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CHAPTER 1


Being a 28-year-old woman is legitimately less fun than being a 27-year-old one because the people you meet at parties suddenly seem to fall into two categories: too sober to flirt, or too fucked to fuck.


I explained this to Clara in the form of an anecdote, lying in bed one morning, while she sipped a cup of English Breakfast tea and I wished that I drank English Breakfast tea instead of coffee bought only from very specific cafés. The anecdote was a capsulized – and perhaps dramatized – description of the birthday party I’d been at the night before, where two thirds of the room got up and left as soon as the cake had been cut. That’s right, two thirds, and I’d only been in Club Twenty-Eight a month. The point of the story was that, in among the two thirds who flattened their hands over the rims of their wine glasses every time a refill was offered, was the shaggy-haired photographer whom I’d spent the better part of three months trying to casually run into, because we’d once had a really laughy conversation at a wedding about all the ways to sign off an email. (‘Excuse the brevity and any errors. I’m on my period.’) I took his departure as a sign that I should draw a line under thoughts of a potential affaire de cœur. You wouldn’t leave a party if someone you were remotely into was there, would you?


I finished the story with an aghast statement: ‘One guy was driving back to the country, after dinner!’


‘And what did the rest of you do?’ asked Clara, her voice both stilted and dulcet, as it has been since she was a child.


‘Sat at the table drinking rum and water because no one could be bothered to go to the shop for mixers.’ Together, our voices sounded like gravel being rolled through honey.


‘I don’t know which night sounds more depressing,’ she said. Of course, we both knew which one she thought was more depressing. ‘But at least you stayed away from the “too fucked to fuck” category.’ She even made ‘fuck’ sound silky and sweet.


‘That is true,’ I said, knowing that she was referring to one individual in particular who had never been known to refuse a refill. ‘I’m almost four months clean of him now,’ I added, even though she hadn’t asked, and even though I thought about Mr Too Fucked To Fuck almost every day and the only thing stopping me from picking up the phone to him between midnight and mid-morning was the fear that he wouldn’t reply.


‘I wish I could’ve come last night,’ she said, which was a white lie, either for my benefit or that of our mutual friend whose birthday she’d missed, on account of too much to learn for Monday’s audition.


‘How’re those lines going?’ I asked, taking a swig of water from the plastic Evian bottle that I’d bought in a moment of rebellion, but which was now causing a cellophane-wrapped globe to weigh down on my chest.


Clara shrugged, lifting the mug to her lips, and her blonde fringe came tumbling forwards like tiny theatre curtains. When she realized it was empty, she glanced inside indignantly, like the tea had failed her. I wished that I could conjure more tea, right then and there. But, as I couldn’t, I helpfully offered to go over lines with her.


‘That would be heaven, if you’re not too busy,’ she said, setting the mug aside having rendered it useless.


There was a heap of laundry glowering at me from the corner of the room, empty toiletry bottles that needed replenishing, a birthday cheque from my tech-unsavvy mother that needed depositing, the latest Ottessa Moshfegh novel by my bed calling out to be devoured, hair in desperate need of a colour touch-up – who knew brunettes went grey in their twenties? – and I really did need to turn that idea for an article into a pitch – ‘How To Dress Like A Man Booker-Nominated Author’ – before the moment passed.


But it was rare to have Clara in London for the weekend and even rarer for her to be here without Ed. There was also the old chestnut of my constant striving to make sure that living with me was as joyous and fun an experience as possible, so that she wouldn’t be tempted to shack up with him prematurely. And I did have a way of getting her to memorize lines like no one else. So, of course, I told her I’d be happy to help. I could probably even trick her into drinking a bottle of wine with me afterwards.


Once it was settled as a plan, Clara daintily removed herself from the cloud of my bed and I felt a twinge in my chest that would’ve made me call out, ‘Don’t go, please don’t break this moment of hungover, girl-loving bliss!’ had I no basic understanding of how crazy I’d sound. Instead, I brought up the issue of her birthday, the following week, reminding her that I needed her final guest list for the small do I was organizing. It wasn’t a surprise party; it was just a party that Clara had no interest in organizing for herself, so I had taken on the task, as I had done for most of her birthdays. Every year, when she muttered words about not bothering to do anything, I’d jump in and say, ‘I’ll plan a party for you,’ and she’d shrug like, ‘Fine, suit yourself,’ but she always had the best time. I was determined that this year would be no different, especially because we hadn’t done one the previous year. Ed had taken her to Hong Kong instead.


‘Oh, you do the list,’ she said. ‘You’re better at these things than me.’ With that, I watched her walk off in her matching silk pyjama set. I used to say that Clara was like a creation of F. Scott Fitzgerald’s, with her breathy voice, doll-like appearance and slightly nervous disposition. But then, I hated the thought of her having been created by a borderline misogynistic white male, so I decided that she was a Jane Austen character. It suited, since she had a look and manner that made people instantly assume that she was stupid, which she’d tease for a while by staying silent throughout a heavy conversation, until suddenly piping up with something far more insightful and informative than anyone else had come near to. I lived for those moments.


I threw the duvet away from my own bare flesh. I liked to sleep naked, because when I woke up, for a split second, my brain would be tricked into thinking that I’d slept with someone and I’d get a small fraction of an adrenaline rush. It also made me feel thinner. I climbed out of bed, feeling dense, like my insides had all expanded within the frame of my body from the rum. I put on a pair of the Marks and Spencer cotton briefs that I’d bought in bulk the year before, when I’d finally learnt that I wasn’t obliged to wear overpriced lacy thongs that cut a line from rectum to clitoris for my whole life, and wandered out into the flat.


Every morning, emerging into the homeliness of that place, I felt both grateful to be there and fearful of the day that I wouldn’t. Though I’d only ever lived in a flat owned by Clara’s family, for a token donation of rent money, I knew how much it cost to live in London and felt an anxious flutter whenever I thought of what I could afford in real-life circumstances. I dreaded the time I’d be holed up in a shoebox alongside the motorway.


A few rooms away, the loud and powerful rush of the shower began. Clara was starting the day like a responsible adult. Meanwhile, I meandered into the kitchen, where I found the ash of a mini pizza in the oven. I had a vague recollection of putting it in there when I’d arrived home, but, clearly, no recollection of taking it out. Sheepishly, I used an oven mitt to remove the tray and ran the singed circle under the cold tap. Then I reached for a small Moroccan glass on the shelf above, filling it with a sachet of Dioralyte and water from the Brita filter. I stirred until it turned murky pearl then downed the whole thing in one go. Honestly, I felt brighter within seconds.


Dioralyte is a fantastic creation.





I don’t remember exactly when I met Clara, only that she became a reoccurring fixture of my life, in the way that you only accept when you’re very young. We were six years old, according to the date that my mother began working for her mother.


It was a year after we’d moved over from Israel. My mother had just given birth to Ezra, my half-brother, whose father we had followed across the ocean just in case my mother had a chance with him. Turned out, she didn’t, but thanks to the British passport that she had acquired when she was briefly married to my father – I was the product of post-divorce copulation – we got to live in a one-bedroom flat in Earl’s Court, and enjoy the pleasure of a London winter with no central heating, during which time I was forced to spend every Shabbat with my father and his ancient parents so that I wouldn’t be forgotten in their will.


And then my mother met Bella Mortimer at a life-drawing class. When they recounted the story, they claimed to have instantly bonded over Clara and I – their daughters, exactly the same age – and a shared love of culture. What I had since gathered to be the truth was that my mother divulged her situation – two kids, two absent fathers, no money, no family in London – and Bella, a vulture of a rescuer, swooped in. She had just started a charity venture getting underprivileged children off the streets and into the arts. On the spot, she offered my mother a job – flippantly, I’d always imagined: ‘Oh well, you must come work with me. What fun!’


From that day on, it’s difficult to recall a childhood memory that did not, in some way, involve the Mortimers.


Bella was not an obvious match for my Jewish immigrant mother. She came from an eccentric, upper-class family, who believed in free love and forgetting to bath your children – ‘Aristo-bohemia,’ my mother called it, with a touch of derision. She was vibrant, provocative and vulgar, while my mother was something of a prude. Her husband, Derrick Mortimer, was a bald-headed New Yorker – ‘bald man syndrome’ my mother would say in reference to anything he did – and a world-renowned architect who spent most of his life travelling. He wore thick-rimmed spectacles and loved talking about his wine and art collections.


I don’t remember the first occasion that Clara and I were thrown together. I don’t remember if there was any resistance, or if we fitted together like two pieces of a jagged-edged puzzle, or if we had, for survival purposes, decided to become best friends the very first time we’d met. I just remembered hours spent on top of a pink Wendy house and tents made out of sheets, draped over Clara’s four-poster bed. I remembered the two of us sardined alongside Bella as she sat up in bed, with a glass of red wine on the bedside table and the bottle next to it, intermittently getting up to smoke out of the window. I remembered begging Clara’s older brother Fabian to let us play with him and hiding from Ezra, whom I’d felt disconnected from since the day my mother gave birth to him and he commandeered all of her emotional resources. I remembered Bella tucking a napkin into my neckline because I was such a messy eater, while she could barely get Clara to eat anything at all. I remembered all these little things that had, over the years, stitched me into the fabric of their family.


My mother worked for Bella’s venture for nearly seven years. She managed volunteers and liaised with the endless stream of freelancers that Bella brought on to avoid setting up anything that resembled a real company. My mother never dealt directly with the underprivileged kids – whom Bella often invited to camp out in the house when things got rough at home – because she said she didn’t feel comfortable with them. She did attend the committee meetings made up of Bella’s overprivileged friends, whom she couldn’t admit she felt equally uncomfortable among. Bella must have paid her more generously than one would normally expect to earn at a charity because, suddenly, she no longer asked me to pocket loo roll from school when we’d run out. Suddenly, we were the kind of people who ate at the local Italian restaurant on multiple evenings and got bought new clothes when old ones became hole-ridden. Not only was I no longer forced to Shabbat, but my mother did everything she could to prevent me from going, to dig the knife in with my father, who was now the one begging for more time with me.


My mother didn’t know how to cook, which I realized later in life was because she didn’t eat. So, we spent most mealtimes at the Mortimers’ in those years, though my mother always found a reason to opt out if Derrick was around. His moods were too unpredictable for her anxiety levels to cope with. Sometimes, he’d arrive at the table with a great smile on his face and tell a story that would have everyone doubled over in hysterics. Other times, he’d sit with heavy eyebrows, barely saying a word, unless it was a complaint about the food. Everyone would tiptoe around him on those occasions – everyone except Bella, who seemed to become even more vociferous than she usually was. We’d all chew through the tension, hoping he’d ignore her, like he sometimes did, rather than erupt and call her ‘one hell of a cunt’, as more often happened.


I was used to fractured marriages, but my own parents’ understated, calculated animosity seemed so minor compared to Bella and Derrick’s theatrical fights. I have an early memory of two male police officers in the entrance hall of the Mortimers’ house, accusing Bella of the theft and vandalism of Derrick Mortimer’s car and ordering her away from the property. Clara and I watched from the top of the stairs as Bella laughed and calmly stripped every piece of clothing from her body. She stood there stark naked, tall and spindly like a black widow spider, shouting, ‘Come on, arrest me, boys!’ at the blushing policemen. Fabian stayed in his room, as he always did when drama occurred, and Clara cried hysterically, while I squeezed my arms around her tiny shoulders. But, as terrifying as it was, even at the age of seven, I thought it was the most fantastic thing I’d ever seen a person do. I didn’t know at the time that she needn’t have done it, since the police would never have arrested her once they found out that she and Derrick were married. I just saw someone who was so unafraid.


Things changed for our extended family set-up thanks to the mammoth marital argument that happened when Clara and I were eleven. It occurred in the middle of the night and had culminated in Bella getting into her car and driving away. The next day, hours passed with no word from her. And then hours turned into days. My mother wanted to call the police, but Derrick refused to let her. After a week, Bella’s sister arrived from the country with her own daughter to look after Clara and Fabian. And finally, after three weeks, Bella returned and whisked her traumatized children off to Disneyland Paris, as if nothing had happened. Where she went for those weeks, or why, I have never discovered, and Clara hasn’t talked about it since.


My mother had been so furious with Bella that they didn’t speak for a long time, even when working in the same small office. Soon after, my mother’s job no longer existed. She returned to long days at home in the mustiness of a cluttered flat, caring for me and my brother, who was having a hard time learning and making friends. It also meant that she needed to return to her unhealthily entangled relationship with my father, from whom she’d been separated for twelve years, begging him to get her out of debt, promising him more time with me, though she didn’t have the same agency over how I spent my Friday nights anymore, so Shabbat was out of the question.


Through all of it, however, I stayed closely enveloped in the Mortimer fold. I continued to spend my evenings and weekends at their kitchen table and was invited on all the family holidays. Bella continued to treat me like one of her own children. Clara remained the closest thing in the world to me.


I’d always wondered if I would have grown up with a completely different personality and outlook on the world if my mother hadn’t gone to life drawing that day. Maybe I would have started accompanying her to synagogue on Friday nights when that suddenly became a thing for her and embraced my many-blooded heritage. Maybe I would have learnt how to save money to do the things I’d always wanted to do and not just the things that I happened into. Maybe I’d have cultivated a relationship with my own brother, made more of an effort with my father and felt like I had strong roots of my own.


Maybe – but the truth is, we’ll never know.










CHAPTER 2


You know that you’re no longer in your mid-twenties when you go out on a Saturday night and your hangover is still a thing on Monday.


I worked at a magazine called Close Up. It was one of the few magazines that still made money, having been one of the first to jump on the bandwagon of We’re more than just a place you can read progressive yet highly elitist articles written by accomplished in-house editors and a handful of influential contributors; now you can shop the look, book your colonic, stream our product-placement-littered content and buy tickets for our Q&A with the CEO of Be-A-Better-Person.com. It was one of the magazines that you dreamt of being able to say you worked for when you were an aspiring journalist, fresh out of university, in the midst of an economic crisis. So, when you were offered a job there, you didn’t even care that the salary was the national minimum wage or that you would be working in a department that had nothing to do with editorial content. And seven years down the line, your job title would be Events & Special Projects Coordinator. Parenthesis, Not A Journalist.


I stared at my computer screen for most of the morning, flagging one email after the next. I did, however, manage to write to five different bakeries requesting a reasonable price for a multi-tiered birthday cake with the words ‘We Love You Clara’ iced onto the surface. Then I went into the art department and lay down on the floor next to the printers until the team came back from their meeting. Even though they were my allies, they had no interest in my self-induced misery, so I trawled off to the beauty cupboard to see if there was anything in there that could save me from myself. I’d heard that medicinal mushrooms were the new thing.


The beauty cupboard was stacked full of masks, oils, creams, serums, acids, make-up, shampoos, funky nail polish, fragrance, health supplements, jade rollers, cryo balls, kegel eggs, teeth whiteners, state-of-the-art beauty tech and half of Korea’s skincare stock. My favourite thing to do was show up to a girls’ dinner with a bag of beauty cupboard cast-offs to hand out to appreciative friends. I peered into the cupboard and picked up some sort of neck and chin vibrator, fiddling around with it curiously, until the voice of Dymfy, our beauty editor – sorry, our beauty director – shot over my shoulder, making me jump.


‘Whose naughty hands are those in there?’ she said, all squeaky and Swedish.


I turned around to reveal myself, vibrating contraption in hand. Dymfy raised her eyebrows, not a crease in sight. Thanks to her healthy glow, I immediately felt ten times worse.


‘I take it we’re spick and span for Saturday, Miss Jax, since you have time to be in here?’ she said, half schoolteacher, half nightclub hostess.


‘Aren’t we always?’ I said, avoiding a smile, in case she judged my crow’s feet.


When I first started working at the magazine, I – along with the rest of the staff – would ignore all of Dymfy’s requests for an extra pair of hands at various summits she’d been asked to talk at and she quietly relished the fact that I could no longer do that. The beauty department used to be like the government’s environmental department in the nineties. Something no one payed attention to. That is, until Dymfy got Insta-savvy and grew herself a following of 182.9K by posting make-up tutorial videos and bikini selfies, at which point our editor-in-chief started saying things like, ‘Jax, do make sure you’re giving Dymfy enough support,’ like she was a patient in a psych ward. By now, Dymfy had her own blog, shares in Close Up’s wellness store, and I had to give up my Saturday to work at her first book launch.


I switched on the vibrating contraption and felt a charge travel through my arm. ‘What’s this for?’


‘Turkey necks.’


‘Didn’t know we’d gone into poultry.’


Dymfy sighed. ‘What are you doing in my cupboard, Jax? What do you need?’


How long have you got?


‘Something for the bags under my eyes, please,’ I said.


Dymfy made a W with her fingers to frame my eyes and blew a puff of air through her lips, which felt nice and cool on my tired lids. She shook her head. ‘Dehydration. More water. Less alcohol.’


Ground-breaking advice. But, in my heart of hearts, I knew that Dymfy was right and that it really was that simple and that she had a two-book deal and I didn’t, so I headed into the kitchen in search of something salty.


The fridge had been cleaned out over the weekend and all I could find in the cupboards were chicken stock cubes. It was a sign of how off-kilter I was feeling that I dissolved a whole cube in boiling water and downed it in one go, not least because I was a vegetarian. I just really needed that salt. Within five minutes, my stomach started cramping up. It had been nearly three years since I’d had any meat substance, and anyway, you’re probably not supposed to consume an entire stock cube in one go.


It came out in the loo in one gratifying explosion.


I went home to an empty flat that evening, since Clara was staying at Ed’s place. Our cleaner, Derrinda – Clara’s family’s cleaner – had been in that day, and the place was spotless. I almost wished that it was a mess since that, at least, would have been a good excuse for getting straight into bed. When it was tidy and beautiful, as it was then, I felt like I had to make the most of it. But I had no energy to cook a complicated meal and drink red wine out of one of those very thin wine glasses or scroll through Netflix to find something that was worth committing a few hours to. And anyway, none of that was fun to do alone.


So, I made baked beans on toast, which I ate on the sofa while reading a Lenny Letter piece, announcing their shutdown. I had been meaning to pitch a story to them for years.


As usual, I had left it too late.





Come Thursday, I was itching to hit the pub after work. The only thing stopping me was Clara’s birthday the following day. Since I’d organized it, I thought I should probably lead by example and be on cracking form. Particularly because Clara didn’t get the part she’d auditioned for. I felt slightly responsible, though I knew that wasn’t logical.


My last meeting that day was with some mixologist who’d been recommended to me by my Evening Standard counterpart, who said she always booked his service when she thought an event needed a touch of the avant-garde. My expectations weren’t high given that she was the kind of person who wrote ‘fuq’ instead of ‘fuck’ in emails. The whole thing sounded a little like event sabotage, but I agreed to meet him anyway because I was always interested in meeting new people, in case they could be absorbed into my nexus.


As I waited for him outside the lift, I expected the doors to slide open to reveal a trilby-clad, bearded East Londoner scribbled in tattoos. So, I was surprised to be confronted with a baby face, curly hair and a weatherproof jacket.


‘Are you Jax?’ he asked uncertainly, probably because I was staring blankly at him, rather than introducing myself like a normal person.


‘I am. You must be Ned?’ I said, looking directly into ice-grey eyes, which had something so earnest about them. A hand appeared from underneath the rubberized sleeve of his jacket and met mine for a shake. ‘Thanks for coming,’ I said, leading him through to the sofa in the corridor alongside the fashion and beauty cupboards.


‘This is a lovely office,’ he said sincerely, taking a seat. He explained to me in wholehearted detail how he and his team worked to design bespoke cocktails that perfectly fitted the theme or mood of an event. They had recently introduced a creative service, whereby they could dress and decorate not only the bar area, but the whole venue. To say that Ned didn’t fit the theme of Modern Cocktail Entrepreneur is to say the least. He seemed more like someone who should be talking about Egyptian ruins on the BBC. So, my guess was that he wasn’t really an avant-garde mixologist, but a clever person who had found a gap in the market for avant-garde mixology and had built a lucrative business out of it. Why couldn’t I think of something like that?


He pulled his iPad from a tote bag and started sliding through images. ‘This is a wedding we did last month,’ he said, showing me a cave with hundreds of candles that appeared to be levitating in a curved shape over the bar. Next was a long wooden bar with a romantic train set running the course. A Halloween pumpkin extravaganza. A cynosure bar mimicking a globe. And – wait for it – a trilby-clad, bearded barman scribbled in tattoos. Aside from the trilby man, each image was more impressive than the previous one.


By the end of the meeting, I had booked Ned and his bearded team for Dymfy’s book launch, which was two days away. There wasn’t really room in the budget for it, but something told me that I just needed this mixologist in my life, and that Dymfy would too.


Walking him to the lift, I asked, ‘Any fun plans tonight?’, and immediately freaked out that I sounded like I was angling for a date.


Ned, however, didn’t look the least bit perturbed. He replied enthusiastically, ‘I’m going to a light exhibition at the Tate and then checking out a pop-up cocktail bar on the Southbank.’


I really wanted to ask if I could come too, but thought that might be taking it a bit far for a first meeting, and a work one at that. Calm down, Jax.





After my new friend Ned departed the building, I booked an overpriced yoga class to stop myself from taking the pub-leading fork in the road. On the way to the studio, Clara texted to say that she was going to be in that night, after all, and was cooking me dinner. Immediately, I cancelled the class, seething at the robbery of a fifteen-pound cancellation fee. I speed-read ES magazine on the train back to Canonbury and picked up a bottle of red wine and a packet of Kettle Chips from Sainsbury’s on the other side.


As soon as I walked into the flat, the luxuriousness of multiple scented candles embraced me. Clara was much more liberal with the candle-lighting than I was, so it always felt instantly more like a spa when she was around. When I moved in with Clara, it was the first time that I’d felt like I was living in a real home. Having gone to a London-based university, I had stayed at my mother’s for far too long, particularly given that she was – in simple terms – a hoarder. She disguised her hoarding as collecting, so I hadn’t fully comprehended it until I moved out and found myself spoilt for space, despite the fact that Clara’s flat was smaller than my mother’s. Until then, I hadn’t realized that all the cultural norms of family life – such as a dining table or television – had been edged out of our home by her clutter.


I closed the door loudly to signal my arrival. Clara called out ‘Hi!’ from the kitchen, over the voice of a BBC news reporter that was playing on the speakers all around the flat. I walked in to find her prodding a large piece of seasoned tofu, as the reporter alerted us to Harry and Meghan’s touchdown in Australia.


‘What a wonderful wife you are,’ I said, hugging her from behind. She wasn’t even a vegetarian, which made the tofu all the more adorable.


‘Aren’t I, just?’ she agreed, adding another pinch of salt. Neither of us cooked well, since I’d never had the opportunity to learn from my mother, who hated food, and Bella had a habit of not letting anyone into the kitchen because she often bought pre-prepared ingredients.


‘I forgive you for having a two-year affair,’ I said, plucking a piece of feta cheese from the Greek salad that was sitting on the counter and popping it into my mouth.


Clara gave my sticky fingers the side-eye. ‘Well, you know,’ she said. ‘It’s a passing thing.’


‘Marital life.’


We both laughed.


For the first few years that we lived together, Clara and I had done everything as a pair, from grocery shopping and cooking, to partying and being hungover. We had the same self-defeating humour and laughed our way through our early twenties. But the three years that had followed her meeting Ed at a wine tasting were different: she was seldom hungover because she hardly went to parties; she spent little time at home and when she was there, he was usually there too, which meant that the laughter in the flat had diminished because she seemed to be wary of cracking jokes in front of him.


I took two wine glasses out of the cupboard. ‘Glass of red?’


‘Not for me,’ she said, and a little note of disappointment chimed within me. Then she added, ‘Saving myself for tomorrow night.’


‘On a scale of one to ten, how excited are you?’ I asked, pouring a glass for myself regardless.


‘Ten and a half.’


‘Only half as excited as me, then,’ I said, holding out my glass to cheers. She clinked it with the end of her spatula. I went on, ‘So, I’ve booked a table from seven-thirty.’


‘Great, I’ll come straight after dinner.’


Dinner?


‘Where’s dinner?’ I asked, trying to quell any giveaway inflection of angst in my voice.


‘I don’t know. Ed’s booked somewhere. Just an early one, we’ll be done before nine.’


I wondered how long the dinner plan had been a thing for. I knew that it hadn’t just arisen. It was so very Clara to hold back disappointing news until the last minute, and then flippantly kamikaze you with it, as if that would make it less disappointing. I knew that saying anything other than ‘That will be lovely’ would make me a very psychotic best friend, but I did secretly hope that Ed might wake up the next morning with chronic diarrhoea.










CHAPTER 3


I went straight to the pub after work on Friday. Since we were now at an age where everyone’s jobs had become a whole lot more demanding than they had been a few years ago, I was there on my own for a good deal of time.


Omni was there, but she worked there, so she had a pretty good excuse. I didn’t have an excuse, except for the fact that I’d organized so many of the same goddamn events that I could pretty much do my job on autopilot: reconfirm guest list, reconfirm press attendance, sign off on menu and send out ROS or ‘run of show’. I could even boast a new avant-garde mixology team for this one. There you go, Dymfy. There was nothing more I could do, so I’d fabricated a Friday afternoon meeting to get me out of the office early. That’s what we all used to do, back in the days of limited professional responsibility.


‘I need to score action tonight,’ said Omni, while the Friday-nighters elbowed their way towards getting served. ‘I’ve got the horn,’ she added, surreptitiously sliding me a glass of white wine. On the rare occasions that I went on dates, this was my pub of choice, so that laissez-faire Omni – with her edgy nose ring and punchy T-shirt saying, ‘TIPS PLEASE’ – could slip me free glasses of wine to make me look cool.


‘Hey, tip lady,’ said a tall man, who could not be called anything but handsome, even though I hated him for calling her ‘tip lady’. He hovered over my shoulder with his iPhone in one hand and a pint of beer in the other.


‘You’ve already got a drink,’ Omni pointed out, as some liquid sloshed out of his glass onto my shoulder. ‘So, I’m guessing you want my number?’


What I absolutely loved was that I knew Omni was doing it for no other reason than to amuse me, which it did. She never cared whether or not she was embarrassing herself, which meant that she never would.


‘Actually, I just wondered if you can charge my phone,’ said the tall, handsome stranger.


Omni placed one hand on her hip and the other on the bar, leaning towards him like a 1950s pin-up girl, and everyone at the bar was suddenly staring at what a romance novelist would call her ‘ample bosom’. Her tits. ‘By my bed?’ she asked, with a mischievous glint in her eye.


Again, I loved it, because it was for me.


‘No, behind the bar,’ said the man, whom I now took to be a total bore.


She gave a fleeting flash of her trademark warm smile – she was normally very unintimidating, really – before resuming The Coquette. ‘What do I get if I charge your phone?’


‘You get to hold my phone,’ said the tall, handsome colossal bore.


‘I’ll come back to you,’ said Omni, dropping the act entirely. At that, I collapsed over the bar in a fit of tittering laughter.


Omni was Clara’s cousin, but you’d never know it because their personalities were opposite ends of the spectrum, and also, Omni’s father was Indonesian, so they looked like nothing of the same genealogy. What I most adored about Omni was that she didn’t work at the pub to support some creative venture like a singing career or CBD product line. She just really loved working there. It was all she wanted to do, and she excelled at it. I admired her for her absolute assuredness, while the rest of us all flailed around in a desperate panic to do more, be more and reach a very specific and ambitious point in our careers by the time we hit thirty. Tick tock, tick tock.


‘So. What’s new?’ she said, leaning towards me, ignoring everyone who was now demanding service from her.


For some reason, I had an urge to tell her about the not-so-avant-garde mixologist, but that seemed like underwhelming news considering that all he’d done was come in for a meeting. Instead, I said, ‘I’m in that space of mind where I don’t know when I’m going to have sex, ever again, in my life.’ I said it in a serious tone of voice because it was a serious matter. Since I’d been trying to steer clear of – while constantly thinking about – one particular person, I had lost the sense that the pursuit of intercourse with any other human being was an actual possibility.


‘That happens to me, sometimes,’ said Omni.


‘When does that ever happen to you?’


It had never happened.


‘Sometimes when there’s a lull, it turns into a dry patch—’


‘What’s a dry patch for you? How long?’


She shrugged. ‘A month.’


I gave her an I rest my case look. Then I glanced south and said, ‘It’s probably started moulding,’ not miserably, but secretly quite miserable about it. ‘Sometimes, I think I’ve had sex and then I realize I’m just thinking about a time I had a wank.’


Omni laughed in appreciation. ‘Why don’t you ask Dymfy to start a social media campaign? Hashtag resurrect Jax’s rotting fanny.’


I would have laughed, but as she said it, my peripherals caught sight of Fabian, Clara’s older brother, who had arrived just in time for an image of my corroding sex organs to be burned into his brain.


‘Hello, trouble,’ he said, with an accent and manner that would make you think he’d come right off an East London council estate.


I loved being called ‘trouble’. It made me feel girlish and naughty. The feminist in me could not reconcile why I felt that was a good thing.


With me taken care of, Omni slipped off back to work, leaving us alone.


‘Long time. Where’ve you been?’ said Fabian, and my heart edged towards my stomach. I was irrationally worried that for every event that Ed was at instead of me, a piece of me would be chipped out of their minds, until they virtually forgot who I was, despite the twenty years they’d known me for.


I reached for my go-to armour: ‘I’ve been chronically busy at work.’


Chronically?


‘Boyfriend?’ he asked, a twinkling smile in his eyes.


‘Don’t be ridiculous!’ I said, and he laughed his open-mouthed, cheeky cackle. I joined in, mimicking the laugh almost exactly.


Then I saw Tim walk through the door and my body tightened anxiously. Fabian was going to find Tim wildly unacceptable, and I always felt the need to impress him, which was a pre-existing condition from childhood, when he had seemed so much older and worldlier than us.


‘Evening,’ said Tim, arriving next to us with his hands in the pockets of a city slicker suit, which was finished with a novelty beer pint emoji tie.


‘Hi, Tim. Flying solo?’ I asked, a winking reminder of the fact that he’d only been invited because he was Alice’s boyfriend.


‘Yeah, best way to be,’ he said, looking at Fabian in the hope of basic masculine complicity. Tim still lived in tribute to his halcyon days of single lad life, though we all knew he was as firmly pressed under Alice’s thumb as one could be. He added, ‘Alice is outside, on a work call,’ with a jeer in his voice on the words ‘work call’.


Fabian held out his hand. ‘Hello, mate, I’m Fabian.’


‘Tim,’ he said, offering a limp hand in return. That was as far as the exchange went. I was already panicking about whether or not everyone was having a good time.


‘Did you watch the footie today?’ asked Tim. Predictable though it was, at least it was something that Fabian could relate to, which eased my discomfort a little. But as they conversed animatedly about teams and players, I kept thinking, Why doesn’t he at least take off that tie?


Eventually, Alice strode in – the only person I knew who could stride, not squeeze, her way through a crowded pub – brisk and tight-jawed.


‘The longest five minutes known to man!’ whined Tim.


‘When did time-keeping become your forte?’ said Alice, throwing every inch of her glossy hair behind her shoulder with a gentle toss off the head.


I wanted to say something along the lines of ‘touché’, though I couldn’t think of anything less cliché that had the same effect, but it didn’t matter because—


‘Touché!’ bellowed Tim.


Alice ignored him and leant over to brush my jaw with hers, which was her personal equivalent of a massive hug. She smelt like expensive figs.


‘How are you?’ I grabbed her cold hand and hung onto it, because an air kiss just wasn’t enough for me sometimes.


‘Not great,’ she said, retrieving her hand to wave at Omni, indicating an intense need for a drink. ‘Had my coil reinserted this morning.’


‘Keep that to yourself, why don’t you?’ said Tim, thinking he was being funny, when actually, in my mind, there was nothing less attractive than men who couldn’t talk about cervical implants or periods.


‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ said Alice, balancing tall on her high-heeled leather boots. ‘I forgot that you’d never had a metal claw shoved nine inches up your vagina so that some idiot can shoot his load off into your womb once a week. I’ll keep it from your delicate ears next time.’ She delivered the whole thing like she was in the middle of a business proposal.


‘Someone woke up on the wrong side of their single bed today,’ said Tim.


Alice stared at him like he was a halfwit (which he may well have been) and said, ‘We woke up together.’


‘Yeah, it’s a joke,’ he responded feebly.


‘Take off your tie,’ she snapped. Thank God.


I met Alice at the age of sixteen, when we were both waitressing at a corporate event. After spending two straight hours ferrying silver trays of champagne in and out of the kitchen for stockbrokers who were full of lewd jibes and exaggerated glances down our shirts, Alice turned to me with a full tray and said, ‘Shall I do it?’


‘Do what?’ I had responded.


Without another word, she flipped the tray over, and every glass went crashing loudly to the floor, a tsunami of fizz exploding around our feet. Alice shrugged, turned around and walked straight off. I’d decided then and there to make her one of my closest friends. She invited me to her parents’ house one night for crudités and cigarettes – which I found utterly chic – and I’d brought Clara and Omni along. Omni had made her laugh with tales of misbehaviour, while Clara had sat hunched at the end of the sofa, her shyness manifesting as rudeness, to the point where Alice had asked, ‘What is the matter with your friend?’ right in front of her. But, as tended to happen, Clara gradually bonded with Alice by delving deep into her soul late one night. It was the usual pattern: I found friends for us, caught them with a net, and Clara swallowed them whole. Soon, we were a tight-knit foursome.


In those days, Alice used to dress in head-to-toe high street that she somehow managed to make look like Chanel. Now she actually wore Chanel, thanks to the six-figure salary that she’d negotiated herself at a global political PR firm. She’d met Tim at a wedding. He was the good-looking best man who had vowed in his speech that he’d never settle down. Alice, ever competitive, saw a challenge and went for it. We still all wondered if she was attracted to anything more than that.


As more friends arrived at the pub for Clara’s birthday, we moved onto the table that I’d reserved and ordered round after round of drinks. Nine o’clock came and went. So did nine-thirty and nine-forty-five. At ten o’clock, Clara finally walked in, holding Ed’s hand. She had a look about her. It was a look that sat somewhere between excited and… Was it smug?


Before she had even reached the table, I knew.


My eyes darted towards her hand. She was holding it palm up, hiding what was sure to be a fuck-off diamond.


‘Sorry, we’re late,’ she said, sweet and unobtrusive.


I smiled through the anxious pounding in my chest and opened my arms to her. She hugged me with one arm, keeping the elusive overturned hand close to her side. I wished she would just come out and say it, but instead, she hugged Omni in exactly the same way, and then Alice, and then Fabian, and then everyone else. After she’d one-arm squeezed every last person, she sighed loudly, pulling her lips into the widest of smiles, her perfectly white top and bottom teeth gnashing together. Everyone waited, as if she were about to give a speech. I guessed that they were all thinking the same as me, though probably with a far less intense background dialogue.


‘We have some news…’ she finally said, her eyes glinting at Ed. He held his hands out in presentation of her and gave an awkward nod of the head.


Clara’s forearm shot up, like she was a marionette whose string had just been yanked, and the eager audience were finally allowed to feast their eyes on a rock that seemed absurdly large for such a dainty hand. Like every actor’s – or puppet’s – dream, we were engaged, responsive and present. We made all the right sounds – squeals, gasps, ‘Fuck off’s!’ – and the right gestures – clapping, flapping, groping.


In the middle of it all, Clara clasped my wrist and said, ‘I didn’t expect it at all.’


‘I did,’ I said.


I didn’t.


‘Really?’ she said, turning to face me full on.


‘I had a feeling.’


I hadn’t.


Sternly, I told myself that I was nothing but happy for my best friend, who was literally glowing with joy, while a big red question mark over my home life and security started to flash away in my brain. And then, even though Clara had just hugged every single person there, she was doing the rounds again. While that was happening, I saw Alice polish off her signature vodka on the rocks – ‘Chic!’ I always said when she ordered it – in three long gulps. I wished that I, too, had a strong drink to hand.


Fabian gave Ed a distant pat on the back. They couldn’t have been more different if they tried, and their evident lack of camaraderie made me feel a bit better about Ed having monopolized the role of Clara’s other half. You’re no me, Edward. Clara thrust the ring in front of Fabian’s face pointedly. I assumed the gesture said, Fuck you, now I’m the one leaving, to her brother, who had always had a habit of running away from reality. Whether it was into his room, into a K hole, or off to New York – though he couldn’t sustain himself there for long – Fabian had always been somewhere else when any of their many family dramas ensued.


Ed loitered behind them, with flushed cheeks. He had a slim scarf looped around his neck, hanging equal lengths on both sides. It reminded me of when he’d first asked Clara on a date, and she’d sent me a screenshot of his profile photo – in which he was sporting a similar look – that she’d captioned, ‘Favours a scarf [laughing face emoji]’. Back then, I hadn’t for one second thought that the date would ever progress into something serious. I’d started to suspect that she really liked him when she’d said, ‘He lives in Wimbledon. It’s actually very easy to get to.’ Wimbledon may have been lovely, but it sure as hell was not easy to get to from Canonbury. Or anywhere.


‘We need a celebratory round. Tequila shots, on me!’ I declared. It was nearly the end of the month and I had no money, but that was what credit cards were for. Generosity emergencies. Ed may have bought a whopping great rock and a Michelin-star dinner, but he’d never buy a round of shots for the gang. I started doing a headcount, out loud.


‘Just half a pint for me, please,’ said Ed, in his trademark tone that resembled a middle-aged politician trying to avoid a tricky question from a member of the press.


‘Oh yeah, me too,’ said Fabian, mischievously. He caught my eye and we both laughed, conspiratorially teasing. Whenever Ed came out with Clara’s friends, he was all, ‘I’ll have half a pint, I’m taking it easy these days.’ But a night out with his pals from the Nottingham Uni hockey team and Clara’s phone would be inundated with videos – from people with names like Swigger and El Legendo – of a half-naked Ed singing ‘Jerusalem’ or stealing phallic road traffic equipment to do God knows what with. (‘So gauche,’ Alice would always say, which Clara would always ignore.)


I felt a dip in my stomach as I paid for the shots that added an extra figure onto my already worrisome credit card debt. Then I handed them around with a smile. When I came to Clara, I saw Ed flickering his eyes between her and the little glass. She and I clinked our glasses together. I threw the shot back, feeling it burn through my throat and chest. When I slammed it down on the table, I noticed that Clara had only had a tiny sip of hers. There was a look on Ed’s face that I could have sworn was triumphant.


On Ed’s advice, Clara had become wary of drinking too much, because when she got drunk, she wasn’t just drunk like the rest of us were. She was old-school, falling-off-chairs, skirt-over-her-head – or someone else’s head – wasted. Those times were my absolute favourite. I remembered how she’d danced on the table at her mother’s fiftieth birthday, surrounded by the Gipsy Kings singing ‘Bamboleo’. I remembered how she’d fallen over laughing when one of the guests said, loudly, ‘Blonde girls should not flamenco dance!’ I remembered her lying on the floor outside a nightclub in Ibiza, insisting that she was already in bed. I remembered the time she fell in the Princess Diana Memorial.


All that was when we were 24-year old spring chickens. Before life was serious. Before life was Ed.





I had expected Clara to stay out late that night and bask in the congratulatory excitement, but neither of them could wait to get out of that pub and back to his flat, which was no longer as far away as Wimbledon. As anxious as her news had made me, it was heart-warming to see how much the two of them wanted nothing but to be alone in each other’s company.


I walked them out to their Uber. While Ed fussed around trying to find the driver, Clara turned to me and touched her fingers to my elbow.


‘You’ll be my maid of honour,’ she said. ‘If that’s OK?’


I almost smiled, but then shocked both of us when the smile turned into a whimper of sorts. Clara laughed and flung her arms around my neck. I rested my chin on her shoulder and my eyes prickled with tears, as the ring on her finger glistened under the streetlight. It wasn’t simply that she had chosen me to be her maid of honour. The usual Clara thing to do would have been to forget to ask me every time we were together, and then drop it into a text message when she was sure we wouldn’t see each other for a few days, to avoid getting too sentimental. Perhaps she was a little drunk, after all.


‘You’ll be a great maid of honour,’ she said, releasing her grip on me.


‘And you’ll be such a perfect bride.’


The Uber arrived and a flustered Ed gave me a hasty double kiss goodbye, before sweeping Clara away. I stood with my hands grasping onto opposite elbows and watched the car get smaller and smaller until it disappeared around a corner.


I checked my phone for the first time all night. The mixologist had confirmed his arrival time for the book launch and informed me how excited he and the team were, punctuated with a grinning face emoji. I smiled to myself, amused, since I thought that all men hated emojis. That was a thing, right?


The door of the pub opened, and Alice emerged, bundled in a cream shearling coat, followed by Tim.


‘Are you leaving?’ I asked, hoping that she was coming out for a cigarette, or to put Tim into a car alone.


But she nodded. ‘Coil drama,’ she said, which I took to mean, Tim drama. She added a sincere, ‘Sorry, Jax.’


‘Don’t apologise!’ I said, receiving her air kiss.


‘I’ll call you tomorrow, to discuss,’ she said, with raised eyebrows.


‘Yes, we need to discuss.’ I was relieved that I was not the only one who felt something other than pure excitement at Clara’s news. Or maybe she meant that she wanted to discuss her coil drama. As they walked off, Tim reached out to put his arm around her and she shoved him off.


At least I still have Omni, I thought, until I went inside to find her sitting knee to knee with the tall, handsome out-of-battery-iPhone bore. They were about to have a fuck fest. I could always tell. And you know what? Truth be told, bore or no bore, I was a little jealous.


Fabian was still sitting at our table, buried deep in his iPhone, and I knew that he’d be off somewhere else. I also knew that that somewhere else would involve drugs, and I didn’t want to take those. Regardless, I walked over to ask, ‘What are you doing now then?’


‘Finding a party,’ he said, without looking up, or pronouncing the ‘T’ in party. ‘You coming?’


‘Depends whose party. And how old they are,’ I said, because Fabian was somewhat known for being the oldest person at a party full of Gen Z’s.


‘Don’t be ageist,’ he said.


‘Why not? Everyone else is.’


‘I’m not. I’m always flexible.’


‘Downwardly flexible,’ I quipped.


He laughed, and said, ‘As are you, I’ve heard,’ clearly referring to something dirtier than age. Fabian was best friends with Too-Fucked-To-Fuck, whose real name was Leo. I’d met him a few years back, at a day rave that Fabian had organized with a DJ who went by the name of ‘Matcha Latte Peng’.


Fabian’s phone started ringing and he answered with, ‘Yo.’ I thought I might try answering my phone like that one day. He said the word ‘Bruv’ a few times as he extracted the address of a house party in West London that was sure to be crawling with his Gen Z friends. I knew that I’d regret my decision to go when I was on my way home in a 45-minute, 1.8 x surcharge Uber, with some child in a bucket hat and a diagonally slung bum bag. But all my pals were otherwise engaged, and I wasn’t ready to go home to dwell on my troublesome abandonment issues alone.


‘We’ll see you there, me and Jax,’ said Fabian, and I guessed that it had been decided for me. And then I heard him say the words, ‘No, Leo’s working tonight.’


I didn’t look up, or in any way let on to the fact that those three words had sent my mind straight down a mucky rabbit hole.


If Leo was working, it meant that if I were to – hypothetically – WhatsApp him, I wouldn’t be disturbing him on a date, or at some epic party. There was so little chance of rejection when Leo was working. Unless, of course, he’d met someone at work. But the odds were low. Where exactly he did meet any of the 101 women he seemed to have had flings with, I had no idea, because he was virtually impossible to casually run into. And the bonus was that, when Leo was working, he probably wasn’t too fucked to fuck.


‘I’m actually going to call it,’ I said, as Fabian tapped an address into the Uber app. ‘As much as I’d love to rub shoulders with well-to-do ketamine addicts.’


‘Suit yourself, Tinkerbell,’ he said, chuckling and rubbing the top of my head with his knuckles, far less disappointed than I’d hoped. Tinkerbell was a nickname that his father had given me when we were children. I had always liked the nickname, thinking of myself as a tiny fairy with a huge personality, until I realized that it was a pop psychology term used to group all women of a certain size with a certain amount of ambition into one demeaning category.


Surreptitiously, I took out my phone and opened a message to Leo. The last messages between us had been four months before, after a night spent drinking tequilas at Slim Jim’s, a grubby bar down the road from my flat where we knew that we wouldn’t run into anyone (though our fling wasn’t a secret, we didn’t flaunt it openly in the realm of our everyday lives) and then had a sleepover after which I’d started to realize that my feelings for this casual fling had started to simmer into something that resembled… well, I couldn’t stop thinking about him.


That was a problem considering I had always known Leo was not the person that I should be pursuing anything more than ‘casual’ with.


That was when my fuckless days began.


I held my thumbs over the mini keypad and rapidly resurrected the thread.




Me:


Hi lovey how are you? What you up to tonight? X





My finger lingered over the send button.


I had been clean of him for four months and, every day, I thought of him a little less. Yes, there were times when I wanted to share an inside joke, or even a deeply personal revelation, since our casual fling was 50 per cent drunk sex, 50 per cent drunk therapy. And there were still certain triggers that made me want to call him, such as sex scenes in movies, or seeing myself naked in the mirror. But his actual physical presence would surely take me straight down a mud slide and land me back at square one of my emotional assault course. The alternative was returning home drunk – and therefore horny – to the flat that belonged to Clara, wondering how many weeks, or days, I had left to live with my best friend and how many rodents I’d have to share my next place with.


I hit send.


Then I pulled a third stool – or wheel – up to Omni’s table, placing myself closer to her than was necessary and as far away from iPhone guy as was possible. Omni draped an arm over my shoulders. ‘Jax, this is Will. He was just telling me about his favourite book,’ she said, with a wink in her voice that said, Wait for it.


‘Which book is that?’ I asked, mimicking her tone.


‘The Magus,’ said iPhone guy, who disappointingly now had a name.


Beneath the table, Omni pinched my thigh and I grabbed hold of her finger. We had always joked that the reason we both refused to go on dating apps was that we didn’t want to waste any of the precious nights of our twenties – or liver damage – in some concept cocktail bar with a pseudo-intellectual whose favourite book would no doubt be The Magus.


‘Interesting choice,’ I said. ‘What do you like about it?’


‘Well, it’s about a young Oxford graduate with a powerful addiction to women—’


‘I know what it’s about,’ I cut in. ‘But why is it your favourite book?’


‘Have you read it?’ he asked doubtfully.


‘Of course she’s read it!’ Omni jumped in defensively. ‘She’s got a bloody double first in English Lit. She’s read more books than anyone I know.’


‘Oh. Well done,’ he said, suitably patronizing. ‘It’s the complex interplay and deconstruction of gender roles that fascinates me.’ I was certain he’d lifted that right out of someone else’s academic paper. ‘And the way the author examines the validity of the novel.’ As the plagiarism went on and on, I checked my phone, rereading the message I’d sent. I suddenly felt paranoid about the word ‘lovey’, which I had previously thought sounded lackadaisical-cool, but on a second read, sounded more like a senior citizen trying to strike up a chat on the bus.


‘I really related to the main character in a lot of ways,’ was how Mr iPhone – now Mr Magus – finished his review. He clearly had no idea it featured a nasty misogynist as its protagonist.


Omni smiled, then gave me a quick glance of, Can you believe this guy? I knew she’d still sleep with him though. That’s why she was the only person I’d be able to tell if I ended up seeing Leo.


If I told Clara, she’d say, ‘Why? Why are you doing it to yourself?’


Why?


Because I feel anxious and lonely and need someone to either fuck the shit out of me or give me a cuddle.


Suddenly, my phone lit up in my lap. It was him.




Leo:


I’m just finishing work. I think I’ll be done in an hour so let me know what your plan is if you’re out and about? X





Feeling a swell of satisfaction that ballooned over any reservations I’d had, I typed out a response. I wasn’t in the mood to play it cool by waiting half an hour to reply. Tick tock, tick tock.




Me:


Ok cool. I’m out still but not sure how long I’ll last. Let me know when you’re heading back x





Not a bad idea to lay a bit of pressure on, I thought, given that the ball was creeping into my court: the kiss at the end of the message, the appeal to let him know what I was doing.


‘I’m off,’ I said, leaning over to kiss Omni on the cheek. I’d tell her about Leo in the morning, in case she did try to talk sense into me. I took a cigarette from her before I left and smoked it on the way home, walking to kill time. It was rare that I smoked alone these days, having given up cigarettes for a Juul, and subsequently having found ‘Juul’ too annoying a word to keep saying, therefore deciding to compromise at social smoking only.


By the time I arrived home, I was still short of a response to my message. A tremble of panic crept through me. What if he didn’t actually come? Thinking you were going to have sex and then not having sex was the biggest aphrodisiac, which also made it a catalyst for slow-burn insanity. It would make for a troublesome end to the evening, given my already delicate mental state.


I decided to give him a nudge.




Me:


Home now and suddenly v awake





Translation: I’m on great form and up for fucking all night long. He understood me perfectly.




Leo:


I’m leaving now.


You can come to mine if you like?





I couldn’t go to his flat. He had no living room. It served to remind me that the type of man I was attracted to was the type of man who lived from kitchen to bedroom.




Me:


I’m home already and don’t want to go out again but come here if you want


Leo:


Shall I ring the doorbell?


Don’t wanna wake anyone





I understood that he was trying to figure out if Clara was home or not. Clara didn’t like anyone to smoke inside when she was around, and Leo smoked far too much to keep going outside, especially in the winter. I clarified my state of aloneness in the flat.




Leo:


Ok cool I’m gonna come





There was no going back from this odd decision of mine now. Rallied by his compliance, I added a request.




Me:


Please bring ciggies [image: Image]


Leo:


Ok!





Feeling giddy with the prospect of actual real-life sex, even if it was with someone that I’d actively been trying not to have sex with, I poured myself a glass of red wine – the wine that I had bought for Clara and I – touched up my make-up, tweezed a few black hairs from around my nipples, set the living-room lights to the perfect brightness, lit one candle – any more would look creepy – and put on a Spotify playlist entitled ‘Smooth Operators’. That was me, a smooth operator. I didn’t change out of my jeans and fake Gucci T-shirt combo, because I liked the idea of appearing to have made no effort at all. That’s what you did when you wanted to keep things casual, right? That’s what you did when you didn’t want to fall into a place of Can’t Stop Thinking About Him.


By the time the doorbell rang, I’d already finished one glass of wine and quickly poured myself another before buzzing him in. I reset the playlist to the beginning so that he didn’t miss Marvin Gaye, and stood at the door to the flat, waiting. Seconds later, Leo emerged from the darkness of the stairwell, a beacon of colour. Beneath his coat, I could see that he was wearing pink jeans and a floral shirt unbuttoned to mid-chest, looking just as delicious as he had the last time I’d seen him.


‘Hello,’ I said, smiling against the doorframe, like, Oh God, can you believe we’re back to this again?


‘Hey, darling,’ he said, in his Transatlantic accent – part Argentinian, part American residing in London – swooping to kiss me on the cheek. With just that, I remembered why I loved seeing him so much. Even though we both knew it was never going to be anything but casual for an array of reasons – namely that he was a drug addict and a sex addict, who seemed to habitually Houdini, and that I had enough problems with emotional availability as it was – he was never afraid of the minor intimacies. He didn’t worry that calling me ‘darling’, or cuddling through the night, or getting breakfast in the morning would make me think that we were about to get married.


‘Here, I brought this for you,’ he said, handing me a half empty bottle of wine.


‘God, you spoil me!’


‘Don’t ever forget it,’ he laughed, ducking to follow me into the flat. He was 6ft 4 and about an inch wide, with stubble that was usually overgrown. Omni called him The Bean. ‘It smells of you in here,’ he said, as I led him to the sofa, all smug about my living room.


‘Because I live here,’ I said, although I was actually stupidly flattered that he’d retained a sensual memory of my aroma. I added, ‘Not for long, though.’


‘Are you moving out?’


I turned to him with my thumbs tucked into my jean pockets. ‘Clara got engaged.’


His face dropped and he quickly pulled me into a hug. I was touched that he not only knew me well enough to know that I was feeling on edge about losing my best friend and home all in one day, but that he cared enough for his face to display shock so automatically, as if he were feeling my pain for me. I pressed my face into the grizzle of hairs on his chest. He smelt lewd and filthy, like someone who’d been on too many benders in his life. His scent reminded me of the first time we’d met, at Fabian’s Matcha Latte Peng day rave. When we’d first got chatting, Leo had told me that he was about to go for a tantric massage. He ended up sacking it off and staying at the rave to watch the Chemical Brothers with me. Something about being a better option than a tantric massage had turned me on. It didn’t occur to me at the time that he may actually have stayed for the Chemical Brothers.


‘Have you been working lots?’ I asked.


‘Almost every night.’


Leo had saved up enough money to start an app, then got excited by the popularity of Bitcoin, which he thought would make him a millionaire but had instead lost him his whole fund in one go. He’d never had the inclination to start again, and instead worked as a manager at a restaurant owned by a friend of Bella’s and Derrick’s.


‘Did you bring ciggies?’ I asked.


‘Of course.’ He pulled two packets from of his pocket: Marlboro Gold for me, Marlboro Reds for himself. Clara always knew when he’d been over because of the smell. (‘How can anyone below the age of sixty-five still think it’s a good idea to smoke reds?’ she always asked with disdain.)


‘Fabulous,’ I said, pulling the plastic off the packet with my teeth while using my other hand to pour him a glass of wine. Dexterous, aren’t I?


‘You look well, darling,’ he said.


Well.


‘So do you. You look like you’ve been…’ I was going to say ‘on holiday’, then I realized that he was actually paler than usual.


‘Stuck indoors?’ he finished the sentence for me.


‘No, you look like you’ve been working out.’ I tried to save it, although he’d never worked out in his life. ‘You look great.’


I handed him the glass and sat down on the sofa, casually, seemingly disinterested in whether he wanted to join me or not. Of course, that meant that he did join me and we immediately launched into a conversation about global warming, woke culture and our favourite pubs of the moment, like two best friends who hadn’t seen each other for far too long. Eventually, he pierced into that friendly dynamic by rubbing the side of my thigh affectionately, back and forth, back and forth. My God, it felt a joy to be touched, even through the thick fabric of my jeans. That touch was all it took for the polite conversation to dissolve. Next thing, I was straddling him on the sofa, as our lips rolled over one another’s and his hands went sightseeing beneath my T-shirt.


‘How come you stopped calling?’ he asked, not exactly sounding hurt by it, just curious. Ego.


‘Why do you think?’ I asked.


‘You fell in love with someone else?’


‘A likely story,’ I rolled my eyes. ‘I just didn’t think what we were doing was healthy.’


‘Mmm, well, you know I’ve never been into all this wellness crap,’ he said, cupping my jaw with his palms.


I added, ‘And anyway, you haven’t exactly been calling me.’


‘I’ve always left it to you.’


‘Why?’


‘You’re in charge,’ he said, and it made us both smile humorously. Suddenly, it felt like we were very in tune with one another.


‘Are you dating anyone?’ I asked, as nonchalantly as if he were a totally platonic friend.


He laughed. ‘I’m not a dater.’


‘Are you sleeping with anyone, is what I really mean.’


He responded with absolute conviction, ‘Only you, darling.’


‘Hardly!’ I said with a snort of laughter.


‘I’ve just been laying low, really,’ he added, moving my hair across my clavicle and over my shoulder, one side and then the other. ‘I’ve been working hard and haven’t been going out that much.’


Whether I believed him or not, I liked the idea that when I’d been stressing over the thought of him in a playground of obliging women, he’d actually been sitting quietly in his kitchen or bedroom, thinking about the last time he’d had sex with me. Turned on by it, I went in for a long plunging kiss to put a full stop on the conversation. He hooked his long fingers underneath the crook of my bottom and stood up, taking me with him. I wrapped my legs around his slim hips, hitching one foot onto the other, so that I was fastened to him like a belt.
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