at Portrait of Mrs Gainsborough.


There are two women in room six – based on the similarity of their flat profiles, which are almost devoid of noses, they’re sisters. They’re absorbed with a piece of furniture encased in glass across the room. I lay my coat on the floor like a picnic rug, collapse inelegantly on top of it, legs crossed, and crane my neck to look at the familiar face of my barmaid. Our barmaid. Her name is Suzon.


Suzon? Ha. Are you sure?


You look again, then click another link to double-check, ever conscientious. Yes, it says so here too.


Suzon as in Macron? I start my own Google search.


Your eyes roll but your lips curl. Suzon as in Suzon.


Another search. Macaron?


You glance at my screen, plastered with pastel-coloured sweet treats, and, giving in, offer a courtly bow. Why, thank you.


It was Grace’s favourite painting and her fascination with it was infectious. At university Suzon stared out at us from grimy laptop screens more times than I can remember. We’d gawk at her for hours, trying to read her mind. Now, I fix my eyes on hers. How do you do it? Stand here all day. Look at that immaculate posture. Don’t you ever get angry?


Hurried footsteps behind me.


We were supposed to discuss her appearance, the trappings of nineteenth-century Parisian life. But Grace found her ghostly expression – or lack of it – deeply distracting. And soon so did I. I came across some old notes when I was moving my things from Dad’s to Karina and Bill’s, and there she was again. Our Suzon. When I first saw her in the flesh, maybe a year after Grace’s funeral, I felt lighter somehow, my body flooded with relief. I’ve been visiting her, in this room, every week, ever since. I hug my knees into my chest.


Standing behind the bar, it’s like she’s poised on the edge of a platform, feet planted in dust and old chewing gum, eyes half-closed, watching a sea of indiscriminate faces wash past her with every chock-a-block tube or high-speed train. Everyone around her is a blur, no more than fleshy smudges of paint. I work my way across the crowd: dark top hat, ruffled white shirt, orange gloves – silk, I suppose – classy fur shawl.


A knock at the door.


Eve? Grace? Are you guys coming?


We’re curled up on your bed, laptop balanced precariously in front of us, passing a can of beer back and forth. You wince, shooting a grin my way, press the space bar to pause the film. You whisper, Did you lock it?


I nod, stuffing some duvet into my mouth to stifle the laughter rising up my throat.


A huff and then a pissy voice saying, I knew they wouldn’t come, they never do.


Heels click on wooden floorboards. A couple of other doors slam. A moment later we’re alone again.


I love this bit, you say, leaning forward to restart it, gnawing at your lower lip, sticky with cherry-scented Carmex.


Me too. I rest my head on your shoulder and close my eyes.


It’s just me and you.


‘Excuse me, miss?’


I freeze. Her voice is gruffer than I expected. I look up and search her face for some change.


There she goes again, giving me that blank look, pretending she can’t hear me.


‘Miss?’ enquires the voice again, a little louder. ‘Just to let you know, the gallery’s closing in five minutes.’


Oh, I recognise that voice now – it belongs to the badger-faced gallery assistant (all black-and-white hair and pointy nose) who works Wednesday afternoons. I give him a fleeting glance. He’s standing with both hands behind his back, bent forward slightly as he beckons me. The room around us is silent. He reminds me of those nodding dogs whose noses nearly touch the floor when you tap their stubby tails. I used to imagine having one on my desk in my cubicle on my office floor in my work building – back when I imagined pursuing a job that entailed any of the above.


‘Sorry about this,’ I whisper to the barmaid through cupped palms.
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