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‘Heart-warming, funny and so relatable. This book made me want to cling to my life-long friendships – and listen to Fleetwood Mac.’

Laura Dockrill, author of I Love You, I Love You, I Love You

‘A smart, perceptive take on Millennial womanhood, That Time Everything Was on Fire tackles the classic “stuff of life” in all its modern messiness. Spending time with the characters – in their hope, uncertainty and banter – was like being amongst friends.’

Gabrielle Griffiths, author of Greater Sins

‘Relatable for every stage of your thirties – both joyfully and painfully. Every character is so richly drawn I feel like I know them – I’ve been to the pub with these girls, been through their break-ups, arguments and reconciliations. A must-read full of heart, especially if you’re this age and worrying that you’re the only one who hasn’t got it all figured out yet.’

Stephanie Steel, author of The Train from Platform 2

‘Sharp and observant, warm and touching. Downes moves skilfully and empathetically across her characters’ turbulent and relatable lives. A soulful, sensitive read.’

Bonnie Burke-Patel, author of Dead as Gold

‘This book is for any woman who is, has been, or will be, in her thirties, or anyone who knows one. That Time Everything Was on Fire is an assured and clever debut about lives pulled in different directions, about hope and expectation, and the friendships that both weather life changes and sustain us through them. With brilliant characterisation and compelling plot lines, Kerry Downes grabbed hold of my heart. I laughed. I cried. I loved it.’

Kate Kemp, author of The Grapevine
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summer


Sam

‘Enough Prosecco – it’s time for whisky!’ Daisy cupped her hand around her mouth to project her voice to their two friends heading to the bar.

Imo, the taller of the two retreating figures, turned around and flicked her thumb upwards to acknowledge the order.

Sam turned to Daisy on the bench beside her and, squashing her cheeks with both hands, said, ‘It’s never time for whisky.’

‘They’ll get you gin, mate; no one’s forcing whisky on the bride.’

She looked at Daisy, considering this for a moment. ‘Imagine a universe where I was cool enough to order a whisky on the rocks.’ She shook her head in disbelief. ‘Sexy as fuck.’

Daisy laughed. ‘You’re legitimately the coolest person I know, and no one says on the rocks.’

‘James Bond does.’

 There was a pause as they stared at each other.

‘No, you’re right, no one says that,’ Sam concluded. She drained the remnants of her Prosecco, eyeing the empty glass with suspicion.

The two of them leant back against the wooden bench and gazed across the garden at the rest of the party, whirling under the festoon lights. Darkness was setting in, making the tired garden at the back of their beloved local pub look more magical than it deserved. They watched Sam’s uncle twirling her cousin a little too enthusiastically on the dance floor as the sound system pumped out a recent hit. Sam bobbed her head along to the beat while Daisy looked on, the song clearly unknown to her.

‘Still waiting for my Fleetwood Mac request,’ Daisy said, strumming her fingers on the arm of the bench with faux irritation.

It was a deliberate gesture to their countless nights out together where, to Sam’s amusement, the latest music was always lost on Daisy. Sam felt a wave of adoration for her friend and their shared history, a regular sentiment alongside grand-scale drinking – stronger, of course, today of all days. Repositioning herself, she shifted sideways on the bench and lifted her legs over Daisy’s lap, lightly at first, as if seeking permission. Daisy adjusted the silk of Sam’s gown over her knees, ensuring it didn’t drape onto the floor. Pastel blue in colour – Sam had always known she’d never wear white; it didn’t suit her pale complexion or fit with her alternative style, generally bright colours and vintage pieces, with a particular affinity for early Nineties sportswear. Plus, she’d paid about a quarter of the price of a traditional gown, purely because hers wasn’t the colour of an elephant tusk.

‘Mate …’ Sam gasped, gripping her friend’s tanned forearm, ‘… your speech! It was truly brilliant.’

Daisy’s speech had won the loudest applause of the night, rousing heckling cheers from all the women in the room by rejecting the outdated traditional titles: being introduced as the best woman and toasting the bridesmates. She’d also outlined a self-deprecating comparison of the best man and woman’s friendship credentials. Marvin’s best man was his oldest friend, James, an impossibly good-looking and overachieving army sergeant who unknowingly made everyone around him feel inferior, and Daisy’s speech had climaxed with a satirical roast of her competitor, eventually declaring a toast to ‘the distinctly average man’.

‘Do you really think?’ Daisy asked, a smile creeping onto her lips. ‘I’m so glad it went down well. Yours though—’

‘I don’t know …’ Sam interrupted, sensing a compliment and feeling undeserving of it.

‘No, honestly, it was magnificent.’

 Sam smiled at the choice of adjective; Daisy often came out with words that didn’t quite fit their generation, a result of her academic parents not diluting their vocabulary when she was young. It had been more apparent when they’d first met, aged eighteen – clearly Sam’s generic use of language had permeated her friend over the years.

‘Well, I think I might have overdone the Dutch courage part. Could you tell? Was I slurring?’

‘No, definitely not.’

 Sam didn’t believe her but appreciated the committed delivery of the lie. ‘Oh, and James is into you, by the way.’

Daisy frowned.

 ‘I’m telling you,’ Sam continued, ‘the way to a cocky man’s heart is apparently to publicly shame him: he’s been staring at you for the last two hours.’

‘What?’ Daisy glanced around, unable to place him. ‘There’s no way that’s true.’ She slumped back against the bench. ‘He’ll go for girls from the home counties with double-barrelled names and floral tea dresses that show a bit of boob – your classic feminine with a whiff of sex and the possibility of horse riding the next morning.’ She looked down at herself. ‘I’m way too lanky and loud for him.’

‘You’re not loud or lanky; you just said that for the alliteration.’

‘Fine, opinionated and gangly, then.’

Daisy was five foot ten with broad swimmer’s shoulders and endless angular limbs, and she enjoyed a hearty debate. There was something almost masculine about the unapologetic way that she spoke and held herself, at odds with her long blonde hair and heart-shaped face, as though she’d escaped the pressure to play up to a feminine ideal of how to conduct oneself. Men tended to be intimidated or confused by her, and people generally assumed she possessed an unwavering confidence, but Sam knew that Daisy could be as unsure as the next person, particularly when it came to dating.

‘You’re more solid than gangly,’ Sam said.

 ‘Oh, and solidity is what James looks for in a lover, is it? Anyway, the best man and woman getting together would be beyond cliché.’

‘It would be amazing!’ cried Sam, who’d secretly always hoped this might happen. ‘He’s got a bit of that army arrogance going on, but he is a nice guy. Plus’ – she smirked as though recovering a secret – ‘you’d look weirdly good together, kind of like those couples who look like brother and sister.’

‘Gross!’ Daisy laughed, unable to deny their matching sandy blonde hair. She reached over to fix a wayward piece of Sam’s hair, repositioning a kirby grip, then tilted her head backwards to survey the braided crown she’d intricately plaited and pinned into place that morning. ‘You know, I’m pretty proud: it’s still perfectly intact ten hours in.’

‘Is it?’ Sam patted her hair to feel the evidence, as though something unknown was stuck to the back of her head.

The action tickled Daisy, and she started laughing, or perhaps it was Sam’s now undeniably slurred words which did the trick.

‘What?’ Sam joined her in laughter.

 Reaching down for the tobacco tin in her handbag, Daisy said, ‘I can’t believe you’re fucking married,’ seemingly in awe of how grown-up they were. ‘Has it been the best day ever?’

Sam beamed back at her, raising her shoulders up towards her ears for a second. ‘I know. Yeah, like actually the best. I didn’t think it would be this good.’ Sam’s eyes found her new husband on the dance floor across the garden, his right arm extended to the sky as his hand bounced to the beat. ‘Big fan of marriage, so far.’

‘You’re not changing your mind about taking his name, are you?’

‘God no! Samantha Thompson? Bore off.’

 ‘Thompson’s fine, but it must feel nice keeping your dad’s name?’

Sam folded her arms, and her voice came out small when she said, ‘Exactly.’ She glanced back to the dancers and made an effort to return to an upbeat tone when she said, ‘Marriage feels … nice; zero regrets six hours in.’

‘Nice? Calm down, you might convince me at this rate.’ Daisy had always declared that she didn’t want to get married but had become more vehement about the idea following a painful break-up a few years ago – as though an aversion to the institution acted as a protective film of some sort.

Buoyed by alcohol, Sam said, ‘I think you’ll change your mind eventually. You’ll have a cool whimsical wedding on the Yorkshire Moors where you’ll casually arrive on a white stallion, swigging whisky in a dress made out of feathers.’

Daisy looked down, concentrating on the cigarette she was rolling. There was a pause before she replied, ‘That’s what married people say.’

‘What, the stallion part?’

 Her smile at this retort was weak.

‘Joking,’ Sam added. ‘You’re right; I’m sorry. I fully support your not partaking in matrimony.’

Daisy looked back at her and gave a brief lopsided smile of acceptance. She licked the paper of her cigarette, lit it, and took a cautious first drag. ‘That does sound like a fucking cool wedding though.’

They spotted Imo and Jas approaching in their coordinated rust-coloured dresses, drinks in hands. Jas, a good eight inches smaller than Imo, bounced up the steps and reached the bench first. Her long black hair billowed behind her shoulders, loosely tonged.

‘Sorry we took ages; we got chatting to Marvin’s sister.’

Imo reached them and passed the drinks over. ‘Whisky on the rocks for you, D.’

Hearing this, Sam raised her eyebrows at Daisy: you see.

‘And Sam, we panic-bought and got you a Pornstar Martini.’ She passed the extravagant orange cocktail over.

‘Great choice.’ Sam accepted the glass gladly. ‘Very blushing bride.’

‘I’m still so impressed that you wore trainers,’ said Jas, sitting down next to Daisy and delicately positioning herself under Sam’s shoes, the soles contrastingly blackened from just one day of Brixton’s streets.

Imo squeezed in next to her at the other end, the only position to escape leg-supporting duty.

‘It’s nice to have us four together,’ Jas said. ‘I was imagining it’d be so busy, there wouldn’t be time for just us.’

‘But this is the best bit,’ Sam said, looking across at them all sentimentally. ‘The fucking best bit.’ The three of them stared back at her with amusement, and Sam suspected her faint Scouse accent was showing itself more proudly than usual after many hours of drinking. She raised her glass, the orange liquid shimmering in the evening light. ‘To the bridesmates!’

‘The bridesmates!’ the other three said in unison, clinking glasses with fittingly joyous faces.

However, before any of them had a chance to take a sip, Sam added, ‘But promise me everything’s not going to change,’ drawing out the last word for heavy emphasis.

The three of them looked back at her, glasses held mid-air.

‘I’m worried that soon we’ll all be living in different places, having babies – some of us, anyway – and we won’t have any time to see each other.’ Sam had always hated change.

‘Wait, wait, wait …’ Daisy raised her hand in the air to amplify her point. ‘Jas and I are still going to be living down the road from you in Clapham; Imo has lived in Putney for three years now. And you’re the only one who’s mad enough to be attempting procreation. We’re only thirty, for Christ’s sake!’

‘Twenty-nine actually,’ Imo corrected, raising her glass to no one in particular, a silent toast to her youth.

Daisy narrowed her eyes in Imo’s direction. ‘How are you so successful for an August-born by the way?’

‘Plagiarism, my dear.’

 Ignoring their side conversation, Sam continued, ‘You’re right, and I’ve always looked forward to my thirties – I think it’s going to be our best decade.’

Daisy snorted in disbelief. ‘D’you know how Jemima describes her thirties?’ Daisy had always called her parents by their first names, something her mum apparently insisted on.

‘The best years of her life?’ said Sam, hopeful.

 ‘Nope.’ Daisy shook her head. ‘That time everything was on fire.’

‘Fire in a good way?’ Jas asked, though they all knew from Daisy’s tone that this wasn’t the case.

‘Well, she was probably raising you three tossers while trying to keep her career,’ said Imo.

‘I think things are different now,’ Sam said, not liking the downward turn the conversation was taking. ‘Anyway, it could take a year for me to get pregnant – Jas might even beat me to it.’ She raised her eyebrows suggestively at Jas, who had been with her fiancé for almost a decade.

‘Not just yet, babes; I want to make it to consultant first. Anyway, you could be pregnant by next month.’

‘Oh, come on, I’m not going to be one of those gross honeymooners.’ Sam moved her glass as she gesticulated, slopping some of the drink onto her dress. ‘Shit,’ she said, glancing down but not bothering to mop up the liquid.

Daisy half-heartedly rubbed at the stain but made little difference.

‘Why not?’ asked Imo. ‘That happened to my friend at work: pregnant on the first attempt. She was horrified.’

Sam smiled at the predictability of this comment – the maternal desire had not yet set in for Daisy’s cousin, Imo, and likely never would. She was an astoundingly successful financial analyst with a disinterest in children so pronounced it bordered on comic revulsion.

‘Oh my god, Marvin would love that,’ Sam said, smiling at the thought of it happening that quickly.

‘Of course he would; he doesn’t have to do all the shit parts.’

Sam ignored Imo and continued wistfully, ‘I really hope I don’t have to do all that cycle tracking and sex planning charts that some women do.’

‘What the fuck! People have charts for when to have sex?’ asked Daisy.

As a gynaecology registrar, Jas was naturally their go-to on conception matters. ‘Mhmm, people can get really desperate.’ They considered this in silence for a moment before Jas added, ‘Who knows what’ll happen – by this time next year we could be Us Four plus one!’ Us4 was their very unimaginative WhatsApp group name. ‘And you two really would have the fittest children.’

It wasn’t the first time someone has said this to Sam; Marvin’s Jamaican–Irish skin combining with her milky hue and ash-blonde hair was apparently an obvious recipe for attractive offspring. She was still unsure whether to be annoyed or flattered by the comments but smiled simply at Jas, her eyes glistening in a drunken haze.

Hearing the first beats of Oasis’s ‘Wonderwall’, Sam swung her legs off her friends and got up, grabbing the end of the cigarette from Daisy and taking a long drag, certain it was the last one she’d have for years. Raising her empty glass up towards the crowd across the garden, she joined them in shouting the lyrics of the first verse. The dancers spotted her and directed their singing and hand waving over to her in a loving serenade. 

Sam reached up high, swaying her cigarette from side to side, her Nike high tops peeping out from beneath her dress, and bellowed the words to her husband across the garden, her three best friends on the bench behind. This was exactly how she’d dreamt her wedding day would be.

‘Wow, it’s like she’s literally become Liam Gallagher,’ Imo said.

‘She’s going to be absolutely smashed by midnight,’ said Jas. ‘Shall we get her some water?’

‘Oh, come on, it’s her wedding day! This is how it’s meant to be,’ Daisy concluded. ‘What an absolute legend.’

Marvin eventually made his way across the dance floor to his new wife, his checked suit and bow tie still looking remarkably dapper.

‘There you are, Lamp,’ he said, swapping Sam’s empty cocktail glass for a bottle of beer. Scooping her up in one swift move, he positioned her across him as though it was the end of the night and they were crossing the threshold of their first home.

‘Jesus Christ, you’re heavy.’

 ‘Aw, you too, darling.’

‘Why do you call her Lamp?’ Jas asked. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever asked.’

‘Oh, it’s from Anchorman,’ Daisy answered for him. ‘Didn’t you watch it on your second date or something? “I love lamp”.’

‘Riiight, oh that’s cute.’

 Marvin kissed Sam lightly but with intent, then proceeded to carry her to the crowd of dancers like she was the headline act. Sam arched her back and twisted around in his arms to face her friends, now swaying with their arms in the air and singing along to ‘Wonderwall’. She kissed the palm of her hand and hurled it towards them, with maximum effort from her upside-down position. Imo reacted first, reaching out wide to catch the kiss before throwing it to Jas, who thrust it deeply inside her clutch bag. Lastly, Daisy dived across them to guard the bag with her full body weight, roaring into the night, ‘WE GOT IT!’ as the other two collapsed under her in laughter.

The tradition had begun in their second year at university at a house party. As usual, the four of them had found themselves grouped together in a corner of the living room, preferring each other’s company to the rest that was on offer. Imo’s boyfriend at the time, a particular breed of patronizing prick, had blown a parting kiss at the four of them as he bid them goodnight. It was not ushered with irony or humour, but suggestion, his head moving in a circle to ensure his breathy lust reached all of them. Once he’d left, they sat stunned for a moment, torn between the need for mockery and concern over hurting Imo.

It was Imo who broke the trance, the insipid wet kiss having had the exact opposite of the desired effect. She snatched at the air, presumably enclosing the dirty kiss that had now reached them, before throwing it onto the floor and stamping on it. They erupted into laughter, and Sam then picked up Imo’s foot, supposedly peeling off the shit-like kiss and throwing it at the rest of them. A battle to contain the demon ensued and ended with it firmly pinned under the sofa cushion, with both Daisy and Jas sitting on it to trap it for eternity. Imo broke it off with the boy the next day.

Over the years, there were less vile kisses that came their way, and the routine transitioned into containing acts of love. Kisses hurled at each other in either elaborate over-arms across an entire park or a subtle flick of the wrist caught and stashed in another’s pocket with a wink at the end of the night. I love you too, the wink said.

As Sam turned herself back towards Marvin, still in his arms and laughing at the girls’ efforts, he looked down at her, and they smiled unabashedly at each other. The image was caught on camera by someone from the party and, for many years to come, the framed photo would hang on the wall in Sam and Marvin’s home. And on one particularly trying day, Sam would look over to it and, in a quiet voice to Daisy, conclude that that moment was the happiest of her life. That they had captured her very most best bit – as though no more joy was to come.



Daisy

The following morning, Daisy woke to a machine groaning as it crunched or pulverized something in the kitchen. A heavy checked curtain captured her attention on the wall next to the bed, and her eyes followed the mulberry lines cutting through the navy background fabric. She ran her tongue over the roof of her mouth and dry lips, summoning the reliable wetness, then spotted a half full pint glass of water on the bedside table and remembered him getting it for her before they went to sleep. She sat up and drank deeply, aware of the liquid entering her tender stomach.

Seizing the opportunity of his absence, she whipped the duvet off, grabbed her underwear from the side of the bed and tiptoed through to the impressive en suite – all biscuit-coloured stone tiles and a shower built for two. She splashed her face with water and picked at some mascara crust in the corners of her eyes, then borrowed his toothbrush, stealthily opting against the noisy electric function; in her experience, a surprising amount of people made a fuss over toothbrush sharing.

Opening the door quietly, she climbed back into the huge bed. Her strapless nude bra – necessary for the style of bridesmaid dress – appeared particularly drab and beige in the harsh morning light; it was probably the same one she’d worn at her university leaving ball almost a decade ago. She pulled the duvet up to conceal it, wishing she had the confidence to have remained naked. Was she ever that person, she considered, fingering the elastic seam of the bra beneath the duvet where it met her flesh.

James returned holding two black cups, the type without handles that you would cradle between both hands at upmarket brunch spots. He was wearing a grey T-shirt and some comfy-looking black shorts. He suited grey, she noted, almost with annoyance – he probably suited everything he wore.

He knelt on the bed to reach over to her with a cup.

Daisy repositioned the pillows to sit up, tucking the covers firmly under her armpits. ‘Thanks.’ Her voice was croaky and obtrusive in the otherwise silence. ‘Could I get a …’ She stroked her shoulder back and forth like they were playing charades. ‘… T-shirt or something?’

‘Oh, sure,’ he said with a boyish grin at the acknowledgement of her level of undress.

A line of dry-cleaned shirts, still in their plastic sheaths, hung together in the wardrobe. He selected a pale blue one, loudly whipping the plastic cover off.

‘Oh, honestly, any old T-shirt is fine.’

 But he was already walking towards her, crisp shirt held out, and she couldn’t keep the amusement from her face. Used to dating men who chucked her faded T-shirts picked up for free at foam parties or hockey tours a decade ago, she didn’t feel adult enough to pull off a man’s shirt in the expected sexy, post-coital manner. Feigning confidence, she met his eye as she took the shirt, fastened only the middle two buttons, then flipped her long hair over the back of the collar. It felt like she was play-acting the morning after in a film written by her sixteen-year-old self.

‘Suits you,’ he said, playing along nicely.

 He walked around to the end of the bed, then took a full dive back into his spot, his muscular build allowing him to land effortlessly in a side-plank position.

‘Jesus!’ she said, trying to prevent her coffee spilling. ‘You’re like an excitable Labrador.’

He picked up his coffee and positioned himself to sit up next to her. ‘You’re not the first to say that. I’ve had a Golden Retriever too.’

‘You’ve had a Golden Retriever?’

 ‘Yes, I’ve fucked a Golden Retriever; that’s exactly what I meant,’ he said flatly, quashing her lazy attempt at humour.

‘It was the way you said it!’ Daisy turned away from him to sip from her cup, regretting the comment.

‘Bestiality jokes at 9 a.m. – what have I got myself into?’ He nudged her shoulder with his.

She shielded her face with a hand and said, ‘Leave me alone, I’ve just woken up. My usual superior level of wit hasn’t kicked in yet.’

He smiled, then openly ran his tongue over his front teeth as he considered her. Even his smile had a sprinkling of arrogance: charismatic dimples and an American level of perfection to his dentistry. His eyes lingered on her, and she turned away from his scrutiny, taking in the room. The walls were a warm showroom grey, with no tack stains or marks at all – either recently painted or, more likely, rarely inhabited. A black dressing gown hung from the bare wooden door, and a handful of books, their titles teasingly out of view, were stacked on a mahogany chest of drawers alongside a saucer of coins and an open packet of chewing gum. The furniture was mismatched: old and well-made pieces, possibly inherited. She examined a framed print on the wall facing the bed, a weathered rowing boat sitting on the shoreline of some distant, jade-coloured sea.

‘Did you take that?’

 He followed her eyes. ‘No, it’s from Ikea.’

‘Oh,’ she scoffed, feeling both foolish and disappointed.

‘I’m kidding, though it does look a bit generic GP-surgery art, doesn’t it? It’s Lake Malawi.’

‘Oh,’ Daisy repeated, sarcastically adjusting her accent to fittingly upper class when she added, ‘Was that on your Gap Year?’ Growing up at opposite ends of the country to her cousin, Imo, and with parents with opposing politics and salaries, Daisy had spent her adolescence rinsing Imo for her collection of friends called Henrietta and the way she pronounced ‘grass’. She was aware this sort of prejudice was no longer acceptable but couldn’t seem to refrain from mocking the overtly privileged.

She glanced at James, feeling rude, but he seemed only amused and thankfully resisted coming back with a story about how he actually worked in Woolworths for three years to save up for the trip. Instead, with an unexpected seriousness, he only said, ‘No,’ giving her a faint smile of forgiveness.

Daisy looked back at the photograph, panicking now that he must have visited Malawi with the army and that she’d mocked some sacred place to him where something terrible happened. When he didn’t further elaborate, she was forced to fill the silence with, ‘It’s good coffee,’ then wanted to die inside.

‘It’s Rob’s – he’s one of those coffee wankers with all the gear,’ he said, sounding more relaxed.

She chuckled in agreement, though really she was also one of those wankers. ‘Rob’s your … brother who you live with?’ Hazy conversation from the taxi was coming back to her.

He nodded slowly like she was someone who struggled with basic facts.

‘And he’s …?’

 ‘Away for the weekend.’

She looked away, unable to keep the smile from her face; they’d definitely started having sex in the kitchen last night. It had been coming up to six months since she’d last slept with anyone, and the emotion of the day – together with Sam’s encouragement – had coerced her into accepting James’s unambiguous offer of a shared taxi home. It had taken them all of three minutes to start kissing on the backseat.

She cringed at the memory and ran a hand through her hair. ‘I can’t imagine living with my brothers anymore.’ Searching a strand for split ends, she added, almost to herself, ‘Graham would love us to, though.’

‘How many brothers are we talking?’ he asked this with a hint of bravado, assessing potential threats.

‘Only two.’

‘Graham and …?’

 ‘Oh, no, Graham’s my dad.’ She swatted the comment away, not wanting to explain the irregular workings of her family.

‘Why do you—’

 ‘It’s just a thing we do, always “Graham” and “Jemima” – never “Mum” and “Dad”, even when we were little.’ She adjusted the duvet over her thighs. ‘I forget how weird people find it.’

James stuck his bottom lip out, considering the names, then disappointed her when he said, ‘That is quite weird.’

She’d had this conversation countless times and struggled not to sound defensive. ‘It’s uncommon, sure, but isn’t it better than “Mummy and Daddy”?’

‘Fair enough.’ He ran his eyes over her, pondering something.

She jutted her chin out and stared back in defiance of his intimidating observation. There were dark circles around his eyes, which seemed to give him an air of poetic depth that had been absent yesterday, making him less text-book perfect yet more handsome. His nose was slim at the bridge, almost feminine, his eyebrows darker than his golden hair and angled like he was a man with strong opinions. Fittingly, he had the broad square jaw of a soldier and, sitting below a wide philtrum, a contrastingly delicate cupid’s bow.

She pulled her eyes away from his lips and said, with barely disguised dread, ‘What?’

‘Nothing,’ he said after a beat.

 ‘Don’t say nothing; you look like you’re trying to work something out about me.’

He turned away at last, crossing his ankles and focusing on his toes. ‘I just can’t believe it: Daisy-fucking-Carlisle in my bed!’ The words were almost shouted in rejoice. ‘I’ve wanted this to happen for ages.’

She attempted to appear unbothered as she said, ‘No, you haven’t,’ when in fact she felt the blood rising to her cheeks.

‘I’ve fancied you for ages, ever since Marvin’s birthday at that weird cave bar.’ He said this as casually as telling her he’d played rugby for ages, which she suspected he had; he seemed the type.

She frowned. ‘That was years ago!’

 He tipped his head to the side, indicating that his point had been proven.

Daisy had always been aware of James at Marvin and Sam’s gatherings – it was difficult not to be – but he’d always seemed indifferent towards her, so much so that she was unsure whether to believe this apparent confession; he was undoubtedly the type of man who knew what to say to women to make them feel special. She put her cup down and turned to face him properly, pulling her knees up above the duvet. His eyes flicked down to her skin, recently bronzed from days at Brockwell Lido and contrasting starkly with the pale blue of the shirt, and she felt momentarily powerful.

‘It was a weird bar,’ she said, pointedly ignoring his revelation. ‘In Vauxhall or somewhere.’

Finishing his coffee, he held a finger out until he’d swallowed and could speak again. ‘Elephant and Castle. And the cave walls were made of papier-maché.’

‘That was it!’ She considered him more closely; the idea that this could be anything more than a one-night stand hadn’t occurred to her until now. ‘I do remember us talking that night, actually.’

‘You had a boyfriend.’

 She laughed. ‘Did I, now?’

‘And then I went on tour—’

‘But then you came back and barely spoke to me at any of Marvin’s other parties—’

‘I’ve only made about two since then! Plus, you’re intimidating.’

‘I’m intimidating?’ She leant forward in protest.

‘Of course you are. Until you speak.’ He gave her his most charming of smiles.

‘Wow – backhander!’

 ‘No, you sound really down to earth, like you categorically couldn’t be a bitch.’

Daisy looked up at the ceiling, hugging her knees as she considered this. ‘But what you actually mean is, you couldn’t possibly be intimidated by a girl from Yorkshire – so, essentially, you’re admitting that you feel superior to northerners.’

‘Fuck me.’ He puffed air out extravagantly, wafting a tuft of hair by his forehead. ‘Someone’s a little sensitive …’ He pushed her knees over playfully, pulling her down the bed as she yelped. ‘… about her cute accent.’ Then knelt over her, holding her wrists down. ‘What am I going to do with you?’

She glowered at him from below, feeling her heart racing in response to the weight of his body, then raised her lips to his, tasting the coffee and a hint of alcohol – a not unpleasant reminder of last night’s proceedings.

His smile disappeared, and he pulled away, straightening his arms to hover above her. His cornflower blue eyes contracted. ‘I really like you, Daisy.’

Their faces felt far too close for such an earnest statement, and she bit her lip, suddenly aware of his arms either side of her and the bed beneath preventing escape. ‘I like you too!’ She added a cheerful ring to her words, diminishing their power, as though they were merely complimenting each other’s outfits.

James blinked back at her, then moved his eyes away to something in the corner of the room, perhaps offended by her indifference. Propelled by his unexpected revelation, she raised her hand and stroked the side of his face, the skin soft around his temple, turning to sharp along his cheek and jaw as the beginnings of stubble emerged. He turned back around, and it was as though they were looking at each other for the first time, no flirtations or ambiguous smirks, their expressions open and their faces exposed.

Daisy had been in one long-term relationship that ended when she was twenty-seven. They’d been together for four years, though she’d felt him pulling away for the last one, and the pain of him finally removing himself from her life was seared so violently into her being that she could still locate it in an instant, caressing it as you would the raised skin of a scar. It was foolish to have been so hurt by one man, so predictable and so far from the person she aspired to be. She’d since built up barricades substantial enough to withhold further pain, well versed in the art of keeping love affairs short, her vulnerabilities tucked neatly away beneath a carefree veil. But as James gazed into her eyes, she sensed something slipping away within her, the first stone from the wall around her heart.

It was James who turned away first, leaning back onto his calves with his head down, resting on her stomach. ‘Shit,’ he said, drawing out the word, then laughing.

She laughed too, acknowledging that something had been unlocked between them. He remained leaning on her stomach, and she stroked a tuft of his hair, wondering what to say next. There was a pleasant crispness to it, the tracings of wax from yesterday.

‘I should get going,’ she said softly, her voice cracking with tiredness. She cleared her throat, and this seemed to clear the air too.

He lifted his head from her stomach and pulled her on top of him, their feet tangled together. ‘No.’ He drew the word out to such an extent that she couldn’t tell if he was being cruel and she’d misjudged their moment before.

‘Yes,’ she said more firmly.

 He took hold of her waist gently, his strong palms warm through the cotton of the shirt, and his eyes were almost pleading as he said, ‘Come on, best woman, stay – just a few more hours?’

Around 8 o’clock that evening, Daisy clambered into the passenger side of Jas’s black Renault Clio, the blue shirt worn sheepishly over her bridesmaid’s dress. Jas was staring at her with a smile that showed most of her teeth, her eyes open wide enough to display the entirety of her irises like a surprised cartoon character.

Daisy and James had managed to slip off together unseen at the end of the wedding but, as Daisy’s housemate, Jas had needed to know that she wouldn’t be heading home. She’d been texting Daisy throughout the day, from aubergine emojis to GIFs of the axe scene in The Shining followed by question marks.

‘You look like you’re about to explode,’ Daisy said, joining her in smiling.

‘Babe, you’ve been there all day – of course I’m about to explode! Tell me EVERYTHING AND QUICK!’ She showed no intention of starting the car.

‘Okay, but let’s go; I don’t want him to see us sitting outside like a stakeout.’

‘Fine. I can drive and listen.’ Jas turned to face the windscreen and started the car. ‘So how many times did you shag and are you in love?’

Jas loved to talk about sex and dating. Having met her fiancé, Ash, at the age of nineteen, she’d only ever slept with two people and openly moaned about how utterly unfair this was.

Daisy laughed at her reliable sarcasm. ‘I can’t believe we’re still using the word “shag” at the age of thirty.’

‘It’s a strong word – don’t overthink it.’

 Jas leant forward to check the traffic at a T-junction as she edged out, and Daisy’s foot automatically pressed down in an attempt to brake. Having always lived in cities, Jas’s driving was assertive bordering on insane. Luckily James’s flat was only ten minutes from their place in Clapham.

‘So?’

 ‘God,’ Daisy said sulkily, as though it was a parent asking her awkward questions. ‘Yes, we’re absolutely in love and planning to wed next month. And three times … well, three and a half.’

Jas frowned at her, then glared back at the road, annoyed that something else was demanding part of her attention. ‘The half being?’

‘We kind of started but then gave up and ordered takeaway.’

‘Oh my goddd, you ordered takeaway together!’

Daisy laughed. ‘Twenty-first-century romance.’

‘Three and a half is basically four times. I haven’t had sex four times in a twenty-four hour period for a decade.’

‘I actually wouldn’t recommend it.’

 ‘Oh piss off if you want me to feel sorry for you and your sore vagina.’ Jas indicated and pulled onto the high street, gladly joining a traffic jam and putting the handbrake on. ‘So, what’s he actually like – I thought you weren’t keen? But 8 p.m. the next day, babe, that’s something.’

‘I know, we just ended up talking all day. About everything, really.’ Daisy traced her finger through the condensation on the window, creating a line, and then staring absently at the wetness on her fingertip. James had talked a lot about his family: his relationship with his two siblings, how they’d grown up in a small village in Surrey then moved to Brixton when he was a teenager. Having assumed she and him were polar opposites, Daisy was quietly surprised at how their upbringings had been similar in some ways. ‘I wasn’t keen keen. I thought he was your classic fuckboy and a bit, well, basic.’ She whispered the word. ‘But he surprised me today. He’s actually super intelligent.’

‘He went to Sandhurst, didn’t he?’ Jas asked, her tone suggesting Daisy was the unintelligent one.

‘Yeah, I don’t know why I thought that.’

 ‘Probably because he’s so fit?’

Daisy hoped this wasn’t the case, aware of her tendency to jump to conclusions about people, particularly when it came to intelligence. She dismissed the thought, unable to compute any worthwhile self-reflection on so little sleep. ‘He is quite intense though.’

‘In what way?’

‘Like, he kept telling me how much he liked me, which usually puts me off.’

‘But, chick, remember the psychology behind that reaction?’

A few months ago, Jas had stumbled on an article in the Sunday papers and, attempting to diagnose Daisy’s romantic temperament, had read it aloud to her. It detailed the psychological processes involved in dating: how being turned off by overkeen partners was often due to the possibility of intimacy setting off fears of being hurt. Since Daisy’s break-up, there’d been numerous dates and some flings, but a pattern had clearly emerged where her interest in men seemed to correlate directly with their interest: the more they liked her, the less she was interested. It was the ones who didn’t text back, the ones who seemed too busy or too beautiful to fall in love with her that occupied her mind. Her idea of compatibility had somehow become tangled up with anxiety, the adrenalin of simple desire outweighed by the heart-stopping concoction of lust with the risk of rejection.

‘I remember. I was going to say: his keenness actually hasn’t put me off this time. I think because of his whole self-important demeanour, and that he’s so handsome—’

‘Oh my god, so fit.’

‘—that you assume he’s going to be this arsehole who’s not interested the next day, so when he is … it’s actually really flattering.’

‘But is it just flattery? As that’s totally different from really liking someone.’

Daisy scratched her head; she found it difficult admitting to liking men, not just to her friends but to herself. She’d been brought up with the belief that relationships should come easily, that they should be a building block in making you the best version of yourself, but they shouldn’t be a necessity. Her parents – who were together but unmarried – thought society’s obsession with marriage and romance was faintly amusing (and were entirely baffled by friends spending endless hours obsessing over past lovers or arguing with their partners) and, as a consequence, Daisy couldn’t help but view her own aching desire to attach herself to another – and her upset when it didn’t work out – as a weakness.

She looked out at the pavement in the fading evening light, a dense tiredness pressing on her whole body as she said, ‘No, I think I actually do like him.’

‘Oh my god, Sam is going to go nuts! She’s been hoping this’d happen for years.’

They treated themselves to the lift, the stairs seeming quite simply impossible.

Daisy slumped against the mirrored wall and exhaled heavily. ‘Thanks for coming to get me.’

Jas winked in reply. ‘No worries. I was desperate for the gossip.’

The lift pinged, and the doors opened to the navy carpeted hallway and stark white walls. Their flat was on the second floor of a new build just off Clapham High Street – perfectly formed and highly convenient – but with a distinct feeling of a high-end and characterless student hall of residence.

Entering the flat, Daisy tugged her espadrilles off, frustrated at the excessive ties around her ankles; she’d been living in Birkenstocks since April. ‘I think I’m going to have a bath and head to bed early. Urgh, I can’t even think about work tomorrow.’

Jas dropped the keys into a small basket on a side table by the door and headed to the kitchen area. ‘You say that every Sunday.’

‘Doesn’t everyone? Not you because you deliver babies – you’re literally bringing new life into the world while I’m writing about pizza toppings. And shit, no meal prep done.’ Over the last couple of years, Daisy had spent a few hours cooking on Sundays: aubergine pargmigianas and slow cooked curries – new recipes each week – which could be stored in batches, saving her money on weekday lunches and time on busy evenings. She’d always loved cooking, and the process felt measured and mature, making her feel in control of the week ahead.

‘Oh, babe, don’t stress – there’ll be something in the freezer,’ Jas replied. ‘I’ll make you a chamomile tea to soothe the Monday-dread.’ It was her antidote for anything remotely stressful.

Daisy started the bath running – a painfully slow process with a stylish but inefficient tap and an unnecessarily large tub. She plodded into her bedroom next door and slumped onto the bed, staring into space while she waited. After a year of living there, she’d acquired a vague awareness of the water depth by the increasing pitch of the gushing tap.

The bedroom wall was cold against her shoulders through the thin shirt, and she longed for the luxury of a headboard. A bright coloured lappa, bought in Uganda years ago, adorned the largest wall to the side of her bed, and Polaroid photos pegged to a thin piece of twine snaked around the opposite wall. There was one framed picture in the room: a screen print of black-and-white photography sitting against bold red and orange shapes. Bought by the girls for her birthday last year, it depicted four women in vintage swimwear sunbathing and laughing together on the surface of the moon, while earth loomed in the distance.

She missed having a chair in her room, one that would rarely be seen but could act as an acceptable way of piling up clothes rather than her current shameful heap on the floor. The room was only large enough to squeeze in a small double bed, a wardrobe, and a chest of drawers, with little floor space left over. Jas’s room was significantly bigger, with an en suite and, accordingly, she paid much more of the rent.

Up until April last year, they’d been living as a three with one of Jas’s school friends. Their budget had stretched much further with an extra person, and they’d lived in a large Victorian flat in Camberwell. The kitchen and bathroom were old-fashioned, and it was freezing in winter, but the ceilings were high, their rooms spacious and the garden ideal for house parties in summer.

The new flat wasn’t Daisy’s style at all: a couple of years old with heavy modern fire doors and a shiny white kitchen. But it was clean and habitable and in a decent location. They’d looked at a lot of places and both knew that the alternatives were either to increase their budget or to move further out. Paying more was not an option for Daisy, but moving a couple of miles out – in one of the most connected cities in the world – wouldn’t have bothered her at all. She grew up in North Yorkshire and had spent her childhood roaming fields and swimming in the biting North Sea. London was a place she visited to see her mum’s family: Imo and her parents. But Jas grew up in Croydon (which to her at the time seemed like a million miles away from central London and all its exciting prospects) and since settling in London after university in Newcastle, she’d vowed to stay in zone two.

Jas knocked lightly on the half open bedroom door with a steaming cup of tea. ‘Want me to put it in the bathroom for you?’

Daisy noted that it was her favourite mug, a thin-rimmed ceramic with a hand-painted scene of her hometown of Whitby. She smiled and held out her hand in lieu of answering, and Jas stepped forward to gently pass it to her.

‘You’re my favourite.’

 Jas perched on the end of the bed, folding her tracksuit bottomed legs beneath her. ‘Speaking of, when are you going to tell Sam?’ It was common and comfortable knowledge within their friendship group that Sam and Daisy were a duo in the same way that Jas and Imo were.

‘Not now – she’ll still be buzzing from the wedding, and I don’t want to make it all about me and James. Can you check the bath for me?’

‘Sure.’ Jas skipped out and put her head around the bathroom door. ‘A few minutes to go.’

‘Thanks,’ Daisy said, manoeuvring herself into an upright position. ‘Are you in tomorrow night?’

‘No, I’m staying at Ash’s. He wants to go through the wedding spreadsheet.’ She raised her eyebrows and stared at Daisy with a look of resigned horror.

‘At least he’s willing to be spreadsheet-guy and not leaving it all to you.’

‘Yeah, plus he’s got way more time on his hands than I have.’ Jas continued to be astonished at Ash’s working hours as a freelance graphic designer, the flexibility putting her shifts on the labour ward into an even harsher light.

‘What’s the guest list looking like these days?’

 Jas set her mouth into a straight line, holding off a grimace. ‘I think we’ve got it down to 270?’

Daisy shook her head in dismay.

 ‘I know, I know. If he left it down to me, we’d all go for a wicked time in Pizza Express, then out to Infernos.’

‘Jas, no … Pizza Express is so 2003.’ Daisy pulled herself up from the bed with maximum effort and located her checked pyjamas under her pillow. ‘But you really should consider Infernos for the after party. We could all pretend it was ironic or some deliberately woke move – a fuck you to the wedding industry.’

‘Yeah, I can just see my aunts navigating those vodka red bull saturated carpets.’

‘You and I both know that those floors contain many worse things than sugary drinks.’

Jas laughed and stepped out of the room to let Daisy pass. ‘Are you going to text him tonight?’

‘James?’

 Jas made a goofy face to the obvious question.

‘I don’t know,’ Daisy said, suspecting it would be shamefully keen. ‘What do you think?’ She bent down over the bath to turn the taps off, and the absence of running water felt startlingly quiet.

‘You hate those dating rules; message him if you want to.’

Daisy offered a half smile, feeling uncertain; the more dates she went on, the less confident she became in her twenty-two-year-old self’s flagrant disregard of said ‘rules’.

‘I’ll leave you to it,’ Jas said, reaching for the bathroom door to close. ‘Catch you Tuesday? But update me if he messages you!’

Daisy laughed. ‘I will. Good luck with the wedmin.’

‘I hate that term,’ Jas called from behind the closed door.

‘Sorry. I hate myself for using it.’ Daisy’s voice echoed in the enclosed tiled space. She tugged the shirt over her head and unzipped the terracotta-coloured dress, the steam from the bath already making her feel more human. Her phone lit up from the sink unit, and she watched the messages come through one at a time.


James: Hey

So

I was wondering

There’s this great bar

It’s like a cave made of papier-maché

But also a bar …





Sam

The sunshine glared through the shuttle bus windows at Gatwick airport, and Sam shielded her eyes with the hand holding her passport. Marvin, standing above her with their cabin-sized suitcases between his feet, shuffled to the right a few inches to block the sun from her face. Sam dropped her hand and briefly smiled up at him in gratitude.

‘It’s weird that it’s not raining; it always rains on the return leg,’ she said, looking out at the glistening tarmac as the bus filled with people.

‘Makes it easier though – coming home to sunshine,’ said Marvin.

Sam pouted; she didn’t agree, in truth. The weather in the UK had been great for the whole week they’d been away (her mum had sent her daily updates). Sam couldn’t help but feel annoyed about this – not that she wanted her friends to be sitting miserably in torrential rain, but she wasn’t expecting to be on her honeymoon in Croatia feeling like she was missing out.

There was something about a British summer that brought out a camaraderie like nothing else; a sort of collective celebration of unexpected good fortune. In Sam’s experience, this was strongest in May and June when people were still full of hope, dusting off their barbeques and sliders from last year and revelling in the brilliance of their first pint in a beer garden or picnic in the park. July and August were usually tainted, firstly by disappointment in the scarcity of sunny days and eventually by panic that autumn was coming and neither the desired tan had been achieved nor had enough magical memories been made to see you through winter.

At least Croatia had been undeniably wonderful – infinitely hotter and more beautiful than London. They’d stayed five nights in Split in a chic boutique hotel, a significant step up from their usual accommodation style of eclectically furnished Airbnbs that always looked better in the pictures than in reality. The roof held a glorious infinity pool shaped like a half moon, where a DJ played chillout dance music from the early afternoon. They’d spent most days by the pool sipping cocktails before heading out into the town for dinner. On two nights they’d made it out to clubs – ordering shots and dancing until the early hours, then seeing out their hangovers with coconut water on the beach in the morning.

Sam was aware that going clubbing wasn’t common honeymoon behaviour, but she loved that about their relationship; it was so easy to slip into boring, TV-watching matrimony. She imagined telling her work colleagues about their nights out and them being impressed. Sam and Marvin had met when she was twenty-four and he twenty-six, when big club nights were a regular weekend fixture. Marvin was the first boy that she could truthfully say she’d enjoyed going on nights out with. Prior to him, she’d spent nearly a decade going to bars and clubs with female friends and having the absolute best of times. It was a revelation to her that someone you fancied could be just as fun.

Marvin took her hand as they headed through passport control, and she glanced down, his gold wedding band still unfamiliar to her touch. He smiled at her, knowing what she was thinking.

‘Don’t be mad at me if I lose my rings,’ she said to him, her voice pleading and child-like. She was terrible for losing things; it was, in her opinion, one of her worst traits. Marvin was endlessly patient with her daily searches for the mundane items that make up life: phone, keys, purse, hairbrush, water bottle, etc. And for this she loved him even more.

‘You won’t lose them,’ he said, then, as though remembering whom he’d married, added, ‘Just don’t take them off.’

She looked down at the new ring, coarse and twisted gold like a thin piece of twine, tucked neatly underneath her antique opal engagement ring. She flexed her fingers, admiring the pairing of the rings against the apricot-coloured gels she’d had done for the wedding. ‘I’ll try
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