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For all my red herrings
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I’ve done some bad things.

I don’t mean your everyday, run-of-the-mill misdemeanors. Listen, I’ll freely admit I’ve got at least two more credit cards than I need, a mild potato chip addiction, and I really, really need to work on my core. No, I’m talking about the truly awful things, the ones you’d like to bury so deep that you can pretend they never actually happened.

Rough estimate, I’d say I have done maybe fourteen things, total, that the Dalai Lama would raise a concerned eyebrow at. But out of all of them, I’d say the second-worst thing I’d ever done was currently unfolding right in front of me: my best friend’s bachelorette party, aka the hen do from hell (I say “hell,” but I was pretty sure even the devil had never been forced to drink Bellinis out of penis-shaped straws at 8:30 p.m. in Cameo on a Thursday evening).

And, plot twist, as maid of honor, it was totally my own fault. My excellent plans for karaoke and Chinese food had been deemed “untraditional” by Sarah’s old schoolmates, as if dressing in T-shirts emblazoned with the badly photoshopped face of the groom was what Henry VIII had envisioned when he invented bachelorette parties (I’m assuming he, and all his wives, had something to do with it along the line). So, this—happy hour at Eastbourne’s second-worst nightclub—was what I’d come up with instead, and it was currently dying on its arse.

“Everyone! Time for Mr. and Mrs.!” shouted Amy. (I was pretty sure her name was Amy, but it could equally well have been Helen or Anne. Or Daisy.)

The six of us were sitting awkwardly around an overly shiny table in one of the U-shaped booths that surrounded Cameo’s (currently very empty) light-up dance floor. It was too early to be busy, and we pretty much had the place to ourselves, save for a couple of businessmen at the bar, who looked about two vodka and Red Bulls away from wrapping their ties around their heads and attempting the haka.

“So… question one, what is Richard’s shoe size?” Amy/Helen/Anne/Daisy asked.

I closed my eyes and sank into the faux-leather, hoping it would envelop me.

“Fuck knows,” Sarah slurred as she fiddled with the Bride to Be sash that hung around her shoulders, her face turning a ripe shade of beetroot. “Ask me something dirtier!”

“Okay, umm…” Amy (probably) said, frantically looking down the list of questions for something suitably risqué before giving up. “Er, what’s his favorite position in bed?”

I couldn’t take any more of this. As the group groaned in unison into their Bellinis, I pulled myself out of my seat and took slow steps backward into the clouds of dry ice fumes that billowed up from the dance floor. Guided by the neon lights that spelled out “Create your own adventure” across the wall, I made my way to the sanctuary of the bathrooms, praying someone had dug an escape tunnel behind the condom machine.

Once there, I found an empty stall, nudged the toilet seat closed with my foot, and sat down. As the thumping bass of the generic house music faded to a dull thud, I pulled my phone out and opened Connector, the dating app du jour that was either: a) thwarting any chance I had of a sensible post-breakup recovery, or b) providing a useful distraction from my increasingly dubious life choices, depending on who you listened to.

After a good ten minutes of swiping through the endless stream of almost identical men looking far-too-fresh after climbing Machu Picchu, I was interrupted by the sound of the bathroom door swinging open. Seconds later, I heard Sarah’s voice echoing off the tiles.

“Gwen! Are you hiding in here? You’re going to miss Pin the Cock on the Groom!”

“Shit,” I mouthed, quickly stuffing the phone back in my bag and poking my head out from the stall to see Sarah standing in the middle of the bathroom holding two plastic champagne flutes. With her long black glossy hair and flawless makeup, she always looked like she had a secret second career as one of those models on hair dye boxes—even when swamped by a neon-pink Bride to Be sash.

“Ah, there you are,” she said, handing me a flute. “Please, tell me you’ve not been sitting in there playing on dating apps again?”

“No, just reading the graffiti,” I lied.

Sarah looked at me the same way people look at a really cute puppy that’s peed on the floor.

“I know what this is about,” she said, shaking her head and smiling sadly. “I was worried all this might be a bit much for you. It’s only been a couple of months since, well, you know. You don’t have to stay if you don’t want to….”

“What, and miss sticking a cardboard penis on a naked picture of your fiancé? No way! I mean, I’d only be doing the exact same thing at home anyway.”

“Gwen,” Sarah sighed. “You can drop the act with me. It’s okay to be upset about Noah, you don’t have to—”

“I keep telling you, it’s fine, I’m fine, really, everything is fine,” I said.

Usually I found that if I repeated the word “fine” often enough, I could at least convince myself that everything would be, well, you know, fine.

“Okay, well, good, I guess,” she said. “Come on then, I need you out there, I’m getting totally mullered at Mr. and Mrs.”

“I’m not surprised,” I said, hopping up onto the bank of sinks so I was at her eye level. Sarah was a good three inches taller than me, even without the block heels. “Sar, are you really sure about all this?”

“The hen night?” Sarah said. “No, not really, it’s awful, but you said Flares wouldn’t let us in again after you—”

“No, no, not the hen. I mean, are you sure about this.” I pointed to her sparkly Bride to Be sash. “The wedding, Richard…”

“Oh, for God’s sake, not this again.” She rolled her eyes. “I know you and Richard aren’t exactly BFFs, but you don’t know him that well yet—”

“Do you?” I interrupted.

After some bad experiences with dodgy boyfriends in college, Sarah had mastered the art of spotting red flags, immediately jettisoning any man who showed even the slightest indication of being a tosspot. That’s why I’d been surprised when she fell for Richard so quickly. While there was nothing intrinsically wrong with him, beyond his obvious good looks and trust fund, there was nothing very right with him either. I guessed that’s what she liked about him—he was completely average. Their romance had snowballed since meeting (in real life, just like our grandparents used to!) at a work conference last summer. Shortly afterward, Richard had surprised her during a hike up some random hill with a ring secreted in one of the many, many pockets boasted by his favorite windbreaker.

And now, six months later, Sarah was about to move out of our shared flat, leaving me to face the horrors of singledom without her. And that was absolutely fine. I was totally, totally okay with it, and anyone who suggested otherwise didn’t know me very well at all.

“We may not have been together long, but I do know he’s one of the good ones,” Sarah said. “And God knows there’s not many of those around. So I would love it if you two at least tried to get along.”

I looked down at my scruffy Converse. As I opened my mouth to say something, a telltale beep rang out from the depths of my bag, cutting me off. Sarah’s eyes swiveled toward it like a trained sniper.

“I knew it!” she cried as I reached for my phone. “You have been swiping! Can you leave that thing alone for just one evening? This is supposed to be the best night of my life!”

“Um, isn’t that the wedding night?”

“No, that’s the second-best. The best night,” she said slowly, taking my wrist and pulling it gently from my bag, “is dancing till two a.m. with your closest friend in Eastbourne’s worst club and getting pissed on champagne.”

“Second-worst, thank you. And, hon, this is definitely not champagne.” I waved my plastic flute at her.

“Whatever.” Sarah released my wrist. “It’s the end of an era, right? Sar and Gwen, one last night on the town before I move out. That’s just as important to me as the big day.”

“Well then, you really should straighten your tiara, mate, it’s all wonky.”

As Sarah turned toward the bathroom mirror to fix her tiara, I stole the chance to reach into my bag again. That familiar beep meant only one thing: I had a new Connector message, and I was insanely curious to see who it was. But just as my fingers curled around my phone, I heard Sarah exhale loudly, like the air being let out of a tire.

“For Christ’s sake, Gwen, have you forgotten how mirrors work? I can see you!” she snapped. “Give me that thing!”

“Fine!” I sighed, holding the phone out between my thumb and forefinger. “It’s your wedding photos that will look asymmetrical if I don’t find a plus-one before next week.”

The wedding was next week, on Valentine’s Day, predictably.

“If it’s going to be a dickhead off this thing,” she said, putting down her glass and plucking the phone from my hand, “I’d rather you didn’t bring anyone.”

“Hey, come on, they’re not all bad,” I cried.

“Really? What about that guy last week who used hand sanitizer instead of deodorant?”

“Well, at least he was resourceful,” I offered. “And at least I’m trying to get back out there. It’s not easy, you know. We can’t all magically bump into the love of our lives in a conference center in Milton Keynes.”

“The problem isn’t you,” Sarah said. “The problem is, this app is chock-full of absolute dickheads.”

As if to prove it, she began poking at the screen with her index finger, like a grandmother trying to choose a chocolate biscuit from a selection box.

“See what I mean? They all look like serial killers,” she said.

“Whoa, whoa, slow down!” I cried as she abstractly swiped left and right through about twenty profiles. “You’re missing some real potential there!”

Suddenly the phone beeped again.

“Oh, look, it says you got a match.” Sarah sighed.

“Gimme that!” I squealed, snatching the phone from her.

I scanned the app frantically, terrified to see who she’d accidentally matched me with. But the image on the screen was surprisingly pleasant. Dirty blond with dark eyebrows, “Parker, 34, Data Analyst from Eastbourne” had an almost feminine face that made him quite striking.

“Likes going out and staying in, traveling, movies, and roasts on a Sunday,” I read out loud.

“And, oh, works in fucking IT, obviously,” Sarah said, looking over my shoulder.

“Well, nobody’s perfect.” I shrugged. “Look, it says here he has a good sense of humor, doesn’t take himself too seriously, and, as you can see from the excellent selection of photos, he really enjoys laughing in various pubs with two to three different mates.”

“Is there an ‘unmatch’ option?” Sarah said, miming sticking a finger down her throat.

“Well, I could block him, but—”

“Good, and when that’s done, turn that thing off and come back to the table.”

When she saw me wavering, her face softened for a second, and she placed her hand on my shoulder.

“You promised to lay off the dating, remember, at least till after the wedding. All these silly boys won’t replace Noah, you know?”

I bristled. My ex was the last person I wanted to think about right now. I sighed and put my phone facedown on the sink.

“Oh, and listen, don’t hate me, but Richard’s on his way,” Sarah added matter-of-factly.

I flung my head back and groaned dramatically. If there was one thing that could make this night even lamer than it already was, it was Richard.

“Are you fricking kidding me, Sar?” I whined. “Is that even allowed? What happened to this being a traditional hen night?”

“Oh, come on, Gwen, I think it stopped being traditional the second Daisy inhaled the wiener-shaped helium balloon.”

“Damn it, I knew her name was Daisy!” I hissed to myself.

Cameo was totally not Richard’s scene. He was the sort of man who would pray for a leaking tap just so he could drag Sarah on a three-hour circuit of Screwfix on a Saturday. And let me tell you, pre-Richard Sarah wouldn’t have been caught dead near Screwfix. You’d more likely find her draining a bottle of sauvignon blanc in the pub next door.

“Don’t stress, he won’t cramp our style,” Sarah continued. “He can just sit quietly in the corner until we finish the games.”

“Great, can it be the other corner?”

“Gwen! Be nice. It’s the twenty-first century, no one’s having separate stag and bachelorette parties anymore. It’s all about mixing it up these days. And it’s a good chance for him to meet the girls before the wedding. Please try, just for me, okay?”

I folded my arms sulkily. “Fine. Just gimme a minute to freshen up, will you?”

“You’re not going to message that Parker guy, are you?” Sarah said, looking at me suspiciously.

“Definitely one hundred percent not,” I said.

“Smart,” she said, checking her tiara one more time before turning to leave.

“Hey, Sar, wait a sec,” I called out.

“Yeah?” she said, looking back over her shoulder.

“Twelve,” I said.

“What?”

“Richard’s shoe size,” I said. “It’s twelve.”

“Shit, of course,” Sarah said. “Thanks! How do you even know that?”

“Cos I wrote the quiz, you idiot,” I told her. “Now, get out of here.”

And with that, she blew me a kiss and walked out, leaving me sitting on the bank of sinks staring at my distorted reflection in the stainless steel tap. I might have been stranded in singledom, but I desperately wanted Sarah to have the wedding of her dreams and never, ever have to navigate her way through the minefield of flotsam on a dumb dating app to find a halfway decent human being to share her life with. Deep down, though, something about this particular “happily ever after” didn’t feel so, well, happy.

I hopped down from the sinks in an attempt to shake the feeling off. As I went to stuff my phone back in my bag, I caught a glimpse of Parker’s profile, still open on the screen. I paused, my finger hovering over his face. With my other hand, I grabbed my glass and downed the last of the warm prosecco.

Fuck it, I thought, as I typed out a message.


Gwen: wyd? currently stuck at the hen do from hell, fancy giving me an excuse to get out of here?
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I wandered back to the booth to see Sarah, blindfolded with her bridal sash, waving a crudely constructed cardboard phallus in the air. The hens were trying in vain to direct her to the correct location on a drawing of a ludicrously muscular man, whose head had been replaced by a photo of Richard’s face.

I sat back down and, safe in the knowledge Sarah couldn’t see me, flicked through the rest of Parker’s Connector photos. He’d ticked off all the classics, like posing next to two (not quite as good-looking) mates, clutching a cheap-looking trophy at a work do, a moody black-and-white shot, and one dressed as a zombie for Halloween, but in a way that made sure you could still tell he was very attractive.

Now, I’ll admit, it’s not like my own profile was a groundbreaking Proto-Renaissance work of art. Yes, I’d spent an entire afternoon I’d never get back attempting to craft a sexy, hilarious, unswipe-left-able dating profile, but in the end I’d given up and plucked a few old photos from the depths of my camera roll. I’d settled on five that ranged from “cute-and-I-know-it” to “casually-sexy-without-even-realizing-it,” and suddenly there I was: “Gwen, 29, Barista, Eastbourne,” officially on the market. And despite how revolting being “on the market” sounded, so far, it had been fun. Well, I say “fun”; actually, most of the men I’d matched with were either a) complete weirdos, or b) absolute grade-A fuckboys. So probably a more accurate description of my love life would be “interesting.”

“Am I close?” Sarah shouted, almost knocking a tray of fresh Bellinis onto my lap.

“Close to soaking me,” I yelled. “When’s Richard getting here?”

“Um, I dunno, I’m kind of busy right now, Gwen,” Sarah said, turning toward the sound of my voice. “Any minute now, I guess.”

“Right,” I said, and Sarah suddenly swung back round to her right, this time connecting with the drinks on the table.

The hens shrieked in unison as they dodged splashes of prosecco. Sarah pulled her blindfold down and surveyed the debris, then shook her head at me disapprovingly.

The hilarious bespoke Love Heart sweets I’d ordered—bearing such witticisms as “U CAN DIE 1ST,” “OK 4 UR AGE,” and “2NITE U PICK NETFLIX”—were scattered over the table, slowly disintegrating as they soaked up the spilled cocktails.

“You said ‘right’!” she yelled.

“No, I meant—never mind,” I said, wiping soggy slices of fruit off my jeans. “My bad. I’ll go get some more.”

I made my way across the dance floor, refreshing Connector as I weaved through the handful of people swaying out of time to Ed Sheeran. Before I reached the bar, a message had popped up.


Parker: Hen do from hell? Sounds fun. Can I get in on that?



Grabbing a stool, I ordered a round of drinks, plus an extra shot of tequila for me, and tapped a message back.

No, you cannot! I wrote. But I could meet you at the Brown Derby by the pavilion?

With any luck, I could be out of here before Richard arrived. As I went to pay, I heard a voice from the other end of the bar, and I looked up to see a guy in a crumpled shirt, waving a Mastercard in my direction.

“Allow me,” he said, grinning.

Although he looked like he’d come straight from an important board meeting at Middle-Aged Office Guy PLC, the half-finished pint in front of him was clearly not his first drink of the evening. His suit jacket was draped over the bar, and even as he spoke the sweat patches under his arms seemed to spread across his no-longer-white shirt.

“No thanks, I’m with them,” I said, motioning to the booth.

I immediately buried my head in my phone, in case any part of that sentence indicated that it was, in fact, my greatest dream to be seduced by an increasingly damp man under bad lighting. And even if it had been, the strains of the “Thong Song” were just loud enough to turn any attempt at conversation beyond small talk into a lipreading exercise. I tapped out another message to Parker.


Gwen: Hey, I’m being hit on by the regional manager of Aldi here. I need rescuing! What do you say, the Derby in 10?



The barman placed five Bellinis on a tray and slid the shot of tequila over to me. I scanned the club; there was no sign of Richard yet, but the hens had moved onto the dance floor.

“Come on, come on,” I whispered to my phone, willing Parker to say yes so I could sneak out before Richard got here.

I could feel the eyes of the guy at the bar burning into me, and sure enough, when I looked up, he was swirling his finger around his now-empty glass and smiling at me.

“Stood up?” he shouted in my direction. “Well, I’m still here, sweetheart, have a drink with me.”

“No thanks,” I said firmly.

“Heh, don’t talk to strangers, isn’t that what they used to say?” the man said. “I thought that was all girls like you did these days? Talk to strangers on your phones?”

Ignoring him, I downed the tequila and grabbed the tray of drinks. Even if I could think of a pithy response to that, I decided I’d rather save my energy for something more useful, like getting away from him as soon as possible.

“Wrong kinda stranger, huh?” he called out as I walked away, balancing the tray on one hand while I refreshed Connector with the other. There was still no reply from Parker, so I stuck my phone in the back pocket of my jeans.

As I reached the middle of the dance floor, I looked up to see Richard, wrapped in a waterproof jacket and flushed from the freezing cold weather outside, making his way through the crowd toward the hens. I looked over my shoulder, wondering whether to retreat to the bar, only to see the office guy watching me, his tongue practically hanging out of his mouth.

I stopped in my tracks, stranded. Just then, my phone finally buzzed. Holding the tray with one hand, I pulled it out and swiped my thumb across the screen to open it.


Parker: Sorry, gonna have to reschedule. It’s not safe out there for guys like me.



Underneath, he’d pasted a link to a local news story with the headline: “Police Advise Caution after Man Found Dead by Joggers.”

I clicked on it, a flutter running through my stomach as the page loaded, revealing a photo. The softly handsome, strawberry-blond guy smiling at his graduation ceremony looked familiar, a lot like someone I used to know.

“Robert Hamilton’s body was found at six thirty a.m. by two runners in Sovereign Park,” the first sentence read.

Rob Hamilton.

At that moment, my arms turned to jelly, and the tray of drinks fell from my hand, sending orange liquid flying across the light-up floor. The hens looked up in surprise, as the few dancers jumped back to avoid splashes.

Rob didn’t just look like someone I used to know. He was someone I used to know.

I’d been on a date with him a week ago.
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I stood on the dance floor, damp and dumbfounded, as the club seemed to spin around me. Hands shaking, I tapped out a reply to Parker.


Gwen: wtf?



What I really wanted to type was “What the fuck are you doing, sending me links about suspicious bodies found in parks?” but my hands were wobbling too much.

I read the news story again. It was scant on details, but it certainly didn’t sound like Rob’s death was an accident. The police were looking for anyone with information, it said, and part of me felt like I should call. But what the hell would I say? That I went on a crappy date with him a week ago?

“Gwen!” Sarah’s voice rang out, breaking the spell. “What are you doing? You’re standing in the middle of a pool of prosecco texting!”

“Uh, I need to talk to you, now,” I mumbled. “It’s an emergency.”

Suddenly Richard came up behind her. He gave me an awkward smile as he snaked his arm around his fiancée’s waist.

“Oh, uh, hi, Dickie,” I said, leaning past Sarah and giving him a wave. “Didn’t see you there.”

“What’s the emergency? This outfit?” Richard said, gesturing in my direction.

I made a face at Sarah, who got the message.

“Richard, be a babe and go get us some new drinks, will you?” she said, patting him on the back with the cardboard penis she was still holding.

“Is that my…” he said, with a look of revulsion on his face.

“Yep, actual size,” I said, giving him a sarcastic smile. “I’ll have a tequila, thanks.”

As he strode off toward the bar, I pulled Sarah into the corner where all the coats were piled up.

“Listen, you remember that guy I went to the wine bar with?” I hissed.

“No, which one was that?” Sarah asked.

“You know, Rob, the handsy guy who wasn’t over his ex?”

“Oh yeah, the one who spent the night crying into his pinot noir and then tried to cop a feel, I remember!”

“Well, he’s dead,” I said.

“What?”

“No shit,” I said, showing her the news story on my phone.

“Fuck.” She grabbed the phone to hold it steady as her eyes scanned the headline.

“Yeah, I know,” I replied. “Poor guy.”

Richard interrupted us, holding a fresh tray of drinks and looking bemused.

“Who’s dead?” he said. “What did you do now, Gwen?”

“Nothing!” I cried. “I didn’t do anything!”

Sarah leaned over to show him the news story on my phone screen.

“One of Gwen’s exes,” she said.

“He’s not an ex!” I huffed. “It was one date!”

“Ouch,” Richard said, his eyes narrowing as he studied the article. “What was he like? Bad sort?”

I took the shot glass of tequila off the tray, downed it, and sank back into the coats. It felt weird to think about Rob again, now that he was, you know, dead. I closed my eyes and tried to block out my surroundings, but the beat of the music vibrated through the dance floor and into my bones.

“I dunno, he was all right, I guess,” I said, a wave of sadness washing over me.

“She’s being charitable,” Sarah told Richard. “He was a massive loser, like all of Gwen’s dates.”

She turned back to me. “And didn’t you say he went all weird at the end?”

“Uh, yeah, well I guess he was a little odd,” I said.

“What did he do?” Richard asked.

I looked past him and made a face at Sarah.

“Come on, just tell me!” Richard said.

So I did.






4 The Date with Rob


Rob’s profile photo shows off a stylish beard and a neat haircut, both completely unobjectionable. Immediately he tells me he’s an investment banker from Bexhill with a great sense of humor, two facts that seem to willfully contradict each other. But we persevere, messaging back and forth for a few days before he invites me to a wine tasting event on the Grand Parade.

It sounds super pretentious, but I say yes because he has a nice smile and I like wine. Besides, I figure that it’s time to actually stop hiding behind the safety of my phone and get back out there. It’s been weeks since I broke up with Noah, when my life collapsed in on itself, and years since I went on what people used to call a “blind date.” But it’s time to dust myself off and move on.

Unfortunately, the minute I downloaded Connector, I was so relentlessly bombarded with messages from those aforementioned complete weirdos and absolute fuckboys that I’d turned off all notifications on the app. For the first couple of weeks, I only checked it in times of extreme boredom, or at 2 a.m., half-drunk and feeling amorous. And, okay, to be completely honest, that was how I’d matched with “The Banker.”

We agree to meet at 6:30 p.m. outside Hudson’s Wine Bar. Of course, I text Sarah beforehand, pinging her the location, just in case he turns out to be an axe murderer. But when I arrive, he’s waiting outside for me, looking handsome in his work suit, with no bloody weapon in sight.

“Gwen?” he asks, and I smile back in recognition.

“Hi,” I say, kissing him on the cheek. He smells of expensive cologne mixed with that crisp fresh-air smell that someone only has when they’ve been standing outside for a while.

“Shall we go in?” I ask. I’m wearing a short leather jacket over a cropped brown sweater and skinny jeans with semi-heeled boots, so I’m desperate to get in the warmth.

Inside, the bar is full of people fresh from the office, standing around individual tables. As we find our spot, a smartly dressed woman announces they’ll be bringing round five different wines to try, but first they will teach us how to taste with our nose. I try to listen, because so far in life I have only managed to master the art of tasting wine with my mouth, but Rob is keen to chat.

“You look nice,” he says in my ear. “How was your day?”

“Yeah, good!” I whisper back. “Yours?”

“Stressful. But this should help.”

He nods at the two half-filled wineglasses heading our way. The waiter places one next to each of us, and we dutifully stick our noses in.

“What notes are you getting?” the woman asks. “Don’t be shy, there are no wrong answers.”

“Sandalwood,” I say. I have no idea what sandalwood smells like, but at these sorts of things the answer is always sandalwood.

“Good!” she trills. “Anyone else?”

“Oh, you’re a natural,” Rob whispers to me.

As the evening goes on, the waiter regularly swaps our empty glasses for full ones. After four rounds, Rob seems a little woozy.

“Black cherry!” he shouts at random, and sniggers.

When the final glass comes out, he downs it.

“What do I win?” He grins at our host.

“I’m not sure it’s a competition,” I say. “Come on, maybe we should go to the bar.”

Half an hour later, and Rob is on his sixth glass of wine and shoveling sea salt potato chips into his mouth, in between telling me how much his last quarterly bonus was.

“How long have you been in banking?” I ask him.

“Too long!” he says, and laughs much too loud.

I begin to feel my fate is as inevitable as that of those sea salt chips, plunging to their inescapable doom.

“Sorry.” He coughs. “I’ve not been asking you enough questions. I know that’s what I’m supposed to do, isn’t it? Be curious about your life? You’re a barista, right?”

“Well, sort of. The only barista in the world who hates coffee. But I like to think I’m more like, I don’t know, an entrepreneur? I used to be a social media manager for the snacks company Delicioso, do you know them? The guys who make Snacky Nuts and Munchie Crunch? But last year I bought an old ice cream van and converted it into a mobile café. The plan is to take it round festivals in the summer,” I say. “But yeah, I serve coffee too.”

It feels weird to say “I.” The truth is Noah and I bought the van together. It had been Noah’s dream: save up enough money to quit our boring nine-to-fives and tour the country in our little coffee-mobile. Sadly, we’d only managed to get as far as the “quitting our jobs and buying the van” bit. But Rob doesn’t need those kinds of specifics. At least not on Date One.

“Cool, cool,” he says. “How’s it going? Making you rich yet? Not many tourists around at this time of year, I suppose?”

“It’s great,” I lie. “Everyone else in the world loves coffee, right? It’s almost like it’s addictive.”

“Ah, well, I don’t know if you know, but actually caffeine does boost your dopamine levels, so yes, one could become dependent on it,” he explains.

“Right, thanks, good to know,” I say, nodding.

“Well, I take it easy on the old demon-bean front. I’m more of a Frappuccino man myself,” he says with a grin.

“And a wine man, I see.”

“Black cherry!” he shouts triumphantly again, before stuffing his nose too hard into his glass and almost spilling it over himself.

“Careful,” I say, looking around to see if anyone is staring at us.

“Graham, make sure you edit that bit out!” he yells over at an empty corner of the bar.

“What?” I scan the room again. “Who’s Graham?”

“Oh, ha-ha, like, I was pretending we’re on a reality TV show, and the cameras are hidden over there!”

My face remains completely unimpressed.

“Ha,” he says, his laughter slowly petering out like a dying engine.

Luckily everyone else from the wine tasting event has wandered off and the bar’s pretty empty. I look back at Rob to see him pouring the chip crumbs from the packet into his wide-open mouth.

“Sorry, did you want some?” he asks, wiping his mouth with his sleeve and refocusing his eyes on mine.

“Bit late now.” I smile.

“You’re so nice, I bet you’d make someone a really great girlfriend,” he says when the river of crumbs finally runs dry.

“Uh, thanks,” I say. “To be honest, I’ve not been single for long, so right now I’m happy just seeing what’s out there.”

“Uh-oh, am I being rejected already?”

“Hah, no,” I say. “I’m just keeping my options open.”

“Well, I’m very open to being an option,” he slurs.

I can’t work out if that was clever wordplay or he was talking drunken nonsense, so I do my best ambiguous smile and nod.

“I really struggled to match with people on Connector at first,” he continues. “But then, well, then I found out that—”

He stops and puts his hand to his mouth, like an overexcited mime artist.

“Oops, sorry! You know, I shouldn’t really tell you that….”

“Tell me what?” I ask.

He taps his nose conspiratorially. “Sorry, trade secret.”

“No, come on, tell me what you mean?”

Rob starts to say something but suddenly stops again mid-sentence, and his eyes widen as if he’s just remembered he left the iron on. His face goes gray, and he puts his glass down for the first time this evening.

“Excuse me,” he mumbles, before getting up and walking very fast in the direction of the bathroom.

Nearly ten minutes later, he reappears, looking paler but steadier.

“You okay?” I ask.

“Yes,” he says, sitting down delicately. “Sorry. Look, to be honest, this is the first date I’ve been on since I broke up with my girlfriend. I guess I was a bit nervous, so I drank too much.”

“I thought you were hitting it a little hard.” I smile at him. “It’s okay. We’ve all been there.”

“No, it’s really not on, is it?” he says, looking ruefully at his half-full glass. “I’ve rather fouled this one up, haven’t I?”

I take a deep breath and push my hair back behind my ears. “How long has it been?”

For the next hour, Rob tells me about his ex, how he’d proposed with his grandmother’s ring on her birthday, after asking her father for permission. Three months later, he’d sunk half her savings into bad investments, and she’d left him to travel around South America building goat huts. By the time we leave the bar, he’s drunk again, but, to be fair, so am I.

“Shall I walk you home?” he asks.

“I’m going to bus it,” I tell him. “It’s only twenty minutes.”

“Okay, cool, I’ll walk with you to the stop then,” he says, stumbling over the curb.

Halfway to the bus stop, Rob’s phone dings and he pulls it out, the light of the screen illuminating his face. I see his eyes widen and he staggers back slightly. Steadying himself against a nearby lamppost, he jabs angrily at the screen. In his drunkenness, he can’t seem to hit the right place to open the message.

“Something wrong?” I ask.

“I just wish this bastard would leave me alone,” he says, his voice wavering.

“What do they want?”

“Money, always more money,” he mumbles.

“Tax office? Tell me about it, I do mine on January thirty-first at eleven forty-five p.m. and not a second before,” I say.

“No, worse than taxes,” he says.

I look at him and his face stiffens like he’s about to throw up again. “Forget it, I’m drunk. Talking rubbish.”

We walk the rest of the way in silence. When we eventually reach my bus stop, I look glumly at the electronic display that informs me I face an agonizing six-minute wait.

We stand there awkwardly, watching spots of rain pepper the plexiglass of the bus stop.

“You can go!” I say eventually, putting on my best friendly smile. “I can wait on my own, and it’s freezing out here! Forecast says it might actually snow, and you don’t even have a coat!”

“Oh, it’s no problem, I don’t feel the cold,” he says.

“Yeah, well, that’s the benefit of drinking three bottles of red.” I laugh.

“And the two pints I had before we met,” he adds. “Bit of Dutch courage never hurts, does it?”

Just when I think I’m stuck in some hellish time loop where I’m forced to discuss the merits of pregame drinking with Rob until the end of eternity, I see the bus approaching in the distance.

I lean in to kiss him good-bye on the cheek, and his hand slips around my waist and slowly, but very surely, down to my bottom. I immediately break away.

“Whoa, slow down, cowboy,” I say, placing my hand on his chest and gently pushing him back.

“But I thought…” he says, looking crestfallen.

“Sorry,” I say, then curse myself inwardly. Why the hell am I apologizing? “I think you need to get over your ex before dating anyone else, Rob.”

But I notice he’s not looking at me, but over my shoulder. I turn around to see a busload of people staring at us.

Even through the cold, I feel my face burn.

“Gotta go,” I say, patting him on the shoulder and jumping on board before he has a chance to protest.

I quickly squeeze my way to the back of the bus, avoiding the judgmental looks of my fellow passengers.

“Stopping here for a minute to regulate the service,” an announcement bellows over the PA system.

God, not now, I cry inwardly. Anytime but now.

Once I’m ensconced in the back seat, I stick my earbuds in and crank up the volume. I turn to see if Rob’s still waiting. It’s started to rain, and he’s looking blankly at the bus, slowly getting wetter and wetter, but seemingly still not feeling the cold. Then he gets out his phone and starts waving it in the air, shouting. I flip out one earbud to try to hear what he’s saying.

“… don’t need her. Got loads of matches! Loads!”

Rob holds the phone up to the bus window, and through the splashes of rain on the glass, I can make out his Connector app, proudly displaying a new match.

“See?” he yells to his captive audience. “Twice as fit as her.”

He points at me, and I stare into my lap, unable to hide as the whole bus compares me to the image on Rob’s cell phone screen.

Come on, move already, I telepathically beg the driver.

I hear the engine start and praise the bus gods. We pull off, leaving Rob waving his phone desperately at the taillights as the rain turns to snowflakes.

For the rest of the journey, I sit with my head leaned against the window, the sheen of singledom scraped off me in a single date. I’m back in the trenches, and war is hell.
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“And now he’s dead?” Richard said. “Wow, that’s awful.”

“Yeah, date with Gwen, then found dead in a park. Not sure which is worse,” said Sarah.

I shot her a look. “Don’t,” I said. “He seemed really shaken up by that text message. I wonder who it was?”

“Maybe he owed the wrong sort of person money…?” Richard started.

“And then when he never paid up, they…” I tailed off.

“Or maybe his ex lured him into the woods and took her revenge?” Sarah cackled.

“No, she’s in the middle of Peru, saving goats or something,” I said.

“Or is she?” Sarah said dramatically, grabbing my phone and poring over the article. “Look, it says here he was found in the bushes in Sovereign Park, isn’t that near the wine bar?”

I shivered.

“Um, somewhere round there, I think.”

“Ooh, maybe that’s where he takes all his dates!” Sarah said. “And when he tried it on with one of them, she let him have it!”

She shook her fist up and down, miming the Psycho stabbing motion.

“Sarah!” I scolded. The thought of someone doing that to Rob made me feel sick. He was a bit of a melt, but he didn’t deserve that. No one did.

“What?” she said in mock indignation. “Come on, Gwen, he was a right soft lad.”

“Hey, he was all right, just a bit heartbroken,” I said. “Anyway, it doesn’t say anything about murder here, maybe it was an accident.”

“It does say they’re looking for witnesses though,” Richard said, pointing to the appeal at the end of the piece.

“You think I should call?” I asked, suddenly feeling guilty. I wanted to help, of course, but I didn’t really know anything about Rob. Nothing that was of any use to the police, anyway. I silently cursed myself for not paying more attention on the date.

“No, you’re not a witness, the date was ages ago,” Sarah said. “This arsehole probably just felt up the wrong person. Sounds like he had it coming.”

“He seemed nice enough on the app,” I sighed.

“So what? Guys like that can go from super-nice to super-intimidating in a millisecond. I told you this app is a cesspit, and this proves it. You can’t even get through a bachelorette party for your best friend without swiping on that thing. Why don’t you just delete it?”

“Because the chances of meeting someone decent in real life are about the same as Richard telling a vaguely amusing anecdote. It’s never going to happen. I think you’re the last person in twenty years to achieve it.”

“You met Noah in real life,” Sarah countered.

I felt my cheeks redden. That stung.

“Yeah, and look how that worked out,” I said.

A horribly familiar tingle ran through me, the same little electric shock that pricked my skin every time I thought about that night, just a few months ago, when everything fell apart. Seeing me shudder, Sarah put her hand on my shoulder.

“When are you going to tell me what really happened with you two?” she asked.

I bristled at the question.

“I’ve told you a hundred times, nothing ‘happened.’ We just grew apart,” I said. “That’s it.”

Richard and Sarah looked at each other conspiratorially.

“Why, has he said something to you?” I asked, suddenly sitting up straight.

“Haven’t heard from him in weeks, actually,” Richard said.

“Neither of us have,” Sarah said.

I flicked my eyes between the two of them before relaxing back into the coats again. I had a pretty good bullshit detector. Well, usually. It did tend to falter when I’d downed a couple shots of tequila in quick succession.

“Why are you so desperate to meet someone anyway?” Sarah asked. “Can’t you just enjoy being single for a bit?”

“I’m moving on,” I said. “That’s what you’re meant to do after a breakup, right?”

“Moving on doesn’t mean throwing yourself at every moron with a pulse in Eastbourne, Gwen. It’s been, like, two minutes since you broke up with Noah. You’re not a shark. If you stop moving, you won’t sink and die.”

“That’s actually an urban myth,” Richard started. “Sharks can pump water through their gills and—”

Sarah threw him a glance and he went back to sipping his pint quietly.

“Listen. You need to stop distracting yourself with stupid boys for a second and sort your life out. The van, the breakup, everything,” she went on. “I bet you haven’t even started looking for a new flatmate, have you? I move out in a week, you know.”

I could feel every muscle in my body tensing up as she rifled through my Rolodex of mistakes and bad choices. I took a deep breath and put on my best maid of honor smile.

“What is this, an intervention? We’re supposed to be on a bachelorette party, right? Shouldn’t we be doing karaoke or something?”

I looked over at the dance floor, where the other hens were currently trying to replicate the “Thriller” dance. At least, I hoped that’s what they were doing.

“You know what?” Sarah said, ignoring me. “You’re not a shark. You’re an ostrich. An ostrich with your head firmly wedged in the sand.”

“Now, that I take exception to,” I said, holding up a finger. “For one, sharks are waaay cooler than ostriches—”

“Stop joking for a second, Gwen. We’re worried about you,” Sarah interrupted. “You quit your job, broke up with Noah out of the blue, all just as I’m moving out. You know I’m always here if you need.”

Sarah and I had played netball all through university. She was brilliant at it, and I was absolutely rubbish. She’d always shout “Here if you need!” when I had the ball—because more often than not, I did need, being utterly unable to shoot straight—and the phrase had kind of stuck. But right now, I didn’t “need” anything. I could easily forget about unsold lattes and dead dates for a little while longer. All I had to do was create some good memories for Future Gwen to wipe over the old, bad ones. But for that, I was going to need alcohol, and a lot of it.

“Okay, one,” I said, “I am in the process of finding an amazing new boyfriend as we speak, and two, the van is super successful. I’m selling chemically addictive hot drinks, it can’t fail. Now, come on, let’s salvage the rest of this bachelorette party with some hard liquor and karaoke at the Brown Derby.”

“There’s no karaoke machine at the Derby,” Richard said.

“Who says we need a machine?” I replied.
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And so, God knows how many tequilas later, I was standing on a pool table serenading the hens with “I’d Do Anything for Love (But I Won’t Do That),” while Sarah joined me on backing vocals. Or maybe she was just shouting at me to stop, I really can’t recall. All I knew was that, when I woke up the next morning, I was willing to sell my left kidney for a glass of water and an ibuprofen.

Squinting through the blur of notifications on my phone, I was appalled to see it wasn’t even 6 a.m. yet. I immediately rolled over and went back to sleep. When I opened my eyes again two and a half hours later, I didn’t feel any better. I turned my face into the pillow and stared into the blackness, trying desperately to convince my brain it was still nighttime. On the plus side, I did seem to have drunk enough alcohol to blot out approximately 95 percent of the bachelorette party, and Parker’s weird Connector message.

When I remembered Sarah had gone back to Richard’s, my heart sank. There would be no one to bring me toast in bed and pick over the bones of last night with (not that I could remember much of it). When I was a teenager, Dad would bring me a bacon sandwich and a steaming hot mug of sweet tea whenever I’d overdone it the night before. Funny, it was always these little rituals that you missed most when someone you loved left. But I guessed I’d have to get used to being on my own for a while.

As I lay there, headfirst in goose down, wondering if McDonald’s would consider delivering chicken nuggets to me via my bedroom window, my phone flashed.


Sarah: Still alive?

Gwen: Just. I didn’t do anything completely stupid last night, did I?

Sarah: Define stupid.

Gwen: Anything worse than at Flares on my 25th birthday?

Sarah: Well, you didn’t puke in my Marc Jacobs on the way home this time.

Gwen: That saved us a £100 Uber cleaning fee, babes. You should be thanking me. And please stop talking about vomit. I think I’m going to be sick.

Sarah: Eat something. There’s fresh orange juice in the fridge, and I left bagels on the kitchen table.

Gwen: I fricking love you.

Sarah: Now get up and go to work. Here if you need.
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