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Chapter 1


Working from home


I am trying to teach my mother that saying sorry is different to being sorry. The sort of lesson you might give to a three-year-old, only this three-year-old is sixty-seven.


‘Ivy, do you want a little gin?’ she asked, opening the door to the study and giving me her classic pout.


‘No, Mam. I am meant to be working.’


‘Ivy, I’m bored. Your father’s alphabetising his maps again and you’re not speaking to me.’


She was right; I wasn’t speaking to her.


‘Can we be friends now, please? I’ve said sorry.’


‘Mam, come off it. Anna’s not even pregnant yet and where is all my stuff?’


Despite having quite a sizeable family home, my mother had decided that my room was the most appropriate to turn into a nursery for my sister’s not-yet-fertilised egg.


‘Ivy, darling, don’t be like that. I needed something to do. You won’t let me plan anything.’


I ignored this comment and got on with my work. She sighed and walked out the door.


There was no way I was letting her get involved in planning my wedding. If you knew her you’d understand; she’d want a lavish affair befitting the Royal Family – not quite tiaras and thrones, but almost. When I told her she was only allowed six friends to the wedding she went ballistic and said I was ruining her life. This is exactly why I wanted Jamie and I to pay for it; I thought it would stop her meddling. I can’t imagine what it would have been like if she’d had a financial stake in it.


I tried to carry on working but I could hear her pottering in the kitchen. When Mam is restless, she potters like nobody’s business. She’s got to be busy all the time, or, as I would call it, busy doing nothing, a phrase she loathes because she knows it’s true.


‘But Ivy, darling, what about golf?’


She can’t play.


‘But Ivy, darling, what about all my charity work?’


Getting drunk with Linda in the name of a rare disease doesn’t count.


We got her the Game of Thrones box set for her birthday to get her to sit still for once, but it backfired. She ended up using her iPad to make notes, messaging the family WhatsApp group after each episode to see if she’d got the plot right, asking our opinion on every single detail and going on and on about how attractive Kit Harington is. We had no choice but to block her from the group.


I found her in the kitchen, reorganising some Tupperware. She looked up at me and frowned.


‘What’s wrong with your hair, darling?’ she asked.


‘I don’t know, what’s wrong with it?’


‘It’s a bit flat,’ she mused.


‘OK … ’


‘I wish you’d wear it down more.’


‘Well, it’s easier up.’


‘But is easy always the better option, darling?’


I ignored this as I focused on her outfit. She was dressed in a bright-green polo shirt, with matching capri trousers and a stripy visor. I asked her where she was going.


‘To the club, darling, of course.’


‘Mam, you don’t play golf.’


She turned around and looked at me with utter contempt.


‘Ivy, you are so negative. You know I have weak wrists.’


I decided that 3pm was the cut-off time for working from home on a Friday – especially when it’s Mam’s home in Wales – so I put my trainers on and went for a run. I couldn’t get Anna out of my head. Once you say you’re trying for a baby, that’s it, it becomes public domain. Everyone starts asking questions and all you want to do is tell them to piss off and mind their own business. Mam wasn’t a great help. Her way of solving any problem is to get the gin out, and I don’t think you should be drinking that much gin when you’re trying to get pregnant. If ever at all.


I ran four miles before I landed on Gramps’ doorstep. The door was always open, and I don’t mean that in a neighbourly sense; he was just getting a bit forgetful. I found him, as I always did, on the sofa with a black coffee in hand, watching the Welsh-language TV channel, S4C.


I passed him the paper I’d picked up on route and kissed his forehead as I propped myself down beside him. He took one look at it and grunted, ‘But I wanted the Sun, babes.’


‘Well, tough. This is actual journalism.’


‘Why can’t I read what I want to read?’


‘You’ll like this – there’s a feature about Woody Allen’s son and how everyone thinks he’s Frank Sinatra’s. They’ve included loads of photos of Sinatra too.’


‘He doesn’t look Jewish.’


‘What are you on about?’


‘The son. I saw a photo of him, mun.’


‘That isn’t a real word, and you’re being annoying.’


‘I’m only winding you up, babes.’


‘Can I change the channel?’


‘No, you bloody well can’t.’


‘You don’t even speak Welsh.’


‘So? God’s language, this is.’


I ignored him and opened Brides magazine.


‘What’s that shit you’re reading?’


‘Anna said there’s a dress I’d like in here.’


‘Your sister’s twp.’


‘Oh good, another made-up Welsh word.’


‘What?’


‘Nothing.’


Gramps’ language had got a bit more colourful recently. Last time I came down to Wales, I found him on the porch effing and blinding at the kids in the street, calling them little shitting cunts. They were only about five. He called out Mam’s friend Linda in Tesco the other week when he saw her pick up a packet of Digestives. Now, one might argue that Linda doesn’t need those Digestives, but that’s beside the point.


I flipped through the bridal pages, failing to hide my frustration over the extortionate cost of everything. How can flowers – which are essentially perishable goods – cost an average of £2000?


‘You’re all out of sorts today, babes,’ Gramps said.


I put the magazine down and let out a big sigh.


‘Did you know Mam threw away all my stuff?’


Gramps started to laugh so hard that he almost choked on his coffee.


I started to laugh too.


‘It’s not funny!’ I cried.


‘Your mother is—’ He took a long pause as he struggled to find the right word.


‘Totally mad?’ I chimed in.


‘Restless. That’s the word, babes. She’s restless.’


‘But it’s my room.’


‘Don’t you think you’re a bit old for this?’


‘What, to want to keep my stuff?’


‘Ivy, you have your own place in London, mun. So what if she moves you to the smaller room to make room for Anna’s little one.’


‘Yes, but, said little one isn’t even here yet.’


‘If preparing for the baby helps your mother cope with it all, it can only be a good thing.’


He was right. It wasn’t just me who was worried about Anna.


‘I really hate it when you get all old and wise on me,’ I said.


‘Be nice to her, she’s the only mother you’ve got.’


I squeezed his hand tight and gave it a kiss.


‘Show me the photo of Gran again, on the beach when she’s pregnant,’ I said.


‘I thought you’d never ask.’


Whenever we’re together, we talk about my grandmother. He’s got a framed photo of her next to the sofa; she’s wearing a red swimsuit, her hair all done up and bright-red lipstick. She looks sensational. I miss her so much and I didn’t even really know her. There’s a box under the sofa that he gets out every time I come around: more swimsuit shots, their wedding day, Gran and Mam on the swings in the park. This routine goes on for about fifteen minutes; he says how much he misses her, how hard she fought to beat her cancer and how, despite her tumour being inoperable, they never lost hope. Then, without fail, we watch Sleepless in Seattle. We must have watched it about a hundred times together. When it gets to the part where Sam says, ‘I knew it the first time I touched her. It was like coming home, only to no home I’d ever known,’ he always gives my hand a squeeze, and I’ll look over and there’ll be a tear rolling down his cheek. People just want to be loved, don’t they?


As I walked back home later that night, I rang Anna.


‘I wish you could’ve come home this weekend,’ I said.


‘I know, I’m sorry. But I’m in court all of next week and I’ve got to clear some of this mounting paperwork.’


‘Yeah, I know. Hey, what do you think about my hair?’


‘What?’


‘My hair, Anna.’


‘I understand the question, Ives. It’s just a bit random.’


‘Jamie once told me I had hair like Penelope Cruz, but Mam says it’s flat.’


‘Penelope Cruz? Come off it.’


‘Not every day! On a good day!’


Anna laughed.


‘You know Mam lives for comments like that, Ivy. At least it means she buys you fancy shampoo.’


‘That is true, she’s the only person who can get me away from Herbal Essence.’


‘Which nobody has used since 2005.’


‘Piss off, Anna. Anyway, have you heard from Mark? I can’t get hold of Jamie.’


‘Why are you so worried about my husband leading your fiancé astray this weekend?’ Anna mocked.


‘I’m not worried; I want a text message, that’s all.’


‘Lower your expectations, Ives.’


‘It’s nice that Mark invited Jamie along.’


‘Yeah, it’s good for them to have some proper bonding time, before he’s officially part of the Edwards gang. Speaking of which, did you like any of the dresses in Brides?’


‘No, I hated them all.’


‘Ha, I knew it. Look, you don’t have to buy an expensive dress, you don’t even have to buy a wedding dress for that matter, but I’d like you to open your mind to considering buying a nice dress.’


‘Why did you stress the word “nice” like that?’


‘Because you live in old ripped jeans and shabby T-shirts and all your socks have holes in them.’


‘They do not!’


‘They do. Listen, I’ve got to go; Grey’s Anatomy is back on and I can’t find the remote to pause it.’


‘I thought you had loads of work to do?’


‘I do!’


‘Yeah, whatever. Speak to you later.’


‘Bye! Love you.’









Chapter 2


What not to do on a Monday


I got back to London late Sunday night and found Jamie in bed. When I woke the next morning, he was facing me, half asleep. I moved closer towards him and pressed my lips against his, moving my hand down to his crotch. He opened his mouth and I ran my tongue over his lips to wake him up a bit more. I put my hand into his boxers and he moved his hands onto my bum and grabbed me tight, his kisses deepening as he did so. As I went to pull off his boxers, he flipped me over so that I was on my front and took off my underwear, before taking his off too. I was glad of this: it was far too early for a blow job. When we first started going out, there were a lot of blow jobs. I tried hard to make it look like I was enjoying them because in my head I thought more blow jobs meant more chance of him saying, ‘I love you,’ a theory which now seems a little off. Now, they were bi-monthly, which is still too much in my opinion, but I was learning that, in adult relationships, compromise is key.


He bit my ear and pushed my head against the pillow as he entered me. His hands moved to my chest and I could feel his hot breath on my back as he thrust hard against me. My hands moved to the headboard to steady myself, and then, just like that, it was over. When he was finished, he kissed my cheek and walked out of the room.


When I came out of the shower a little later, he was sitting on the edge of the bed, fully clothed, staring out the window. I went over to the drawers to take out a bra, finding one of those annoying ones that looks sexy but is in fact totally impractical – no clips, just get it over your head and hope for the best type thing. I caught his eye in the mirror; he was still staring, unmoving.


‘Are you OK, Jamie?’


I turned around to face him and his eyes met mine. His face was expressionless.


‘Ivy, I don’t want to go to Thailand.’


‘Jamie, I’ve spent ages sorting out an itinerary; it’s not like we can just rock up. We have to book places.’


I rambled on about how much time we had off, how I knew he wanted to go to the Maldives, but Thailand was much more adventurous.


He shouted my name to interrupt me. I was still trying to pull the bra over my head.


‘It’s not just Thailand, Ivy. I don’t … ’


‘What is it?’


‘I don’t think I want to get married.’


‘Don’t be a dick, Jamie.’


‘I don’t want to get married, Ivy.’


‘What?’


‘I don’t think I can see a future with you anymore.’


‘You were literally just inside me.’


‘I know how you like it in the mornings.’


‘What?’


‘I thought it would relax you.’


‘What?’


‘Ivy, I’m trying to be honest—’


‘Hang on, is that why you wouldn’t look at my face?’


‘I’m sorry, Ivy. Maybe I should go.’


‘What? No. What?’


I looked down at the unmade bed; there was a stain of semen from earlier, still a little wet. He went on, but I kept staring at the stain.


‘It’s a fucking Monday!’ I shouted.


I’ve never understood people who choose to come back from holiday on a Sunday. Why not come back on Wednesday or Thursday? That way, you can minimise time in the office and have the weekend to get over the inevitable post-holiday blues. The same principle applied here – why would he do this on a Monday?


He said he’d been feeling like this for a while. He was under a lot of pressure. He didn’t feel excited about the wedding. He said lots of things that I couldn’t register. There could have been a riot outside the front door and I wouldn’t have known any better. I couldn’t speak. I have no idea how much time passed before he walked out the door.


I stood with my bra hanging around my neck. There was a framed photo of us on the wall; we were in Florence, he’s kissing my neck and I’m laughing. It was only taken three months ago. What happened?


Jamie has always experienced low periods where he goes to a place of darkness, somewhere I can’t reach him. He jokes that I’m his defibrillator, the only one who can spark joy out of him when the black clouds loom over. I’ve tried my best to be supportive, to listen, to cajole him into talking about his feelings, but he always assures me he’s fine. We exchange a few tense words but, inevitably, the conversation moves on.


The last time it happened was shortly after our trip to Florence. As soon as we got back home, he began obsessing over work. He would go over every minor detail of his day with me, picking at everything, trying to analyse what people said to him, and why. I always blamed his father, for never telling him that he was doing a good job, or that he was proud of him. But deep down I knew it was more than that. Jamie needed professional help, but it was hopeless telling him that.


That day, he’d come home from work irritable and argumentative again. After kicking off at me for not having had time to pick up the Nespresso refills he’d asked for, I went into the bedroom to give him space to cool off. After a short while, he came in holding a beer and sat down beside me on the bed.


‘I’m sorry,’ he said.


‘It’s OK.’


‘I just need the weekend to clear my head. Dad’s been on at me for weeks now about this client … ’


I moved closer to him and took his hand in mine.


‘I’m worried that the job – being with your dad – is too much for you.’


He couldn’t look me in the eye. He looked exhausted … defeated even.


‘I know you haven’t been sleeping – you’re up and down to the bathroom about fifteen times a night. You’re drinking more and more … ’


‘I’m sorry, Ivy.’


‘Don’t be sorry. There is no need to be sorry. Talk to me, that’s all.’


‘I’ll talk to Dad about spreading out some of the key accounts.’


‘OK,’ I said.


I knew that, if I pushed it, he’d end up feeling worse than he already did, so I chose to say nothing. I put my arms around him and nuzzled my head into his neck. I loved the smell of him after a long day at work. His hair was a mess and his shirt was buttoned down a little lower than his chest, revealing the tiniest bit of dark curly hair.


‘I know I’ve been difficult, Ives, and I know you’re only trying to do what’s best for me.’


‘That’s all I ever try to do,’ I said, kissing him.


‘That’s why I love you. You’re always looking out for everyone, aren’t you?’


He pressed his lips hard against mine and I felt my whole body melt into his.


I didn’t feel like I was losing him then. Maybe I should’ve been paying more attention.


I couldn’t go into work. I rang Anna, but she didn’t answer, and I couldn’t face ringing Mam – not yet. I went to call Gramps but stopped myself; I didn’t want to worry him. A day ago, I was in his house showing him photos of wedding dresses in Brides magazine. What happened? Jamie’s words whirled around my head. He said he hadn’t been happy for a while, but none of that was to do with me, surely? And why didn’t he say something earlier; give us a chance to work on it? I was stressed, apparently. I don’t think I was. I was concerned about Anna, but I wasn’t stressed. And anyway, what does it matter if I was stressed? I had to listen to him go on and on about work and the pressure from his father. Why wasn’t I allowed to have problems? Where was my shoulder to cry on?


I grabbed my coat and headed for the park. I had my pyjama bottoms on, muddy running trainers, a jumper ridden with holes and a silk bomber jacket. In Hackney, this passes as acceptable attire, but I had the look of someone on the verge of a complete breakdown. A man got in the lift as I headed downstairs, took one glance at me and started shifting his feet anxiously as we made our way to the ground floor, petrified of making eye contact. I didn’t realise until later that morning, but I’d picked all the skin around my ring finger, and my left hand was stained with spots of blood.


I stopped at a corner shop and bought a pack of cigarettes and a lighter before lying down on the grass. I couldn’t process a single thought; I just had to lie down. I smoked cigarette after cigarette until I felt sick with dizziness. I don’t know how long I was there for, but, before I knew it, it was lunchtime, and Broadway Market was filling up with people on their break. My stomach growled, and I was reminded that I’d not eaten since the train journey back to London on Sunday night. I couldn’t face food. I couldn’t face anything. I picked myself up and walked towards the canal.


I kept checking my phone to see if Jamie had messaged. I kept going into my settings and making sure the volume was on loud, when I knew full well it was. I remember him messaging me the day before, when I was in Wales; seeing that banner appear on my screen and smiling at the thought of hearing from him. He was hungover after going out with Mark to watch the greyhounds race. Mark had made a point of saying how ridiculous it was that, despite us having lived in Hackney for over a year, they still hadn’t had a proper East End booze-up. Jamie had said the level of organisation for the weekend was like a stag do. He’d seemed so excited. What sort of psychopath goes out on the piss with their fiancée’s brother-in-law the day before he splits up with her?


I opened Instagram – there we were last week, at brunch. He had ketchup all over his mouth and I was trying to lick it off, laughing as I did so. I took a photo of us; his cheeks were stained red and he was pretending to be annoyed with me. He’d commented: ‘You’re lucky I love you’. He looked so cute. I looked so smug. What the fuck happened?


My phone rang; it was Mam. She always likes to check in at lunchtimes, usually out of boredom. I braced myself and took a deep breath but before I could speak she was already off on one.


‘I think we need lobster as a transitional dish,’ she said.


‘Mam, please—’


‘I know you don’t want me to get involved but I think it would send the right message.’


‘Mam—’


‘Lobster and champagne. Very classy, very us.’


‘Mam, can you just—’


‘I’m not interfering, but we could get oysters for the canapés and wouldn’t lobster be such a fabulous accompaniment?’


‘Just stop for one second, Mam.’


‘Darling, what is it?’


‘He’s gone … Jamie … he left.’


With those words, my knees buckled beneath me and I sank to the ground. The tears came so fast that it was hard to breathe. I hadn’t cried yet, and when it rains, it pours.









Chapter 3


Pancakes with Prince Philip


‘They’ll hate me,’ I said.


‘Would you stop this, Ivy?’ Jamie replied.


We were walking through Clissold Park, near to where Mia and I were living at the time, and Jamie was saying how keen he was to get his parents down to London to meet me.


‘I don’t like horses and I don’t own any pearls,’ I protested.


‘Ivy, this isn’t Downton Abbey. We’re not having five-course dinners in black tie every night.’


‘I bet you have done, though,’ I joked.


‘We’re normal.’


‘Define normal?’


‘Stop it!’ he cried. ‘They will love you.’


‘I’m nervous, that’s all.’


‘You’ve got nothing to worry about; you’ve got loads in common.’


‘Have we?’


‘Of course. You love the outdoors, you like to travel—’


‘I’ve never been proper travelling.’


‘Don’t make out like you’ve been stuck in South Wales your whole life.’


‘No, I made it all the way to Bristol University, after all,’ I joked.


‘Exactly. And you’re interested in art—’


‘Posh people love art, don’t they?’


‘And you don’t care about money … which – and I know you don’t want me bringing her up – is a nice contrast to Andrea.’


‘We’re allowed to discuss your ex-girlfriend if it’s solely for the purpose of slagging her off.’


He laughed.


‘And Dad will fancy the pants off you.’


‘I’d be OK with that,’ I said.


‘He’ll take one look at that beautiful smile, and your big green eyes.’


He leant into me, squeezed my bum and put his lips on my neck. They lingered there for a few seconds as he moved in closer to me. I went all hot.


‘Mr Langdon, are you trying to get into my pants?’


‘Always, Ivy.’


‘I think we should skip brunch and go back to mine,’ I said.


‘It was a waste of time leaving the bedroom in the first place.’


Unfortunately, the first meeting didn’t go quite as we’d planned.


We were at Jamie’s old flat, in Bermondsey. We’d been together for a few months and I was trying really, really hard to be sexy all the time. Being sexy all the time requires a certain level of commitment that does not come naturally to me, and I was exhausted by all the effort. Every weekend we’d languish in bed for hours on end, having sex and asking each other personal questions we’d never remember the answers to. Afterwards, I’d saunter into the kitchen in some revealing and entirely impractical outfit, which of course he was made to believe I had thrown on, casually. I’d make him bacon and eggs just the way he liked it, which I’d then serve to him in bed with a smile and a snog. No normal person can sustain that level of effort.


That particular morning, I was pulling out all the stops because I was desperate for him to tell me that he loved me. I bought new lingerie from Rosie Huntington-Whiteley’s Marks and Spencer’s range, which I felt set the right tone for such an occasion – not too slutty, but eyes very much on the prize. I’d also been to four spin classes that week, which was a big deal for me because only people who hate themselves go to spin. Truth be told, I was looking fantastic and I was mystified as to why he hadn’t said it. I’d even given him my best blow job and made all the right noises to make it sound like I was enjoying myself. After my performance, I made my way through to the kitchen in my beautiful but uncomfortable lingerie and started to make blueberry pancakes, his favourite. In hindsight, cooking hot liquid when you’re naked wasn’t the brightest of ideas, but I was too preoccupied with the ‘I love you’ to think of such practicalities.


Despite my best efforts, I didn’t have quite enough hands to manage the pancakes, bacon, fruit and coffee. As I went in search of some instructions for the new espresso machine, the tea towel I had under my arm fell onto the stove and caught fire. I grabbed it and threw it into the sink and in doing so clipped the frying pan, which sent the pancake mix hurling across the room at full pelt. I had it in my eyes, on my bra … it went everywhere. I could hear noises coming from outside the kitchen and so I ran to close the door, desperate to conceal the mess I’d created. I’d also managed to burn my hand in the process, which was getting quite painful. I was mortified when I saw him come in.


‘I am so sorry!’ I cried. ‘I was trying to make you pancakes and I’ve cocked it all up. There’s mix everywhere and I’ve burnt my fucking hand.’


He stood there staring at me. I couldn’t work out what his face was doing, part frown, part smirk. He mouthed, ‘I’m sorry,’ as he opened the door a little wider to reveal his father, William Langdon.


‘Ivy … my dad’s here.’


I stood motionless as his father walked towards me with his hand out.


‘My darling girl, it is an absolute pleasure to meet you.’


At this point I mouthed various expletives before running behind the kitchen unit in a bid to conceal any shred of dignity I might have had left.


It’s hard to come across as an independent, together young woman when you’ve got pancake mix stuck in your hair and you’re standing there with your arse out. His father was a total gem about it and didn’t make me feel at all like the complete idiot I was, which only consolidated my belief that posh people have impeccable manners. Jamie described his father as a difficult, cold man, but, standing there with that big handsome grin on his face, he looked like an older version of Jamie, and that was fine with me.


After failing to hide my assets, Jamie suggested I go take a shower while he made tea and tried to clear up. I had to grab the half-burnt tea towel to hide my backside as I walked back into his room, all the while with his father there, looking like Prince bloody Philip as he stood with his hands behind his back, surveying the mess.


I tried to string out the shower as long as possible, in the hope that by the time I’d finished, his father would have left, and I could pretend he hadn’t just seen my erect nipples (it was a chilly morning). I also kept thinking that, from that angle, I must have looked a bit bloated. All in all, not an ideal first meet.


I came out of the bathroom and Jamie was sitting on the bed, looking very pleased with himself.


‘Jamie, I’m so sorry,’ I said.


He handed me a cup of tea and smiled.


‘Don’t be so hard on yourself. It’s the most action he’s had in years.’


He laughed and I whacked him across the arm. He took my face in his hands and kissed me hard on the lips.


‘Hurry up and get ready,’ he said.


I walked back into the bathroom, head low, feeling like a total tit, when he called my name.


‘I really love you,’ he said, and turned to walk back into the kitchen.









Chapter 4


It’s going to be fine


I forgot that Mia had an audition on Monday, so we didn’t speak until later that day.


‘On a scale of one to Chris Brown, how angry are you?’ she asked.


‘I don’t think you can do that anymore.’


‘Do what?’


‘Make cultural references to Chris Brown.’


‘Says who?’


‘Well, for a start, it’s been about ten years.’


‘Domestic violence is always relevant, Ivy.’


‘Right. Can you focus?’


‘Sorry. Fucking hell.’


‘Yeah, I know. What time will you be home?’


‘I’ll try to be back for six. I have vodka and two hundred cigarettes.’


‘That’s quite a lot of cigarettes.’


‘You know I always stock up in duty free.’


‘Course you do.’


‘What will you do in-between?’


‘I don’t know. I don’t want to go home. Why did he do this on a Monday, of all the days?’


‘Ivy, he’s a psychopath. Give me four hours and I’ll be pouring neat spirits down your throat.’


‘OK.’


‘We can have a big old cry. Whatever happens, we’ll get through it together.’


I convinced myself that he’d be home by Saturday, because well, why wouldn’t he? I would implement some new rules around communication. He wouldn’t be allowed to retreat anymore. I would insist he spoke to a counsellor. We’d set a time limit on how much we could complain about work. All these things were achievable and realistic and it would all be fine.


I walked all the way along the canal up to Camden, where I got off and picked up some ready-made cans of gin and tonic, before heading over to Mia’s in Highgate. I was early and decided to walk through the cemetery. I have always found solace in cemeteries. When Jamie and I went to Paris I made him take me to the Père Lachaise Cemetery; he complained that it was a waste of an afternoon, but I assured him it would be worth it, and it turned out to be the most memorable thing we did that weekend. It is an odd attraction for a weekend in the world’s most romantic city, but there is something so beautiful about a cemetery. I play a little game where I go right up to the gravestones to see the names of the deceased before making up elaborate stories about their departure.


‘This is Juliette, who lost her lover at sea,’ I said to Jamie, as I skipped along the path. I was making wild, dramatic gestures with my hands to convey the true passion in my story.


‘They were on his father’s sailing boat; young and in love, they danced the night away on deck, listening to jazz and smoking hand-rolled cigarettes.’


At this point, Jamie was standing in front of me, shaking his head and laughing.


‘They had too much champagne, the music pulsed through their veins and the stars glistened on the ocean. But then, going below deck to get another bottle, her lover, Claude, tripped and tragically fell overboard. She tried to save him, but alas, she failed. They say she never loved again. She died of a broken heart.’


‘Ivy, you do know that you talk utter nonsense, right?’ Jamie said.


‘It’s a love story, Jamie,’ I said, whirling around the graves.


‘You’re so weird and … morbid.’


‘I’m not morbid! It’s romantic.’


‘The restaurant last night was romantic, this morning’s walk along the Seine was romantic, that rose I picked up for you was—’


‘A bit cheesy, non?’


‘Piss off, Ivy. I thought I did really well there,’ he said, pretending to sulk.


‘You did, you really did.’


I skipped up to him and pulled the collar of his coat towards me before snogging his face off.


Back in Highgate, I rang Mia’s doorbell. She greeted me with a litre of Waitrose-branded vodka and a litre of Belvedere.


‘I thought we’d start with the good stuff and then move on to the cheap shit.’


‘It’s still Waitrose,’ I said.


‘Bloody nightmare having that place down the road. I go in for a few limes and five minutes later I’ve spent eighty-five quid.’


She put the bottles down on the floor and gave me a hug. As soon as her arms enveloped me, I burst into tears. We stood there for a while, me sobbing onto her shoulder, bottles of neat liquor beside us. When my breathing finally calmed, she slowly peeled me off her, took me by the hand, and led me inside.


Mia moved in with her boyfriend Noah at the same time as I moved in with Jamie. Before that we’d been living in a tiny two-bedroom flat in Stoke Newington, with mould running up the walls and skirting boards peeling away from excess damp. We’d spent most of our living together eating Frosties in bed and falling asleep on each other after Sex and the City marathons. She had been an excellent housemate, despite her inability to cook, clean or buy anything for the flat, ever.


Mia’s boyfriend Noah had inherited the house from his aunt when she passed away. It was an absolute dream of a home; huge garden, four bedrooms, and not even box-sized London bedrooms, but four proper-sized rooms. The house had tonnes of light and a massive fireplace in the living room that we were all permanently fixed to – we could smoke up the chimney and it wouldn’t make the house smell. His aunt collected furniture from everywhere she’d travelled to as a photographer, and every piece had a story behind it. There was an antelope skull from Kenya mounted to the living room wall, a huge antique teal door from Mumbai, a calfskin rug from an ex-lover in Colorado – it was all so beautifully eccentric and completely up Mia’s street. Noah’s aunt had moved in various social circles, and the house had been notorious for parties, a tradition Noah and Mia fought hard to continue, even before she moved in. That night was the first time I’d been over where it was just Mia at home; usually they’d have one of Noah’s struggling actor friends staying for the week, month, sometimes longer. It was a drop-in centre for the broken-hearted and the working poor. I hadn’t ever thought that I’d run the risk of falling into either camp.


We were four drinks down and Mia was getting changed into something more comfortable, which for her means a semi-sheer cream vintage silk nightgown and floral kimono. She was sitting on her dressing table, combing her long, wavy-blonde hair, one of her many night-time rituals (these include, but aren’t exclusive to, excessive flossing, pretending to mediate and Instagramming Sarah Jessica Parker).


‘Why don’t you stay with me for the week?’ she said.


‘But I don’t have any clothes. I need clothes for work, Mia.’


‘Who cares about work.’


‘I care; I’ve got rent to pay. We can’t all have dead aunties.’


‘God rest her soul. Shame she was a such a bitch.’


We finished our drinks and went downstairs to the kitchen for refills. We were way past double measures and I was starting to feel a bit woozy, but, in the deceptive way that makes you feel warm inside, just before your brain registers how drunk you are, and suddenly, you’re unable to stand.


‘What am I going to do, Mia? Tell me?’ I asked, as I poured us another double.


‘Don’t think about that now. It’s too much. For now, we have vodka, and I think there’s a pizza in the freezer.’


‘Why don’t you ever have any proper food?’


‘What’s the point? I’ve got Noah.’


‘What happens when he’s away and you’re left on your own, like now? You can’t just eat frozen pizza.’


‘That’s why God invented … ’ and she went over to the fridge, opened the door and pointed to the only edible thing in there: a jar of green pesto. Beside it was a bottle of champagne, three bottles of wine and a multi pack of Diet Coke. Her insides might be dying, but the girl knows how to have a good time.


Later that evening, Anna called. She’d come out of court to find seventeen missed calls from me, as well as my deranged stream of consciousness on WhatsApp. She was shouting at Mark in the next room, desperate for him to shed some light on Jamie’s behaviour. Surely Mark picked up on something over the weekend? Had Jamie been acting strange; had he said anything out of character; had he given any hint whatsoever as to what he was going to do thirty-six hours later? Apparently, he had not.


‘I’m so sorry I couldn’t get to my phone. I should have been there for you.’


‘It’s OK. I spoke to Mam.’


‘Oh god, what did she say?’


‘Well, she’s convinced he’s seeing someone.’


‘Christ. What do you think?’


‘I don’t know. If I let myself think about the possibility of that I … I can’t do it.’


‘Darling, try to breathe. Whatever you need, we’re here.’


‘I know.’


‘I could kill him. I think Mark is actually going to kill him.’


‘I want to speak to him.’


‘He will ring; of course he will.’


‘What if he doesn’t?’


‘He will. Why don’t you come here tonight?’


‘I’ll stay at Mia’s. I’m here now anyway.’


‘Is the cast of Wicked there again?’


‘It was Les Mis, not Wicked. Remember that middle-aged bloke with the cravat? He spent the night doing cocaine on his own in the corner of the room and shouting, “Do you hear the people sing?”’


‘Yeah, Noah has some odd friends.’


‘Actors are odd.’


‘Promise me if you wake up in the middle of the night, you’ll call me? Or just come over? You’ve got the key.’


‘Thanks. I don’t know what I’d do without you.’


‘I love you, Ivy.’


Since I can remember, Anna has always had my back. When in comprehensive and a group of girls started picking on me, for no reason other than my current obsession with fashioning my dad’s ties as belts – something I thought made me look like Britney Spears – she went up to them and told them that if they were ever to pick on me again, she would tell everyone about the time she found them in the park screaming over a Ouija board, when in reality it was a bunch of eight-year-olds hiding in the bushes making wailing noises at them. Or when the rain nearly ruined my final piece of A-level art work, and she cancelled a weekend away with her friends to help me finish it. Or when in netball, I missed a key goal and the team wouldn’t speak to me, she took me to the cinema to watch Requiem for a Dream, which, in hindsight, hadn’t cheered me up one bit, but it had made me feel really cool.


I told her I loved her too.


‘We’ve got this, Ivy,’ she said.


I really hoped she was right.









Chapter 5


Hungover on work time


I woke up the next day with Mia spooning me. My mouth tasted like an ashtray and my vision was blurry. It felt like I’d grown a forest on my teeth. I reached over to the pint glass next to the bed, took a big gulp and spat it straight back into the glass.


‘Mia, this is vodka!’ I cried, trying to revive her.


She pulled the duvet over her head and groaned.


I found my jeans on the floor. They were stained a dark-green colour.


‘Why do my jeans look like this?’


I held them close to her face and made her smell them.


‘Ivy, go away,’ she said, crawling further under the duvet.


I grabbed my phone – Jamie must have called. There was nothing. I put my head into my hands and took a few deep breaths.


‘I need to borrow some clothes.’


‘Can’t you work from home?’ Mia asked, popping her head out from under the duvet.


‘No, Jane is already going to be on the warpath.’


‘Why do you think she hates you so much?’


‘I don’t know. It’s not like I haven’t tried to make her like me.’


‘Maybe we should take her out? We can—’


‘Mia, no. There is no way you are ever meeting my boss.’


‘I’m workshopping, Ivy! All you’re bringing me is problems.’


I gave her the finger and asked what she was doing with her day.


‘It’s a bit of a nightmare, to be honest. I’ve got to do an audition tape this morning, but I really need to re-watch last season’s finale of Teen Mom.’


I shook my head in bemusement.


‘Ivy, you know it starts up again next month! I need to make sure I’m fully up to speed.’


Mia’s greatest passions in life are reality TV shows, the Spice Girls and being dramatic. She likes to tell people that she watches University Challenge and Fake or Fortune, but the truth is, if it isn’t in an unscripted format, she’s not interested.


‘Why is everything so stained?’ I asked, as I tried to find something clean to put on.


‘We were in the garden.’


‘The garden? When?’


‘Last night. I rolled a joint, we lay on the grass, and then it started raining.’


‘What time was this?’


‘Maybe four, maybe later.’


‘Oh, for fuck’s sake.’


I caught the tube into Holborn and walked down Kingsway, onto the Strand and towards the office. I picked up a box of Rennie, a bottle of Lucozade, three packs of chewing gum and a ham and cheese sandwich. If that wasn’t going to see me through the morning, nothing would.


Jane cornered me as I walked to my desk.


‘Are you feeling better, Ivy?’ she said, her holier-than-thou face out in all its glory.


‘Yes, I am much better, thanks.’


‘Busy weekend, I take it?’


‘Not really.’


‘You haven’t been taking those supplements, have you? I’ve started taking cayenne powder twice a day – it’s got so many benefits – and I’ve also started—’


‘Yes, Jane,’ I interrupted. ‘I will bear that in mind.’


I sat down at my desk and closed my eyes. I can do this, I thought. I am an adult, I have a degree and I frequently make my own packed lunches. But then I remembered that I didn’t have my laptop with me; I’d left the house the day before with nothing on me. I sank deeper into my chair and let out an audible groan.


Jane’s office was at the opposite end of the room. As office manager and executive assistant to the chief executive, she had a separate space for her and John, our CEO. Despite it being a large office, I always felt her beady little eyes on me, judging, assessing, waiting for me to slip up.


I walked over to her office, passing Ethan and the sales team, a young bunch of lads who only drank protein shakes, wore shirts two sizes too small for them and had very obscure musical preferences. They wished me luck as I knocked on her door. She was sitting at her desk, cutting the world’s smallest avocado into even smaller pieces.


‘As you can see, I am having my breakfast. Is this urgent, Ivy?’


‘I’m sorry, but I left my laptop at home.’


She put her knife and fork down and looked at me with great intensity.


‘You haven’t lost it, have you?’


‘No, Jane. It’s at home.’


‘Well, good job one of us always has a Plan B.’


She went into the cupboard and pulled out a spare laptop, handing it over with her classic sanctimonious smile. I was going to kill her.


It took me about an hour to compose two lines of an email that morning. I stared at the ham and cheese sandwich on my desk, unable to bring myself to eat it. Mam kept sending me photos of Kit Harington in a bid to cheer me up, but every time a message popped up I thought it was Jamie, so I told her to stop. I must have checked my phone a thousand times. How could he not have called by now? I went on Instagram and saw that he’d commented on a friend’s post earlier that morning. I had to remove myself from the office, go downstairs, smoke two cigarettes in quick succession, run to the loo, cry, then go back to my desk and pretend nothing had happened.


Walking back from the bathroom, I spotted Lisa on the prowl for mindless chat.


‘Babe, I missed you yesterday. We got the guitar out, you’d have loved it.’


I tried to look busy, an art I have perfected since working with Lisa. She turned the radio up and ‘Galway Girl’ was playing, which is no surprise to anyone because Ed Sheeran is always playing at any given time of day. She only knew one line of the song and kept singing it over and over again. I asked her to turn the volume down, but she carried on singing, doing air guitar with her eyes closed. I looked over at Ethan, who was pretending to hang himself. I don’t have a particularly stressful job; I’m an office PA, and, day-to-day, things are all right. It’s the people that make it hard work.


I can do this, I thought. If I can get through yesterday, I can get through Lisa’s crap rendition of a mediocre Ed Sheeran song.


The email arrived later that morning.




Hi Ivy,


I’m sorry for not getting in touch sooner. I don’t want to be in a relationship where I feel like this. I’m not in the right place to continue seeing you and I’m not in a position to plan a future with you.


I’m sorry. I really am.


Jamie x





I read it again, and again. Then I grabbed my stuff, ran downstairs and vomited all over the pavement.


Going back into the office was not an option, so I walked. I walked all the way through the City into Shoreditch, passing florists, lawyers, media moguls and construction workers. Why is it, when there’s just shy of nine million people living here, that London can often feel like the loneliest place in the world?


By the time I got to Shoreditch, it was lunchtime and the pub was busy with trendy fashion types and aggressive networkers. At the Quiet Lady, I ordered a double gin and tonic and sat outside in the cold, chain-smoking. Smoking gave me something to do. If my hands were free I’d have ripped the skin around my nails even more, and they were already bloody and raw.
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