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CLAUDIA


‘GOD – I’M ALL SWEATY, STILL. IS MY MAKEUP OKAY?’


Nell gives her car door a final tug to check it’s locked and turns to look at me, face pink, inky hair sticking to her cheeks. We drove here with the windows down, seeing as her ancient little Fiat’s air-conditioning packed up years ago. It didn’t help at all, and a bug landed in my lip gloss – traumatic for us both, I’m sure.


‘You’re good,’ Nell says firmly. ‘The sweat makes you look glowy. It’s nice.’


‘This dress was a mistake,’ I mutter, plucking irritably at the straps. It’s a silky slip, clinging to my clammy skin. I had a crisis about the colour, earlier, wondering if everyone might interpret black as an allusion to mourning.


‘The dress is also perfect,’ she says matter-of-factly. ‘Different, definitely, but I think that’s exactly what you want, tonight.’


‘Different.’ I echo. ‘You think?’


‘Well, yeah. I mean—I love your wardrobe, but this is the first time in a long time I’ve seen you wear a dress without puff sleeves.’


‘… I like puff sleeves.’


‘I like them too! On you, at least.’


‘But maybe this’ll look like I’m trying to reinvent myself or something,’ I say, wobbling in my heels as I fan my face with my hands. I can feel the warmth of the ground through their thin, slippery soles, the heat of the midday sun baked into the car park tarmac. It’s been like this all week and the pink-streaked sky above our heads promises more to come.


‘Or like a lesser-seen facet of your complex identity,’ Nell says, breaking my gaze to stoop and check her reflection in her wing mirror – she looks incredible in a tight, 1970s-style jumpsuit, a charity-shop find that she’s tailored to perfection. Two months from now, she’ll be in London, starting her foundation year at one of the most famous fashion schools in the world. Just a pitstop on the road to global domination – I should make the most of hanging out with her now, before she gets too famous.


‘Wearing black is a facet of identity, now?’ I smile.


‘It’s a facet of mine. Besides, black is right. It’s your revenge dress moment.’


‘… My what?’


‘You know. Princess Diana – when she showed up in that little black dress after divorcing whatshisface, and everyone was like, that loser! That idiot, he blew it! Look at this goddess!’


‘Good recap.’


‘It’s basically the exact same situation.’


‘Okay, well … it’s not.’ I laugh. ‘And I don’t especially want revenge, so—’


‘I do,’ Nell says, absently fluffing her fringe. ‘Very much so.’


I squirm, not sure what to say to that. Nell’s gaze cuts towards me through the glass.


‘Come on,’ she says. ‘Don’t act like watching his tongue drop out of his head is a worst-case scenario.’


‘Maybe it is,’ I say. ‘Maybe I should show up a total state, instead. Make him feel bad.’


I’m only half-joking. A part of me does genuinely want Wilf to see me at my worst, though there’s no way he didn’t hear about the state I turned up to my exams in – they kicked off just days after the break-up, and I arrived at my literature paper in tracksuit bottoms and an old sweatshirt of his, eyes swollen from crying. Humiliating in hindsight, but at least it meant that I didn’t have to tell our friends – I may as well have walked in with a sign stapled to my forehead reading ‘PATHETIC JILTED WRECK.’


I’m less raw, now. It’s been just over a month, and I’ve ticked past some very healthy milestones. I no longer cry myself to sleep every night – big win. I’ve also eviscerated every trace of him from my bedroom, so now there’s a box of Wilf-themed memorabilia over at Nell’s house. She took it away after I admitted that I was trying to pinpoint the exact moment he fell out of love by scrutinising every picture of us together, ranking his smiles from least to most forced looking, before putting them back in chronological order to establish a timeline.


A good call, on her part.


‘If he doesn’t feel bad then he’s a psychopath,’ Nell says, straightening to face me. ‘You look gorgeous. Deal with it.’


I smile faintly, knowing she’d roll her eyes if I tell her the same. She does, though. Eyes ringed with kohl, skin flawlessly dewy – her cousins in Korea send her sheet masks by the boxful and she uses them as casually as tissues. Her gaze is caught on something just above my head, though and she reaches out with shimmering fingers, tips silvered with highlighter.


‘Another bug?’ I ask.


‘Just a little one,’ she says, flicking it away and carefully smoothing my hair. I feel a surge of love for her, then, though I know I won’t be able to give voice to it without lapsing into a flood of tears.


‘Thanks.’ I smile. She mirrors it, cheeks dimpling.


‘I have a good feeling about tonight,’ she says. ‘And I’m not just saying that.’


‘No?’


‘No. And I hate the idea of you wasting this summer, Dee. Before you know it, we’ll be old and grey, dying in the same bed like that couple in Titanic—’


‘Titanic? Jesus, Nell, I thought you were going to say The Notebook. Why are we dying at sea?’


‘No, it’ll be a global warming thing.’


‘Oh, lovely.’


‘The point is, we’ll get old and die,’ she says, flapping her hands impatiently. ‘Six-week holidays are a finite resource. Besides, you haven’t been out since exams ended! Everyone’s missed you.’


‘I know,’ I admit, looking down at my feet. But most of my friends are also Wilf’s friends, so the real issue is that now he’s back from uni for the summer, I know he’s likely to show up to whatever’s been planned. As is Nell, though she’s never receptive to my pleas for intel. How did he look? What did he say? Like a slimy little liar, she invariably replies, and, nothing of interest.


‘Even if he does show his face, it’s not like you have to be nice to him,’ Nell adds, watching me. ‘In fact, I’d love it if you weren’t.’


‘I do, though. That’s most of the problem.’


‘Oh, Dee. If this is about you being neighbours—’


‘We are neighbours,’ I say flatly. ‘And I can’t be a part of their lives if I’m just … radiating animosity all the time. It’s not fair.’


‘Um, animosity is very fair,’ Nell says hotly. ‘Why the fuck should he get to go on with everyone thinking he’s this great guy who did nothing wrong?’


‘I know,’ I say, biting back an urge to contradict her. ‘But I really, really appreciate you not telling anyone about – you know.’


‘Not my secret to tell.’ She sighs. ‘I’m still hoping that you’ll change your mind, though.’


‘No,’ I say quickly, my mind flashing back to that night at Bridgemere – God, I want to die just thinking about it. If anyone else but Nell knew, then I think I would, honestly. The only excuse I can muster is that I was in shock, because nothing felt entirely real after I got that text.


*


I was sprawled out on the sofa when I saw it, ignoring revision notes in favour of my well-loved copy of Pride and Prejudice. I’d just gotten to the Netherfield ball scene when my phone pinged, and I smiled when I saw Wilf’s name – I hadn’t heard much from him since his exams started. But then I started reading, and …


The immediate aftermath is slightly blurry. I know that I tried to call him because it’s logged in my phone – five successive attempts. They all went straight to answerphone, the automated voicemail lady apologising over and over.


Next thing I knew, I was sitting on the train with Wilf’s birthday presents nestled carefully in the gift bag beside me. I had decided by then that the message was some kind of horrible mistake – a misjudged prank courtesy of a drunk friend. When I called Nell, it was only for reassurance that I was doing the right thing.


‘No,’ she’d said, cutting me off mid-explanation. ‘No, he – did you have a fight? Is that what this is?’


‘No fight,’ I’d replied, toying absently with the volume on my earphones – Nell’s voice sounded soft and crackly in my ears. ‘Just the message.’


‘Okay. Can you read it out loud?’


‘I have it memorised.’


‘Jesus, okay. What did he say?’


‘‘‘I love you, but I can’t be with you any more. I’m so sorry. I wish I could have done this in person.’’’


I somehow relayed those words calmly, like they hadn’t knocked my entire world on its side.


‘… Is that it?’ Nell asked. ‘That’s all he sent?’


‘Uh-huh.’


‘That’s not a break-up text, that’s a fucking haiku. Jesus, what is he thinking?’


‘I’m on my way to Bridgemere to find out.’


‘Oh, Claudia, you’re not. Tell me you’re not.’


‘… I’m not?’ I said, lips pulling into a grimace.


‘Dee—’


‘This isn’t like him, Nell,’ I reasoned. ‘What if something’s happened?’


‘Claudia, something did happen,’ Nell said. ‘Your boyfriend of three years broke up with you by text. It’s devastating.’


‘It’s not like him,’ I repeated, ignoring the stab of pain in my chest. ‘And his phone’s off – I can’t even call him.’


‘Probably because he’s too spineless to have an actual conversation! God, it’s so unbelievably selfish—’


‘Don’t, Nell,’ I said quietly. ‘Not until we know what’s going on.’


She was silent, then, and I started chewing the inside of my cheek, conviction wavering as the silence dragged on. He has been acting strange, lately, a little voice in my head reminded me. Didn’t you think that he’d been acting strange? Distant?


‘Right,’ Nell said finally. ‘What train are you on? I’ll get in the car and meet you there—’


‘Nell, no—’


‘Nell, yes. I can’t let you do this by yourself, Dee. It’s only an hour’s drive.’


I shut my eyes, wishing that Nell was with me. It was Friday night, so she’d probably be sketching in bed, half-watching a video essay about her latest niche interest on her phone. But she’d sprint out of the house in her pyjamas if she thought I needed her, which is exactly why I’d waited until my train was almost at Bridgemere to call.


‘I’m basically here already,’ I told her. ‘I’ll keep you updated, okay? I just wanted someone else to know where I was.’


‘What about your mum?’


‘I told her I was with you.’ I sighed. ‘I couldn’t tell her – not yet.’


‘Oh, Dee. I love you, but this is so stupid. He could be anywhere – how are you going to get into his building?’


‘Depend on the kindness of strangers, I guess,’ I said, peering through the window. Wilf’s building was just a few minutes’ walk from the station. His flatmates would let me in, I reasoned, or there was always the guy in the flat next door if I got really desperate – he wouldn’t be happy about it but could likely be counted upon to be home on a Friday night.


‘Couldn’t you have … I don’t know, texted his mum, first?’ Nell asked then, and my stomach twisted unpleasantly.


Wilf’s mum and mine are as close as Nell and me. It’s why Wilf and I were thrown together as kids – Mum had to work full-time after Dad left and, with no one else to look after me, Wilf’s mum Sylvie volunteered to watch me in the afternoons. Wilf had just started at secondary school then and was understandably unimpressed at being saddled with a bookish ten-year-old. I trailed after him anyway, watching in sullen silence as he played computer games and practised skateboard tricks, only tolerating my presence because he’d been told to. But then we got older and—


*


‘Hey,’ Nell says, tugging me back to the present with a nudge – the sweaty, sunny present. ‘I’ll take it all to the grave, okay? But I reserve the right to hate him forever and you’re just going to have to be okay with that. Even if you two get back together.’


I blink at her, startled. She stares back, gaze cool and implacable.


‘You might,’ she says seriously. ‘I give it another month before he realises how monumentally he’s fucked up – maybe not even that.’


‘I – it doesn’t matter if he regrets it or not.’ I sigh. ‘I just need to figure out a way to be around him again.’


And that’s the crux of the matter, really. Wilf’s too enmeshed in the fabric of my life for me to cut him out. I know that. So does Nell, and so do the rest of our friends – what’s more, they probably know that I don’t even want to. That in spite of everything, I still want him. For him to want me.


Suddenly my eyes are stinging with tears. I quickly blink them away, but not quickly enough to hide them from Nell.


‘Oh, Dee—’


‘It’s fine,’ I mumble. ‘Just – let’s just go, okay? Susie’ll kill us if we’re late.’


‘Or we could go home,’ Nell says softly. ‘Susie will understand. Or she won’t, most likely, but we can make up a lie and she’ll pretend to believe it.’


I snuffle – almost a laugh, though I’m still teary. ‘No, you’re right. It’s time to rip off the Band-Aid.’


‘Maybe. Or maybe it’s time to head back to your place, order pizza and watch Legally Blonde again.’


I smile. ‘Good as that sounds, let’s go with option number one.’


‘Pizza after, then,’ Nell says decisively, linking her arm through mine. I let her guide me across the flat, dusky landscape and towards the only bar our sleepy little town has to offer, all the while pretending that I didn’t feel a flare of panic when she suggested we bail.


Hope is bad. Hope means that I’m deluded enough to think that Wilf might regret what he did. But panic is worse, and that’s exactly what I felt when I imagined clambering back into Nell’s car to head home. I once thought Wilf and I would spend the rest of our lives together but tonight he’ll probably greet me with an awkward wave, a tight smile – we’ll make small talk, maybe, and it’ll kill me, but I’ll do it. I’ll do it, because it’s better than not seeing him at all.


I grip Nell’s arm a little tighter, narrowly side-stepping a crack in the pavement as she steers me towards the unknown.


*


‘But like – that’s not what I meant at all! And she refused to accept that!’


‘Oh, really?’


‘Yes! I honestly think she just wants the attention because it’s my birthday,’ Susie says, over-emphasising every word to be heard above the music. ‘It’s not about her for once, and she can’t deal with that! Obviously, I wasn’t trying to make her feel bad.’


‘No, I get that,’ I say, resisting the urge to glance at the entrance again. Susie’s eyes are trained on mine, glitter-ringed and wide with outrage.


‘Like – if anyone actually had a right to pull something like this tonight, it’s you!’ she continues. ‘But you haven’t, because you’re not an attention seeker!’


‘Oh, um – thank you.’


‘And for the record, I wouldn’t even be mad if you did have a meltdown. Like, if you want to cry or scream or throw a drink at someone, go ahead. You’ve earned it.’


‘I’m good,’ I say, forcing a smile. ‘Thanks, though.’


‘It’s okay to feel your feelings, Dee,’ she says intently. ‘I know we haven’t really talked about it much, but that’s just because no one wants to upset you. And like – we’ve seen Wilf more, but that’s only because he shows up to things.’


‘It’s a tough situation,’ I manage, hoping she doesn’t realise that I’m struggling to follow this conversation. I am trying, honestly. But all I can think about is that I’ve been here for fifty-eight minutes already and Wilf is still, still, nowhere to be seen.


‘God, you’re so zen, Dee,’ she says, tiara falling askew as she flops back into the booth with a huff. She looks like a disgruntled pageant queen, sash and all.


‘Zen,’ I echo. ‘Sure.’


‘Couldn’t be me,’ she continues. ‘I mean – clearly. But the thing is, I’m right. That’s why Danielle’s so mad. She knows I’m right.’


‘Right about what?’


We turn to see Elliot, leaning against the edge of our booth and looking every bit the pretentious film student he pretends he isn’t. He’s got his ear pierced since I saw him last, a seed pearl dangling against his stubbled cheek.


‘I can’t – you explain, Dee. I literally can’t.’


‘Um … Danielle is mad at Susie for implying that her boyfriend is maybe not the best,’ I say, straightening slightly as he drops into the seat beside mine. ‘Accidentally, though.’


‘Oh. I thought we all agreed that he was a boring prick?’ Elliot says, brow crumpling in faux confusion.


‘Literally all I said was it’s nice that he came tonight!’ Susie adds. ‘And Danielle took that as a dig that he never shows up to anything, which is true. Case in point – Claudia’s never met him!’


‘Claudia never shows up to anything either,’ Elliot says, nudging me. ‘Not recently.’


‘Hey, that’s mean.’ Susie scowls, throwing a protective arm around my shoulder. ‘Don’t be mean to DeeDee.’


‘It was a comment, not a criticism.’


‘Sure,’ Susie says, eyes narrowed. ‘Where is he, anyway?’


‘He?’


‘Yes, he,’ Susie says, rolling her eyes. ‘Don’t play dumb. Wilf. Is he coming?’


I feel myself go still, not daring to drop my gaze. God forbid either of them suspect that I’ve been asking myself that very same question non-stop for the past hour.


‘Fucked if I know,’ Elliot retorts, stretching. ‘Did he say he was?’


‘Shouldn’t you know? He’s your friend.’


‘It’s your party.’


‘Exactly. Where’s my present?’


‘How about a drink?’


‘… I suppose that’ll do.’ Susie sighs dramatically.


‘Good-o,’ he says, getting to his feet. ‘Dee? Give me a hand?’


‘I’m good.’ I smile, though it feels forced. ‘Thanks, though.’


‘I actually need an extra hand,’ he says easily. ‘Nell’s put in an order too.’


He gestures and I turn to see her in the corner beside the bar, talking animatedly to the DJ – probably explaining why it’s essential that he play an eighties deep-cut that only she and about one other person will enjoy.


‘Well,’ I say hesitantly. ‘Suse – you good here?’


She doesn’t reply, too busy leaning against the back of the booth to wave Serena over. I guess I’m not as receptive a gossip-partner as she’d like. So I let Elliot pull me to my feet, bare legs sticking to the vinyl of the booth – it’s just as warm in here as it is outside. It’s a bit of a struggle to pretend that I have anything to say to him – that we ever had anything meaningful in common besides Wilf.


Our friendship group is a patchwork. There’s Nell and me, of course: we met during our very first week of secondary school, when we were partnered together on a history project and she told me in no uncertain terms that she would be doing all of the work. I asked why, obviously. ‘Because I’m smarter’, she replied, and I was so incensed that I spent all night working on it alone, slapping it down on her desk the next day with a triumphant smile. She just grinned, which is when it dawned on me that I’d been totally and utterly played. We’ve been inseparable ever since.


Susie and Serena came later, when we were prefects together, and Nell met Danielle through the hockey team. Then Wilf and I started dating when I was in Year Ten and he was in Year Eleven and, despite the gap between year groups, all our friends got sucked into our orbit.


‘Hey,’ Elliot says, making a beeline for the only girl working behind the bar. ‘Can I get a G&T, vodka coke with lime, a shot of sambuca and—’


He points a finger gun in my direction.


‘Water,’ I say. ‘Thank you.’


‘A glass of water and another shot. Thanks.’


The girl nods, sliding away. Elliot leans forward, absently running a hand through his hair. It’s cut into a shaggy mullet and I hate that he’s pulling it off. I hate a lot of things about Elliot actually, though I used to pretend otherwise for Wilf’s sake. Guess that’s a non-issue now.


‘You don’t need to keep a level head tonight, if that’s what you’re worried about,’ Elliot says. ‘He’s not coming.’


I raise my eyebrows, attempting to look impassive.


‘Is that other shot supposed to be for me, then?’


‘Figured you might want to drown your sorrows.’


‘You figured wrong,’ I say mildly.


‘Toast to his absence?’


‘I don’t think so, no.’


‘Just have drink with me, then.’ He shrugs. ‘Unless I’m tainted by association.’


‘Of course not,’ I say automatically, before adding, ‘unless you know something I don’t.’


My voice is light, eyes wide with mock innocence as I scan Elliot’s features. Does his smile falter, flickering with unease before it widens? It kills me that Elliot might know more about my own break-up than I do.


‘I don’t know shit,’ he says easily. ‘But I’m sorry it all went down the way it did, Dee. Bit of a dick move on his part.’


‘He must have had his reasons,’ I say, trying to disguise my irritation. Elliot just keeps on grinning as he turns back towards the bar.


‘You can call him an arsehole, Dee,’ he says. ‘It won’t kill you.’


There’s something so maddeningly patronising about the way he says it – for a second I’m too incensed to retort. He’s goading me, I know, so he can report back to Wilf and tell him how unhinged I am.


‘Hey!’ Nell grins, bouncing up beside us. ‘Guess who just convinced the DJ to play THE THE?’


‘The what?’


‘It’s a band,’ Elliot says, like it’s obvious. ‘Nell’s been doing the lord’s work over there.’


‘He said he was going to start pivoting into retro stuff anyway because no one’s dancing,’ she explains, absent-mindedly tugging down the hem of her dress. ‘Then he started asking how old I was so I pretended I had to rush over here to rescue you.’


‘Me?’ I say. ‘From what?’


‘From the vile boy at the bar who’s clearly boring you,’ she says, gaze cutting towards Elliot. ‘Where’s my drink?’


‘On the way, darling.’


‘Vile,’ she repeats emphatically, wrinkling her nose. ‘Speaking of which, where’s Wilf?’


I cringe, bowing my head to let a curtain of hair hide my face. I don’t regret telling Nell exactly how it all went down between Wilf and me, but she seems to struggle with keeping a lid on her animosity. I love her for it, but it also makes me nervous. I don’t want anyone to start wondering exactly why she’s so angry.


‘Not coming,’ Elliot says. ‘Are you devastated?’


‘Deeply. We might as well just go home now.’


I can tell she’s attempting to gauge my reaction, so I adopt a smile to reassure her. I’m totally happy for everyone to think that I accepted an unceremonious dumping from the would-be love of my life with grace and poise. It’s better than them knowing the truth, which is that I was too deluded to even accept it in the first place.


*


When my train finally got into Bridgemere that night, it was dark. Cold, too, so I walked quickly, breath billowing in the chilled air. Having visited Wilf so many times, I probably could have managed the route blindfolded. I considered Bridgemere my town too, seeing as I already had my acceptance offer from them – come September, I’d be walking those cobbles every day.


I knew I wanted to attend Bridgemere before Wilf did, actually. It’s one of the oldest, prettiest universities in the country, with the top-ranked Creative Writing course. It didn’t stop everyone from teasing me, though – clingy girlfriend follows her boyfriend to uni, ha ha ha. I didn’t care, though, and neither did Wilf. Or I thought he didn’t.


Getting through the campus gates was worryingly easy: a girl was leaving just as I arrived, and she held the gate open with a smile. Maybe she’d seen me there before, visiting Wilf. He lived in one of the newer developments, and I felt my first flicker of foreboding as I made my way across its well-lit courtyard.


I couldn’t see anyone near his building, just a figure hunched ominously on a bench opposite. I was hoping someone might be leaving as I approached, but no such luck. I hovered outside the doorway, giving the handle a fruitless tug. I was considering messaging Wilf’s flatmate, a softly-spoken philosophy student named Willow who’d given me her phone number when we all went on a night out together—


‘Are you locked out?’


I tensed. The figure on the bench had spoken, his voice echoing in the stillness. Though the odds were good that he wasn’t an axe-murderer, it would be just my luck, given the night I was having.


‘Um, kind of,’ I said hesitantly, turning around. ‘Do you – oh.’


He was on his feet by then, moving towards me, and I was surprised to realise I knew him. It was the guy who lived in the flat next to Wilf, looking just as surprised to see me. In fact, I would have gone so far as to say that he looked downright horrified, which was kind of rude.


He and Wilf weren’t exactly buddies, admittedly. Their rooms were parallel with a shared wall, so while Wilf and I made a concentrated effort to keep the noise down whenever I was staying over (not that kind of noise, for the record), he used to bang on the walls whenever we spoke too loudly. It drove Wilf crazy. I once had to physically restrain him from banging back and triggering a full-on percussion war …


*


‘Come on, Dee,’ Elliot says, and I snap back to Susie’s party – to the shot he’s pushed towards me, its surface rippling with the motion. ‘Consider it medicinal.’


Suddenly I feel too tired to argue, tipping my head back to pour it down my throat. It tastes like evil but I refuse to gag in front of Elliot.


‘Oh shit!’ He laughs. So does Nell, but her features are clouded with concern – I reach for my water.


‘Look out, Bridgemere,’ Elliot adds. ‘It is still Bridgemere, right?’


‘Of course it is.’ Nell snaps. ‘Why wouldn’t it be?’


‘Woah!’ he says, raising his hands in mock surrender. ‘Been a while since Dee and I caught up, is all.’


‘Well, you’ll have to deprive her further. The birthday girl needs you,’ Nell says, pointing. Susie is gesturing impatiently for her drink from across the room. Serena is sitting beside her in a satin corset top and jeans, glowering in Elliot’s direction. ‘Shit,’ he says flatly. ‘Can’t one of you take it over?’


‘Noo, I don’t think so.’ Nell smiles, leaning against the bar’s edge. ‘I’m really comfy here, actually. Dee?’


‘So comfy,’ I say mildly. Elliot clicks his tongue in irritation before throwing his shot back. Then he smacks the glass down, wagging an accusing finger in Nell’s direction.


‘You’re always harder on me when there’s other people around,’ he says. ‘Careful. I might start reading into it.’


Then he seizes Susie’s drink and slopes off. Nell rolls her eyes, and I turn away to take another sip of water.


‘I hope Serena throws that drink on him,’ I mutter.


‘No, you don’t,’ Nell says. ‘He’d love the drama, and we both know it.’


‘He deserves worse. He treated her like shit.’


‘She should have known better, though. Besides, it’s not like they were ever an actual couple. They only started hooking up last Christmas and he was already at uni by that point.’


‘He bought her jewellery!’


‘A mood ring, Dee. Hardly a diamond.’


‘How do you know so much about this?’ I demand. ‘Did Serena tell you?’


‘You’ve been holed up for a month.’ Nell shrugs, absently poking an ice cube with her straw. ‘I had to find other people to talk to.’


‘How awful.’


‘It’s been an ordeal,’ she says. Then, after a beat, ‘Sucks that Wilf isn’t here.’


‘Ha ha.’


‘I’m serious. You were ready to get this over with and now you can’t. Personally, I’d be disappointed.’


‘Sure,’ I say, not wanting to admit that she’s only half right. I’ve been bracing for a blow that’s not going to come, meaning the hurt and weirdness stretches onwards, grey clouds on the horizon of what was supposed to be my blue-skied summer. But she’s also underestimated how deeply, irreparably pathetic I am. How badly I wanted to see him, even if it’s excruciating.


I reach for my phone, wondering how much more time I have to spend here to avoid looking like I only showed up in the hopes of seeing Wilf. But I’m distracted by a string of texts. There’s one from Susie, demanding to know why we’re late – oops. Another from my mum, a reply to mine about staying at Nell’s, and one from—


‘Oh God,’ I say, skimming the message in disbelief. ‘4B’s texted me.’


‘… Who’s Forby?’


‘4B. As in room B in Flat 4.’


‘… What?’


‘Flat 4 as in the flat next to Flat 3. As in—’


‘Oh God. Wilf’s neighbour? The one who—’


‘Yep,’ I manage, passing her the phone. ‘Um, we haven’t spoken since that night, obviously. It just – it never really occurred to me to delete his number.’


‘No way,’ Nell murmurs. ‘Hi Claudia, was wondering—’


‘Don’t read it out loud!’


‘Shush. Hi Claudia, was wondering if you’ll be anywhere near the Bridgemere campus these next few weeks. We could get coffee. Let me know – do you think he’s asking you out?’


‘No!’ I say hotly. ‘God, Nell—’


‘What? Maybe he was admiring you from afar this whole time and now he knows you’re single, he’s waited a respectful amount of time—’


‘It’s not that,’ I interject. ‘Trust me. He was only nice to me once and it was that night at Bridgemere. Because he felt sorry for me.’


‘Then what?’


‘I don’t know!’ I say, voice pitching upwards. ‘That’s why I’m freaking out!’


‘You barely even know this guy. How could it be bad?’


‘Well it’s not going to be good, is it?’


‘It could be! Is he cute?’


‘Nell.’ I groan, resting my elbows against the bar and dropping my head into my hands. ‘That is so not the point. I – I don’t want to deal with this right now.’


‘Then don’t. Just delete it and move on – it’s not like you owe this guy anything.’


‘I do, though,’ I say, raising my face to look at her. ‘I really, really do.’


Nell knows that, of course – she knows everything about that night, including how I was actually relieved to run into 4B outside of Wilf’s building. But the look on his face should have been my cue to realise that something was very, very wrong.


What was the point of no return? When that girl let me through the gate? When I stepped foot on to the train? How many steps back in time would I have to take to claw back a scrap of my dignity?


‘It happens, then. The big sloshing cup of sad inside of me tips over, a tear spilling down my cheek. Oh, I think, surprised by its abruptness as it rolls down my chin.’


‘It’s fine,’ Nell says quickly, glancing over her shoulder before grabbing a napkin off the bar and handing it to me. ‘Everyone’s too busy watching Serena and Elliot to care about us.’


‘Yeah?’ I manage. ‘How’s that going?’


‘Well Susie looks like she’s enjoying herself.’


‘Nice little birthday treat for her.’


Nell snorts and I lightly dab at my eyes, not wanting to smudge my makeup.


‘I should go,’ I say quietly.


‘… Are you sure? Do you want to take a breather outside and see how you feel?’


‘I know how I feel.’ I smile wanly. ‘It’s my feelings that are the problem.’


‘Let me come with you, then. I can drive, I’ve only had one drink.’


‘No way,’ I say firmly. ‘Besides, it would be morally wrong for me to let you waste this outfit by going home early.’


‘Dee—’


‘Nell.’ I smile with considerable effort. ‘Please. I want to clear my head, okay? I’ll text you when I get home.’


She sighs, a big, long gust of begrudging acceptance.


‘Fine,’ she says. ‘But if Wilf does show up, I’m going tell the bouncers he’s selling pills in the bathroom.’


‘… I love you too.’


*


I make it home before dark, but only just. The street lights come on as I’m walking up my road, their glow superseded by the last gasp of riotous sunset – one of those stop-and-stare numbers, rippled clouds of pink and gold.


I used to love living next to Wilf – the whole ‘boy/girl next door’ thing always gave me teen-movie vibes. Now, though, the entire neighbourhood feels like a haunted house, jump scares lurking behind every corner. His car, parked on the corner. His sister’s cat, slinking across my path and into the neighbour’s hydrangea bush. His mum, smiling and waving from behind the wheel of her car as she stops to let me cross the road, eyes shining with palpable pity.


That last one happened a week ago. I’d been on my way to the shop on the corner but instead I turned around, went home and cried for an hour.


Anyway. Our driveway is empty, so it looks like Mum and Duncan have gone out for the evening. I fumble in my bag for my keys, trying to be as quiet as possible. Wilf’s bedroom is on the street-facing side of the house, and I can see that his window is open, yellow light shining though.


I don’t want to look. Really, I don’t – I’ve been darting in and out of the house with my eyes lowered for weeks so I don’t know why tonight should be any different. Masochism? Insanity? That one shot of sambuca? But I do, and—


It’s kind of funny, the way my heart does something akin to a double-take at the sight of him. It’s like it’s briefly forgotten that we shouldn’t like him any more, lifting only to sink a moment later. His profile is silhouetted by the warmth of his lamp as he sits at his desk, sandy hair falling across his face. Frowning, I think, though in this light it’s so hard to tell—


Look at me, I think impulsively, my lips parting as if to form the words. Even if you hate me, just turn and look at me. Please.


He stands, then, my breath catching as he briefly stills, turning his head—


The room turns black as he flicks off the light. The last thing I see is his hand, tugging his window shut with a click before pulling the curtains closed, and I stand there in the darkness, key in hand, a lump in my throat. Willing him to turn the light back on, throw open the curtains and call down to me. To change his mind. But everything stays exactly where it was before, including my heart.









ARTHUR


WHEN I WAKE UP THAT MORNING MY FACE FEELS SORE, WHICH means I’ve been grinding my teeth in my sleep again. I brush them extra-viciously anyway, in petulant defiance of Dr Golding’s advice. I’m at risk of eroding the enamel, apparently. Or was it my gums?


Call Dr Golding and book a check-up, I note, ignoring a swirl of blood as I spit into the sink. Ask about a bite guard.


I drink my first glass of water at the sink while my porridge is in the microwave – it’s about the only thing I can stomach this early, and my pills need to be taken with food. My phone is still on the bedside table. I practically leapt out of bed this morning to avoid looking at it.


There’s a pang of muted pain as I clench my jaw, then – an involuntary cringe. The worst she can do is ignore it, I remind myself. And that would probably be for the best, wouldn’t it? Besides, I sent it late and woke up early. There’s a chance she hasn’t even seen it yet.


Still, I find myself flicking on the TV instead of going to fetch it. The news – all interminably bleak, except for a story about a dog in Cornwall who’s learning how to surf.


‘Good for him,’ I mutter aloud, scraping congealed oats from the bottom of my bowl. I’m talking to myself more and more these days, which is worrying. Textbook symptom of madness, I think, absent-mindedly rolling a caplet between my fingers. And you’re not short of those, are you? Or maybe I’m just lonely. Maybe I should have gone home for the summer and given myself over to the carnage. The last time I spoke to Mum she was in hysterics over the fact that the laser facial she’d been planning on getting before the wedding took longer to heal than she’d realised, and Birdie – my sister, and the bride-to-be – had not been receptive to the suggestion that they ‘push things back a week or so’ to give her a better recovery time.


Text Mum – I add it to the mental checklist. It can’t help to earn some goodwill by commiserating with her, especially seeing as I’ll probably have to deliver bad news of my own before the week is up. I mean – I’m not trying to derail Birdie’s wedding or anything, but it would have been great for me if things had been pushed back. Even better, if they’d never been pushed forward in the first place. I could have spent the summer writing, instead of frantically attempting to untangle the web of deceit I’d so carefully crafted …


Too late for handwringing, I think decisively, pushing my chair out. It squeaks against the wood-effect linoleum, which runs through the entire flat – a choice as dully inoffensive as the plain white paint on the walls. Mum tried to nag me to pick a place a bit more ‘inspiring’ – Bridgemere’s full of charming little flats carved up from old townhouses and disused mills. But all I really cared about was simple, frictionless convenience, which this place has in spades – between the gym in the basement, the shop beside reception and the washer/dryer in my kitchen, I wouldn’t actually ever need to leave the building if it weren’t for lectures.


I make my coffee with the glossy pod machine that Birdie gave me last Christmas – a shockingly robust gift from the girl who gave me a crumpled fiver and a vintage pocketknife for my thirteenth birthday, meaning that her fiancé Ravi must have picked it out. I add the milk reluctantly – black coffee was my preference until I read that it makes your cortisol spike, and my body’s faulty chemistry gives me enough grief to begin with.


It’s also the reason I don’t really drink any more, which was an enormous source of contention between me and my former flatmates. They’re probably all dead to the world right now, sleeping off whatever they ingested last night in their respective home towns, totally ignorant to the fact that it’s a beautiful, blue-skied and finite day. And yet I’m the crazy one?


Well, I’m actually the boring one, to their minds – the asocial, off-putting health-freak they were unlucky enough to be saddled with during first year. I can only assume that they interpreted my choices as a criticism of theirs, though they did at least wait until I’d left the room to begin hushed dissections of my behaviour. The walls in that place were thin, meaning that I also had to contend with the prick next door and his total aversion to headphones. Then my flatmates got friendly with him and his flatmates – they fucking unionised, basically, meaning that the number of people in that building who thought I was a killjoy loser ticked up to seven. Maybe not her, though. Her being his girlfriend, whose sunshine-and-rainbows thing was jarring but apparently sincere.


3B was always perfectly pleasant in her company, of course, pretending to be a considerate person for her sake, which only served to bolster my loathing. As did witnessing him trip in and out of the building in advancing states of drunkenness with his brunette flatmate draped all over him on multiple occasions.


It’s for the best that it happened the way it did, I remind myself, pushing back against a pang of guilt. If I’d tried to warn her then I’ve no doubt the slimy bastard could have explained it all away. I was just the hermit next door. Besides, I wasn’t even sure that my suspicions weren’t unfounded until that night. Hearing him – hearing them – Jesus, I was too hellbent on getting myself out of earshot to even consider that it might not be—


No. I think firmly. Let’s not get into that again. Let’s just go for a run.


*


I pause outside my building, wedging my phone into its armband holster before springing into action. She hasn’t replied but I’m somewhat proud of the fact that my heart barely sank at the realisation. Low expectations are the secret to a happy(-ish) life. That and routine, and mine’s been more or less the same for a year now. The only thing that’s really changed is my running route. Now I don’t live in the student block I can start strong with a half-mile downward slope out of the centre of town, warming up my muscles before the sharp upward tilt towards Horsingsham Hill, a former stately home turned local park/running trail. It’s shockingly picturesque, acres of woodland and wildlife wrapped around a Tudor manor, meaning I need to start early to beat the crowds.


My parents think I’m part of a running club – a lie, but hardly my most egregious. There is a sense of community between the local runners. I don’t know anyone’s names, but yellow-headband-moustache-guy and I share a nod as we pass each other on the incline. Lady-with-the-husky stops to let me pet him on the tree-lined path leading down towards the river. Girl-at-the-coffee-kiosk waves when she sees me, even though I’ve never stopped there.


The kindness of strangers is more or less the only thing keeping my faith in humanity intact these days. Then again, maybe that proves that I’m the problem: that only the people who don’t know me could think I’m worthy of anything good.


My thoughts turn to Aidy, then, as they often do when the self-loathing starts to creep up on me. I doubt she thinks about me any more – it’s been over a year since we last spoke, and she has a new boyfriend. Nico told me – he seems to think it’s his responsibility to keep me abreast of any developments in the lives of the people I used to call my friends. I think he hopes that it’s not too late to fix the things I broke. And maybe it wouldn’t have been, had I gone home this summer. Maybe I could have slipped back into normality by appearing at a familiar haunt at just the right time, lingering resentments softened by the sun and a few pints. But I didn’t, and the gulf between me and my former life continues to widen.


Shut up, I think irritably, picking up the pace. Cut the self-loathing. Focus on the rhythm of my feet hitting the pavement. Focus on the fact that I’m faster than anyone else here, my legs cleanly propelling me forward. I’m practically sprinting, pumping my arms, the world around me just a blur of blue and green. This body works, I think viciously. Look at me go and tell me that I’m a loser. That I’m broken—


*


Ten minutes later I’m flat on my back on the grass beside the duckpond, breathing raggedly, drenched in sweat. My T-shirt is sticking to my chest, the sun flat, white-hot and bearing down against me. I broke my personal best by almost a minute and that was with a husky break. I only wish I didn’t feel like I might be about to die here.


Also, my phone is ringing, and I’m struggling to summon the necessary dexterity to free it from it’s holster.


‘Hello?’ I finally manage, hitting the speaker button and dropping it on to the grass beside my head. Sweat is blurring my vision, an experience as unpleasant as it is disgusting.


‘Helloooo,’ Birdie trills. ‘How are yooou?’


‘Fine,’ I say, grimacing as I dig my fingers into a muscle cramp on my side. ‘What do you want?’


‘Why is it that every time I call, you assume I want something?’


‘Not every time. Only when you do that weird thing with your voice.’


‘… What weird thing?’


‘Going all high pitched. Mary Poppins-ing it.’


‘Wow. That’s probably the meanest thing you’ve ever said to me.’


‘Comparing you to national treasure Julie Andrews?’


‘I’m going to have a complex about that now.’


‘Right. Sorry.’


‘You should be! And while we’re doing this, you sound like that sad, wheezy penguin from Toy Story.’


‘Because I just ran three miles in less than twenty minutes.’


‘That doesn’t sound that impressive. I could probably do that.’


I attempt to picture it. Colt-like, couture-clad Birdie, who travels everywhere by taxi and once told me that it would be ‘a spiritual death’ for her to wear flat shoes.


There’s not quite enough air in my lungs to laugh; it just comes out sounding like a huff.


‘Sure,’ I manage.


‘All right – you’ve annoyed me now, so I don’t feel bad about the fact that I do want something,’ she says archly. ‘It’s about the wedding.’


‘Right,’ I reply, unsurprised – most things are, these days.


‘I want you to come home,’ she says. ‘And not just for the wedding, now. Art, I wouldn’t ask unless I was totally losing my mind …’


‘Yeah?’ I say, absent-mindedly rotating my ankle. ‘More caterer drama?’


‘Actually, the venue’s burned down.’


‘Ha ha.’


‘Not a joke. Bet you feel bad now.’


‘Oh, Birdie,’ I say, heart sinking as I haul myself upright. ‘You’re not serious?’


‘“Burned down” is maybe a tad dramatic. It’s still standing and no one was hurt, but it’s basically gutted. No weddings for the foreseeable. That includes mine.’


‘Jesus,’ I say. ‘God, I – I’m so sorry.’


Birdie’s venue was this incredible quasi-Gothic brick building in the middle of London – a formal medical college turned five-star hotel. The ceremony was supposed to take place in what used to be the lecture theatre, Birdie and Ravi exchanging vows on the stage where they used to cut open the cadavers, sun spilling down from a skylight above.


Morbid, yes, but undeniably cool. Undeniably Birdie – whimsical originality is her whole brand, and an important one, given the whole influencer thing.


‘It’s fine,’ she says, though I can hear the effort in her voice. ‘Shit happens, right?’


‘So … how long until they fix it all?’ I venture. ‘I mean, did they give you a new date?’


‘Well, that’s the thing. They can’t. It’s a listed building so there’s all kind of hoops they have to jump though with the rebuild.’


‘Oh shit. When was this?’


‘Got the call on Thursday. Travelled down to tell Mum yesterday.’


‘How did that go?’


‘Well, there were tears. Hers, obviously. And that was before the gimlets.’


‘God, I’m so sorry.’ I sigh, rubbing my eyes. ‘Of course I’ll come home. Whatever you need. Have you started telling people, yet? Calling up guests to let them know it’s cancelled?’


‘Not exactly,’ she says slowly. ‘See, Mum was mostly upset about the whole indefinite postponement angle, so we started talking about a new venue instead. I mean, I loved the hotel, but I love Ravi more, you know? I told Mum and Dad I’d marry him in a multi-storey car park.’


‘Brutalism is having a moment, you know.’


‘Yep, well – that gave Dad an idea. He suggested that we just do it all at home instead.’


‘Oh God.’ I laugh. ‘I bet that went down well.’


‘It did, actually. Really well.’


‘Oh,’ I say, taken aback. ‘Um – with who?’


‘With everyone. I mean – we’ll be getting all the deposit money back, and no one would have to change their plans except for travel. Besides, you know how much Mum and Dad love hosting.’


‘Right,’ I say, somewhat warily. ‘So … everything’s fine? Same wedding, just at home.’


‘Yeah,’ Birdie says after a beat. ‘More or less.’


This is a trap, I realise dismally. This is a bloody trap.


‘The thing is, we realised that having it at the house is also a great way for everyone to get to know each other,’ she continues. ‘There’s no reason why we can’t kick off the wedding festivities a little earlier. Make a weekend of it.’


‘Weekend?’


‘Well, week. Week and a bit.’


And there it is – steel jaws, snapping shut around my ankle.


‘No,’ I say flatly. ‘No, Birdie. No way.’


‘Please, Pips,’ she wails. ‘I woke up this morning feeling totally sick about it all. Mum’s going to be manic. You know her. If even the slightest thing goes wrong, then she’ll have a meltdown. Remember New Year 2018? When they delivered the wrong ice sculpture?’


‘Well, yes,’ I say, repressing another grimace. ‘But it’s only because she wants everything to be perfect.’


‘At the cost of my sanity, yes. Dad’ll be checked out, and Ravi is going to be all lovely and pragmatic.’


‘Isn’t that a good thing?’


‘No! It’s just going to make me feel more insane by comparison! But if you’re there then Mum might keep things a bit more … tranquil.’


‘No,’ I repeat. ‘Just tell Mum you changed your mind.’


‘I can’t,’ Birdie cries. ‘She’s been calling people all morning. She’s so excited. It’d break her heart.’


‘It’s your day, Birdie. She’ll understand.’


‘That’s the thing, though,’ Birdie says, voice small. ‘I never would have thought of it myself, but it feels good. I love this house. I loved growing up here. It feels … safe.’


I shut my eyes, attempting to ignore a stabbing sensation in my chest that has nothing to do with cardio. I just – I really don’t like thinking about our childhood. The big brick house and the rambling gardens, fields and streams and cycle paths, all ours to tear about in. We always had friends over, the living room constantly littered with debris from impromptu sleepovers. Your parents are so cool – how many times did we hear that, Birdie and I, and shrug and smile in bashful acknowledgement of our easy luck? And how, then, did I ruin it all?


‘Right,’ I hear myself say, blinking up at the sky – at a drift of cloud, marring the blue. ‘That makes sense.’


‘You don’t have to come back right away,’ Birdie adds quietly. ‘But whenever you can. I know it won’t be easy, but I want you here. It’s not just about Mum.’


‘Oh, don’t backtrack,’ I say mildly. ‘I know I’m basically just a nervous pet you can’t set off fireworks around.’


Birdie snorts. I sigh, wondering how much more complicated this is going to get when—


‘Obviously you’re welcome to bring your girlfriend,’ Birdie adds. ‘Your real girlfriend who is so definitely real.’


‘Thanks,’ I say, a prickle of heat creeping up my neck. ‘But if the date’s the same then the answer’s the same.’


‘Right. Where was she going on holiday, again – was it Narnia or Atlantis? I always get those two mixed up.’


‘Very funny. Might want to try being nicer if you want me home.’


‘I’m kidding. You know I’m kidding.’


She’s not, but the lie’s too deep now. My only real regret is not excluding her from it, but Birdie’s one of those compulsively honest people – on a fundamental level, she just doesn’t respect sanctity of deception. She does respect basic social niceties, though, so even though she definitely doesn’t believe that I have a girlfriend, she won’t call me out on it in a public setting.


I don’t have a girlfriend, in case that wasn’t already obvious. Unfortunately, it’s deeply necessary that my parents believe otherwise, so here we are.


‘Right,’ I manage. ‘Well, I’ll double check.’


God, this is embarrassing. Thankfully I did have an actual girlfriend, before this. It at least bolsters a sense of pragmatism – I could, I’m just choosing not to. That’s what I tell myself, at least.


‘When can we expect you, then?’ Birdie says brightly. ‘It’s about a week until kick-off. Ravi’s still doing shows until Friday but I’m here now, obviously.’


‘Uh, I might need time to get all my ducks in a row, as it were.’


I’ve got no ducks. Zero fucking ducks, but Birdie doesn’t need to know that.


‘Saturday, then?’


‘Saturday. Uh – yeah. Sure.’


Could be worse – Ravi will be there by then, and Mum loves Ravi. It’s hard not to – he’s charisma incarnate, an all-singing, all-dancing West End veteran at the age of thirty. He’s also way more self-effacing than he needs to be, given that he’s in possession of retina-searing talent and a frankly magnificent head of hair. And palpably devoted to Birdie, which is all that really matters.


Birdie, who’s likely still in bed, her own hair a bleach-blonde, pillow-mussed cloud around her head. She probably set an alarm just to make this call, and I suddenly feel immensely guilty that she ever thought I might say no. I mean, admittedly I did say no, but that was more of a knee-jerk response. She’s my sister, she’s getting married, and she deserves perfect.


‘Saturday,’ she says, and I can hear the smile in her voice. ‘I’ll tell Mum and Dad.’


‘You do that.’


‘See you then! Love you!’


‘Love you,’ I mutter and Birdie ends the call. I groan, throwing an arm over my eyes – just because I’m doing the right thing doesn’t mean I have to be happy about it.


It’s going to have to be a break-up, I decide. A fake break-up with my fake girlfriend, which somehow feels even more pathetic than inventing the relationship in the first place. I know it’ll also solidify the whole thing as a farce in Birdie and Ravi’s eyes but I’m not sure I have another option. There’s no way I’ll get away with showing up to a week-long family extravaganza without so much as a picture of the girl I’ve apparently spent the last six months with.


I’m not a pathological liar, for the record – my lies are strictly parental. They worry about me, and I try to minimise that for all our sakes. I’m doing really well by every metric except for social ones, so it didn’t seem like too big a deal to sprinkle my phone calls home with a little creative licence. To tell them that my flatmates are great – they are, according to each other. Or to say yes when Mum asked if I was seeing anyone. I mean – I see people every day, if you want to get pedantic about it.


Only trouble is, Mum’s questions, though innocuous at first, steadily mounted in frequency and specificity. When I realised this, I tried to soft launch a break-up by mentioning that we’d been seeing less of each other, only to hastily walk it all back when Mum immediately offered to come up to Bridgemere. My last real break-up did precede a complete and utter mental breakdown, so I suppose I can’t blame Mum for interpreting it as a harbinger of doom. I’ve just kind of … rolled with it since then. Let them think I’m happy – that everything they’ve done was worth the effort.


I should have drawn a line under it the second Birdie and Ravi set a wedding date. I just didn’t want to detract from them, and then it was the end of term and I was distracted by deadlines – by the time it occurred to me that it was getting too late, it already was. That text I sent to her last night was a last-ditch, desperate effort to save my own skin – it’s for the best that she won’t reply. Now I’m forced to abandon the lie, rather than embroider it.


The ‘she’ of it all is 3B’s ex-girlfriend, and I’m not surprised she wants nothing to do with me, given my association with what was probably the worst night of her life. It wasn’t exactly a picnic for me either, though it started inconsequentially enough, with me rewatching Peep Show in my room, noise-cancelling headphones on. I might not have been disturbed at all if it hadn’t been for the thump. Something hit the dividing wall so hard that my entire desk rattled and I jolted, whipping the headphones off – that was when I heard the laughter. 3B’s obviously, but a girl was with him too. I could tell from the pitch, and it was borderline hysterical. Whatever it was that they were doing in there, it must have been hilarious.


‘For fuck’s sake,’ I muttered. I assumed it was her – his girlfriend. Maybe they were drunk. In any case, the laughter died out pretty quickly. They started talking softly, voices low and serious. I reached for a pen and my copy of What We Talk About When We Talk About Love, deciding to take advantage of this golden window of quiet to get some coursework done. But then came another dull thump, followed by the unmistakably tinny squeak of weight shifting on to a mattress – I felt myself tense. And then another whine of metal, and another—


It was obvious as to what was transpiring by the time I exited my room ten seconds later, having snatched up a sweatshirt and keys in addition to my book. Pretty unbelievably, it was the first time I’d ever actually heard anything like that coming from next door, and I was glad to have escaped it as I pushed my way out of the building, pulling the sweatshirt over my head to shield me from the unseasonable chill. I sat on a bench and flicked to where I’d got to, despite feeling distinctly rattled. Because of the potential creep factor, maybe, though I’d done everything in my power to eavesdrop as little as possible.


That was when I noticed a girl, tugging somewhat frantically at the door handle of the building to no avail. Reluctantly I stood up, reaching for my fob as I started walking towards her.


‘Are you locked out?’ I called out hesitantly, and she froze, shoulders hunching.


‘Um, kind of,’ she said, slowly turning her face towards me. ‘Do you – oh.’


Somehow, my first (and deeply stupid) instinct was that she – she being 3B’s girlfriend – was magically in two places in once. Dark eyes. Red hair. Polite, if strained, smile. Definitely, definitely her.


‘I don’t – what are you doing here?’ I heard myself say, sounding horribly accusatory. Her smile died and she blinked at me, clearly affronted.


‘Visiting Wilf. I mean, 3B. My boyfriend.’


‘Yeah, I know who he is,’ I said quickly, glancing between her and the building. ‘I – did you only just get here?’


‘Yeah,’ she said, hunching into her coat – maybe because it was cold, maybe because I was freaking her out. In my defence, I was freaking out as well. A deeply unpleasant realisation was rapidly dawning as she stood there looking at me, eyes wide and totally guileless. That prick, I thought helplessly. That utter, utter—
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