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Dedication

For Kristy

Who loves a Goth dress and a comedy cat as much as I do



   
Epigraph

But I thought in spite of dreams / You’d be sitting somewhere here with me

‘Being Boring’, Pet Shop Boys 
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After

You were alive again last night. 

I wake up with a small startle at sudden consciousness, and lie still in the dark, my brain scrabbling to reassemble reality. It wasn’t a nightmare – and I’ve had plenty of those – it was just another world, exactly like this one, but with a dramatic difference. Your presence. Your presence, which I took for granted. 

In this place, we were cheerfully organising a skiing trip, sitting at a school desk, while next to a busy motorway. The cars thundering past made the table shake but neither of us were bothered. How about Switzerland? you said. We had plans.

I imagine our messaging, me telling you about it later this morning, entertaining you on your commute. You always replied within minutes.

Hah you’d never go skiing, Eve. ‘Why would I willingly travel to a very cold place and do any sort of sport and call it a holiday? Who looks at a very steep icy slope and thinks, I know, I’ll put things on my feet that will make me fall down it faster?’ And so on.

IKR! Obviously my subconscious is trolling me. Also: why are our dreams so interesting to the dreamer and so boring to everyone else? Is it because we’re so impressed we created a story, but for them, the plot has no stakes? 

Yes and double dull points for the people who think it’s amazing if it’s a surreal one, as if your dreams are going to be logical. ‘I was staring at the goat but oh my God, then I realised, the goat was ALSO ME.’

That sounds pretty cool, tbf. Goat transmogrification beats skiing any day

Argh, why didn’t I walk 2 mins further to Caffé Nero, I am such a lazy sod, even the Starbucks flat white is a filthy sweet kids milkshake. Pint after work?

Pint after work! x

I miss you. 

I hate inventing you, scripting your lines, instead of having the original. I’m what my mum calls, acidly – because I could do a good impression of her second husband – a natural mimic. 

But the ease with which I can conjure you up, it feels like a curse. A parlour trick, but it’s ghoulish, a parody. It’s like waltzing with a mannequin. 

I push down under the warmth of the covers, listening to the rain pelt the roof outside. I’m enough of a Goth to relish a downpour when I’m not required to be in it, and it’s a good one: really heavy, splashily wet, earth-soaking, you can hear it pinging off the leaves. Only insomniacs, milkmen, the dregs of club nights and early-shifters will know it happened. It’s a secret we’re sharing while the rest of the city snores. 

My heart skips a beat as the curtains move. Roger slithers in the window and mews indignantly. Someone threw cold water at him from the sky, when he was busy staking out rats, having fun. 

By the light of the side lamp you bought me – ceramic, in the shape of a toadstool, a Disney toadstool with white stalk and red spotted cap (‘As it is a poisonous mushroom, so will twee home accessories be deadly to your hopes of getting a boyfriend.’), I see Roger settle at the end of the bed, his fur in damp peaks. 

Someone once said to me birth was the most ordinary and extraordinary thing you’ll ever experience, simultaneously, and death is the same. The fact of yours sits there, implacably, being so banal and so mind-blowingly strange at the same time. 

It will always be like this, I have come to realise. The ache is permanent, it must be accommodated. It’s part of my body now.

I keep waiting to get past it. To ‘move on’, to absorb it, to set it aside, to make sense of it, to process it. For it to be, somehow, ‘behind’ me. What next? I keep thinking, with a pain in my stomach like it’s been slit open. And – there is no next, stupid. That’s the point. Someone has gone, forever, and you have to stop waiting for them to come back. Without realising it, you are stuck on pause, as if their not being here might change. 

This is what I never knew about loss – it’s also about what you gain. You carry a weight that you never had before. It’s never behind you. It’s alongside you.

‘Forever’: people say it in wedding vows all the time like they understand what it means, but actual forever is fucking huge. 
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Before

‘We’re going to win tonight,’ Ed says. ‘I can feel it. I can smell it. I could slice it like a frittata. The air is thick with the odour of our imminent victory. Breathe it in, my bitches.’

He pretends to scent the air, like a Bisto kid. 

‘Are you sure that’s not Leonard?’ Justin says. ‘He had chilli con carne for tea. Got up on the counter and had his face in the saucepan before I could stop him, the berk. He’s been blowing off in spicy beef flavour ever since.’ 

‘Maybe victory smells exactly like mince and kidney beans working its way through a very small dog’s digestive system,’ I say, as Susie says: ‘BLURGH.’ 

‘How would we know how it smells, after all? None of us have ever been successful,’ I say, directing this at Ed. 

‘Speak for yourself. My GP said my haemorrhoids were the most prominent he’d seen in thirty years practising medicine.’

I guffaw. (This is a standard joke format with Ed; I assume his bum is fine.) 

I reflexively reach out to pet Leonard, who has his own chair, sitting atop Justin’s coat, protecting the upholstery. 

Leonard is a ‘Chorkie’ – a Chihuahua crossed with a Yorkshire Terrier. He has beady eyes peering out from under a comical fringe of grey-white hair, spiky in the middle like he’s had Paul Weller’s Mod cut, bat ears, and a lopsided little grin, full of toothpick-teeth. 

He looks, as Ed says: ‘Like an enterprising cartoon rat doing some kind of stealthy cosplay as a canine. We’ve been infiltrated by a rodent master criminal.’ 

Leonard, an omnivorous eater and troublesomely impromptu urinator, is one of the loves of my life. (The rest of them are around, and also sometimes under, this table.) 

‘You say we’re going to win this quiz every week, Ed,’ Susie says, worrying at a beer mat, shredding it into a pile of soft cardboard shards. ‘And we are always fucked by the same five determined men in Lands’ End packable anoraks.’ 

‘Describing my best holiday in Wales, there,’ Justin says. Justin is a self-proclaimed ‘tiresome show-off and performative middle child’ and one of the funniest men you’ll ever meet, but you absolutely do not go to him for good taste. 

The quizmaster’s voice booms out, cutting through conversation, like the Voice of God: 

‘Question TEN. Who is Michael Owuo? Who is, Michael Owuo?’

The usual seconds of post-question hush fall. 

‘Is he … the Labour MP for Kingston upon Hull East?’ Ed whispers, faux-earnestly. 

‘Seriously?’ Susie says. 

‘No,’ I say, rolling my eyes, and Ed taps the Bic Biro on his lips and winks at me. 

‘You three do know who he is, right?’ Justin says, doing a double-take. ‘UGH. So we are the millennial cast of Last of the Summer Wine.’ 

‘Did he play the villain in the last Bond?’ I ask, and Ed says: ‘YES! “Doctor Pardon”. What was his gimmick again?’ 

‘He had diamanté ear grommets,’ I say. ‘And an evil Zimmer frame, with tinsel wound round it.’

Ed laughs. I love the way he laughs: it starts in his shoulders. 

‘OK, who is taking the piss, and who isn’t?’ Susie says. ‘I mean obviously, they are,’ she grimaces at myself and Ed. ‘Do you genuinely know who he is, Justin?’ 

‘He’s Stormzy,’ Justin hisses. ‘God, you can tell you lot are thirty-four.’ 

‘You’re thirty-four, Justin,’ Susie says. 

‘There’s thirty-four and then there’s, like, “Who Are the Stormzys?” thirty-four,’ Justin says, pulling an ‘old gimmer’ rubbery face. 

‘A “Stormzy”, you say,’ Ed says, in a creaky High Court judge voice. ‘Whatever a Stormzy is,’ and writes ‘Mr Storm Zee’ on the paper. 

Ed has really nice hands, I’m a sucker for nice hands. He cycles a lot and can mend things, and I am now mature enough to appreciate practical skills like that. 

Susie takes the pen from Ed, scribbles his words out and writes Stormzy correctly. 

‘Don’t your pupils keep you up to date with this stuff?’ I ask Ed. ‘Hip to the jive, daddio?’ 

‘It’s my job to teach them Dickens, not theirs to teach me grime.’ 

Ed is head of English at a nice county school. You know how they say some people look like police? Ed looks like a teacher – a film or television, glossy young teacher – with his unthreatening, handsome solidity, strawberry-blond, close-cropped hair. In a crisis situation full of strangers, Ed’s would be the kind, reliable face you’d hope to see. He’d be the guy offering his neck tie as a makeshift tourniquet. 

Part of the pleasure of this weekly pub appointment to lose the pub quiz, I think, is it brings out and defines all the roles in our foursome. Ed and I clowning around together, Justin refereeing, with his caustic wit, Susie playing exasperated mother. 

Sometimes I stop participating in the conversation and just hum happily inside myself, enjoying our togetherness, revelling in the way we all broadcast on the same frequency. I watch us from the outside. 

… didn’t she marry the singer from the Mumfords? I’d rather be an ISIS bride. (Susie) 

… this cherry Stolichnaya that Hester brought back from duty-free, it’s amazing, tastes like Baby Calpol. Or so babies tell me. (Ed) 

… he was a right mardy carrot top. I said to him, do you know why gingerism is the last acceptable prejudice? Because it’s acceptable. (Justin, of course) 

‘Shhhhh,’ I say, as I can see the quizmaster adjusting his readers, as he squints at an A4 piece of paper. 

‘Question ELEVEN. The word “CHRONOPHAGE” is an Ancient Greek word for what is now an idiomatic expression in English. But what does it mean? Clue: your mobile phone may do this. That does not mean you can check your phones, hahaha!’ 

The quizmaster blows air out of his nostrils in a windy gust, directly into the bulb, and you can hear his spit. 

The looks on the faces of our hiking cagoule nemeses suggest they’re considerably more confident about this than they were about Mr Stormzy. 

‘Chrono means time …’ Ed whispers. ‘Chronograph watches.’ 

‘Chronological,’ Susie nods. ‘In order of timing.’ 

‘Phage,’ I say. ‘Hmmm. Coprophagic is eating poo. Fairly sure the copro’s poo, so the phagic must be eating.’ 

‘Eve!’ Susie barks, with a Scampi Fry halfway into her mouth. ‘How do you even know that?’ 

‘I’ve lived a full life.’ 

‘I’ve been around for most of it so I know that isn’t true. A quarter full, at best.’ 

‘… Eating time?’ Justin hisses. ‘It must mean eating time. Your phone does that. Boom. Write it down.’

Ed obliges. 

We come to The Gladstone every Thursday. I would say without fail, but we are thirty-somethings with lives and jobs and other friends and – some of us – partners, so there are some fails. But we’re here more often than not. 

‘Question TWELVE, before we take a short break. What do Marcus Garvey, Rudyard Kipling, Ernest Hemingway and Alice Cooper have in common? I’ll give you a clue. It involves a mistake.’

We stare blankly at each other. Packable Anoraks are frantic-whispering instead of writing or looking sneaky-smug, which means they’re not sure either. 

‘Is it choice of first wife? As in they’ve all had more than one?’ Ed says. 

‘We don’t call people we divorce, mistakes, now,’ Susie says. 

‘My mum does,’ I say. 

‘Remember when our RE teacher said: “People are too quick to divorce nowadays” and you said, “I think they’re too slow” and you got a detention for it?’ Susie says and I guffaw. 

‘Ah, there she is,’ Ed says, as the door slaps open and his girlfriend Hester appears, her nose wrinkling in distaste at the slight fug of ‘armpit’. 

My heart sinks a notch but I ignore that it has done this and paste on a strong, welcoming smile. 

To be fair, The Gladdy does have a bit of an aroma sometimes, what with the sticky floor, but that’s part of its charm. It’s a dartboard-and-devoted-regulars pub. 

I love it, year round, with its scrappy concrete beer garden with flower planters on the fire escape. I think they are supposed to simulate ‘verdant urban oasis’ in a yard full of lager and smokers. But it’s at its best in autumn and winter. Frosted-leaf mulch and dark skies with bright stars on the other side of the steamed-up panes. Serious hygge to be had, on this side of the window.

Well, mostly. 

Hester moved to Nottingham for Ed, a fact she likes to relitigate about once a month. 

She looks like a colourised picture has walked into a black and white, kitchen-sink realism film: skin the colour of ripe peaches and shimmering champagne-blonde hair. She’s like a human Bellini. 

Her balled fists are thrust in her coat pockets, a Barbour with a fawn cord collar, as if she’s smashed into a saloon in a Western and is going to draw two guns. 

It’s not that I don’t like Hester … 

‘Are you all drunk by now, then?’ she says, bullishly. She glances at me. ‘Eve looks drunk.’ 

Oh, why do I bother. It’s absolutely that I don’t like Hester. 

‘And once again for the cheap seats! What do Marcus Garvey, Rudyard Kipling, Ernest Hemingway and Alice Cooper have in common? It involves a mistake. A mistake. An error. OK, back soon.’ 

‘Hemingway was in a plane crash, were any of the others?’ I whisper. 

‘Bit of a stretch to call a plane crash “a mistake” though?’ Ed whispers back and I shrug, nodding in concession. 

‘And Rudyard Kipling’s a bit too yesteryear for planes, isn’t he?’ Justin says. ‘Not exactly “no carbs before Marbs” and doing his Instagram Story with a Prosecco claw holding a flute aloft in the airport bar.’

He mimes trying to photograph his pint glass, and Susie snorts. 

‘They were wrongly given awards that had to be taken back,’ Hester says, dragging her coat off her shoulders. ‘Where’s the pen?’

Justin makes a sceptical face and Ed tries to look persuadably neutral as he hands it over. His sense of humour doesn’t evaporate, exactly, around Hester, but he goes more no absolutely of course I didn’t mean that formal. 

Hester’s late joining tonight as she’s been out with friends at a tapas restaurant, and understandably, given the brace of babies that the rest of the circle have between them, they wind things up by nine p.m. Hester only joins us at The Gladdy quiz intermittently, anyway. ‘Sometimes it gets wearying, with all your in-jokes,’ she says. Even though she’s known us all for so long as Ed’s girlfriend, I am not sure how there’s an ‘in’ she’s outside of. 

‘Are you sure?’ Susie says. 

‘Yes I’m sure,’ Hester says. Qualifying: ‘… Well, have you got anything better?’ 

‘Sure, sure – or four-Proseccos-deep-and-we-haven’t-got-anything-better-yet, sure?’ Susie persists, smiling in a ‘Wicked Queen with a red apple’ sort of way. 

She dares with Hester in ways I absolutely do not dare. Susie dares with most people. Most people don’t dare back. 

Susie has long, thick blonde-brown hair she wears in a horse-mane-length ponytail, or loose and bunched up into a scarf like she’s Streisand in a seventies film. She has a full mouth with an emphatic pout to her top lip, which looks as if it’s being pulled upwards by her tilted nose, which I think is a thing called ‘retroussé’. 

‘What award did Marcus Garvey get?’ Justin says. 

‘Rear of the Year?’ I say, and Ed hoots. Hester’s fuming, I know. 

‘OK, ignore me then!’ Hester says. ‘Pardon me for trying to participate, guys.’ 

‘No, no! It’s good! I think you’re right,’ Ed says, hastily. ‘None of us have anything better. Write it down.’

I always respect Ed for leaping chivalrously to Hester’s defence, while wishing it was for someone who better deserved it.

Hester scribbles while Justin, Susie and I try not to meet each other’s eyes. 

‘More drinks I think, what’s everyone having?’ Justin says and gets up to go to the bar. 

I go to the loo and, after I flush, I see I have a text from Susie. (Not a WhatsApp, because it would risk appearing in full on a lock screen. Canny.) 

When I open it, I see it’s been sent to myself and Justin. I know how they’re triangulating the signal, next door – Justin nonchalantly studying his handset while waiting to be served, Susie slightly angled away from the couple, feigning picking up her messages.

Susie: WHY IS SHE SUCH A BOSSY ARSEHOLE THOUGH 

Justin: She can get away with anything due to the fabulous breasts, darling 

Susie: I have great tits and you don’t see it affecting my personality. That answer is SO OBVIOUSLY WRONG. And why is Ed such a wimp about it. Oh yes write that bollocks down, my precious little poison dumpling. ARGH 

Justin: Again, boobs

Eve: The poisoned dumplings

Susie: I swear she knows it’s the wrong answer and is doing it to fuck with us

I lean against the pleasantly chilly wall in the loo and type, grinning. 

Having been in stone-cold love with Hester’s other half for the best part of two decades means I never know how much of my dislike is plain old envy. Susie and Justin continually – and inadvertently, because they absolutely don’t know – reassure me I’d have disliked her anyway. I often play Nice Cop in regards to Hester, to further throw everyone off the scent. 

Eve: You wait, she’ll be right and that’ll show us 

Susie: She’s not right, she doesn’t even know who Marcus Garvey was, you could see that when Justin challenged her

Justin: She probably thinks he won Best Video 2007 at the Grammys 

Susie: Lol. And I’d just point out that Eve’s suggestion got shot down and she didn’t get the hump

Eve: Does this say anything bad about my breasts

Susie: Only that they’re not a carbon offsetting scheme for being a horror

Justin: Sigh. Let us get drunk.
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Justin and Susie are both personality types who, by and large, don’t do guilt. It would slow them down considerably. I drink guilt like a smoothie for breakfast, and much as I revel in our regular secret back channel comms about Hester, I know I shouldn’t. 

As I once reasoned to a colleague, however: some people are intolerable, and life requires you to tolerate them, and there’s only two ways of releasing the pressure. One, letting loose at the individual winding you up, or two, bitching mercilessly behind their back. 

Option two might not be assertive or noble but it has a lot less impact on the social contract. 

None of us have ever really doubted that pushing back on Hester would badly damage our friendship with Ed. You don’t get a veto on your friends’ and relatives’ partners. Don’t I know it. Could’ve avoided my mum’s second husband disaster if I did. 

When I return to the table, I can sense, at the pace we’re drinking, we’re beginning a messy descent from general knowledge acuity. Leonard has wisely curled up and gone to sleep. There’s only Friday at work to struggle through tomorrow. 

‘You can tell you’re on half term,’ Susie says to Ed. ‘Hey. Eve. Did you mention the other day that Mark has had a kid?’ 

‘Oh, yes,’ I say, taking a hard swallow of my fresh Estrella. Ah, lovely numbing beer. ‘He posted the photos last week. Ezra. Cool name.’

Mark is my ex and my only serious boyfriend. He went off to be successful in journalism in London when we were twenty-nine and I didn’t move with him, we long-distanced. Pretty soon he decided my reluctance to relocate meant I wasn’t sufficiently committed – he was right – and finished it. He now works for Time Out in San Francisco, is married, an American citizen, and a father. Meanwhile, I got a cat. 

Regrets, I might have a few. My gut said we were never quite right, but a nagging voice in my head says that it was as right as I’m going to get, and I was an idiot. Coincidentally my mum says that too. 

‘Weird to think he used to be in here with us so often, and now he’s over there, forever. You’re not bothered?’ Susie says. 

‘Uhm, no. It feels very distant to me, you know? In every sense.’ 

‘How did you find out?’ 

‘He popped up following me on Instagram a few months ago and I followed him back.’ 

‘Aha. He’s not entirely over you, then,’ Ed says. ‘He wants you to see he’s moved on, and check what you’re doing. Which is a sure sign of his not having fully moved on.’ 

‘Hah. I doubt it. The fashionable neighbourhood of Lower Haight, five thousand miles away, is the very definition of moving on.’

(Yes of course I know these things from 1.30 a.m bleary tap-tap-scroll research.) 

‘I’m sure of it. Moving on has to happen here and here,’ Ed says, pointing at head and chest. He looks at me levelly and I blink at him and a tiny, near-imperceptible moment passes between us, and I mentally put it in one of my specimen jars. 

‘… I bet he browses photos of you and Roger and thinks, hell, I miss that walking essay crisis with the Cleopatra eyes.’ 

‘Crisis!’ But I glow, a bit. 

‘Hey – that’s good. “Walking essay crisis with Cleopatra eyes”, that’s like a Lloyd Cole lyric or something.’ 

‘It’s funny we use social media to spy on each other really, given everyone’s telling some degree of lie on there,’ Justin says. ‘There was a photo of a hotel on Trivago doing the rounds because they’d cropped out the nuclear power station behind it. But don’t we all, in a sense, crop out our nuclear power stations?’ 

I laugh. 

‘Yeah, everyone presents their life like it’s a holiday destination,’ I say. ‘I mean, where Mark’s living is a holiday destination.’ 

‘I always think when an ex is super happy with someone else they should be thanking you for ending things,’ Susie says. ‘Clearly you were right to split up. Why is it all “yeah suck it, in your face, I’m thriving!” No shit John, that is why I suggested we were both better off apart while you screamed at me that it was the end of your world. Perhaps in fact an apology is in order. Why do they think they’ve proved their point, not yours?’

I laugh, partly at how quintessential Susie Hart this is. 

‘Technically Mark dumped me, so he only has himself to congratulate,’ I say. 

‘Yes but only because you chose to stay here.’ 

‘Who would leave all this?’ I say, toasting the room, and then Leonard. And we laugh, but I know, as we hit our mid-thirties, it’s feeling just a trifle hollow. 

We can feel ourselves, if not having already made irreversible mistakes, right on the verge of making them. Hester recently observed that we are mutually ‘idling in neutral gear’. And ‘having each other stops all of you lot looking for more. Co-dependency. You are each other’s other halves, so you don’t bother with relationships as well.’ 

Apart from Ed and herself, of course. God, she’s a joy. 

The thing with Hester is, there’s a big whistling gap where her niceness is meant to be, but she’s absolutely everything else. Good-looking, energetic, high-earning, organised, confident, effortful, sociable, homemaking, birthday-remembering, smart. So I can see how it happened. You’d need to be paying attention. 

And Ed’s very loyal. Sometimes naturally loyal people fail to spot when they shouldn’t be loyal. 

‘Speaking of disappearing acts. Why are we missing Hester?’ Ed says, at her empty seat, and Justin mumbles we’re not, just quietly enough that Susie and I hear but Ed doesn’t.

Conversation is interrupted by a shrieking metallic noise, feedback from misfiring audio equipment, which makes everyone’s shoulders involuntarily hunch, and our mouths twist. 

‘Whoops! Let me fiddle with this. There we are. Hello! Before the quiz starts again, this young lady wants to use my kit for a moment. As it were, haha! Therefore I am handing over … to Esther? Hester, sorry.’ 

Our heads snap round and we frown in confusion to see Hester standing on the other side of the bar, wielding the microphone with a look of beatific anticipation, as if she’s about to belt out a karaoke ‘Total Eclipse of the Heart’ or announce Sweden’s scores on Eurovision, as soon as the producer in her earpiece says ‘Go.’ 

‘Hi everyone,’ she says, as the saloon bar falls silent. ‘I’d been wondering for a while about when best to do this, and I had a divine fit of inspiration. It’s his favourite place, there’s a mike,’ she waggles it at her mouth like a lollipop she’s about to lick and I sense a few males in the room paying keen attention. Hester’s presence often has that effect. It’s like when you’re interested in a lot on eBay and it tells you that Four Other People Are Watching This. 

‘So … That man over there …’ she gestures at Ed, who’s looking embarrassed, vaguely gratified, but mostly perturbed, ‘is the love of my life.’ 

She pauses for the awwwww to ripple round the room and closes her eyes for a second and nods. My stomach flexes. 

‘I know, right. Even in that shirt!’ Laughter. Hester’s giving it the full Gwyneth with her Oscar, in terms of regally commanding the room. 

‘Yep. We’ve been together for …’ she pretends to remember, counting it off on her fingers ‘… sixteen years! We are right about to age out of the “youth” demographic, my dear. Thirty-four is the cut-off. I know this because I work in advertising.’

Another laugh. You work for a marketing agency. I’ve heard you tartly correct people calling it advertising. 

‘The autumn I met Ed, we’d only been going out a few months … he did something amazing.’

God, I am way too British not to find this excruciating. I can’t imagine Ed feels any different. 

‘… My sister was going through a serious illness and it wasn’t sure she’d pull through, for a while. Ed and I were very new. Most guys would’ve run a mile from the commitment I needed. Not Ed,’ she looks at him, eyes shining, and the room holds its breath. ‘He came and stayed with my family that Christmas, he cooked the lunch for us, he took care of my parents, and promised me he’d always be there …’

Oh did he now. Well, it’s possible he didn’t, Hester’s a great self-mythologiser. 

‘… And I knew right then I had found someone very, very special.’

The room’s part-liquid. 

‘Now we’re thirty-four, what I’m wondering, Ed Cooper … after sixteen amazing years, of highs and lows, laughter and tears, is – will you marry me?’

A pause, and a roar of blokey expectation goes up from the steamily packed pub. 

Susie, Justin and I look at Ed in shock, and he momentarily returns it, and gazes at us, as if for our cue or permission. I literally see the thought pass across his face that he’s going to get into horrendous trouble if he spends more than a single second weighing this offer up. 

‘Yes!’ Ed says. Then louder: ‘Yes, I will marry you!’

He stands up and belts over to the bar and leans over, and he and Hester have a quick kiss while the room cheers and claps.

Susie, Justin and I all realise we should be doing the same as we look around us, and join in, in mechanical fashion. 

‘What are you like …? What on earth?’ I can hear Ed saying to Hester as she does a ‘oh you know me, what can I say’ delighted both-palms-up gesture, and Justin, Susie and I drink our drinks and say nothing in the din. 

Ed and Hester continue whispering and Ed is clearly expressing his ongoing amazement at Hester’s romantic audacity. I tear myself away from the sight and look once more at my friends. 

‘I didn’t see that coming!’ Justin says, with a pointedly upbeat, even tone. ‘At The Gladdy quiz, no less. Keep your gondolas in Venice or your sunsets in Marrakech, this is the way to do it. I will pencil mine in for when we’re next getting doners in Panko’s Fish Bar. What do you say, Leonard, fancy the job as ring bearer?’ Leonard wakes up and stares at his owner and goes straight back to sleep, face down on tufted front paws. Yep, hard same, Leonard.

Susie and I make polite murmurs of agreement and it’s fair to say, for once, we’re both speechless. 

Ed and Hester are back at the table and we make non-specific but emphatic noises of ‘Wow!’ and ‘Congrats!’ and ‘Oh my God!’ 

At times like this – OK, there haven’t been many times like this, but at times in general when we’re meant to show genuine and natural enthusiasm for Ed’s relationship – I marvel that someone as perceptive as Ed has tuned out the fact that we obviously aren’t that keen. Or maybe he knows full well, and sets it to one side. 

Whenever the issue of their marrying arose, he used the fact they bought a ‘doer-upper’ of a house as distraction. ‘We’ve got better ways to spend twenty grand than that, thanks to Crapston Villas.’ I hoped against hope his reluctance was about more than the cost. 

‘Well then! Here we are!’ 

Hester plonks celebratory Cava down on top of the quiz sheet, Ed juggling five flute glasses, as we croon fake awe at recent events. He’s crimson-tinged with shock and glee and booze. Hester unpeels the foil and wrestles the cork out of the bottle and, as it snaps out with a phut, the fizz bubbles over, streams down the sides and splatters our quiz sheet below. 

‘Whoops!’ I move to rescue it, but Hester picks up the bottle and wipes the base with the sheet of paper, the spreading ink turning the writing into indecipherable Rorschach blots. Oh. I pick it up and it’s as limp as a tissue. 

‘I’ll put it over here to dry,’ I say, draping it over the back of the seat. 

‘You’ll need translators from the British Library to decipher it,’ Justin says, in that quick, light way that gets him away with murder.

I can’t help but glance at Susie, and she gives me a quick hard look of understanding, and looks away. 

We sip our fizz and clink glasses and say: ‘Happy engagement!’ as heartily as we can, and Hester says, ‘It wasn’t planned, you know?! I had one of my moments of inspiration. You know my thing is to follow them.’

I do know. I remember a story about Hester convincing her in-laws to skinny dip with her on a family holiday to the Cornish coast which lives on in my nightmares. (‘Never trust the physically uninhibited’ – only solid piece of advice my dad gave me.) 

‘Next up, you’ve got to buy a ring,’ Justin says. ‘You should spend a month’s wages, isn’t that right?’

Ed grimaces. ‘Luckily my monthly wages are two hundred quid and a bag of scratchings.’ 

‘Hah, oh Edward. Best get saving! The one I like is Cartier!’ Hester says.

Unplanned, was it. 

‘Jesus wept, how much are they?!’ Ed fires up his phone and googles. When he finds the relevant page, he mimes mopping his brow with his scarf. ‘H, the website doesn’t even have prices. I have to,’ he makes a James Bond face, ‘Contact a Cartier Ambassador to Request the Price.’ 

Hester’s gurgling with delight and I know Ed’s in the clear to joke as much as he wants for the rest of the evening. If not the rest of his life. 

‘If they won’t even admit the price upfront then surely it’s a real “going in hard with no lube” situation?’ Justin says. (I told you about Justin and good taste.) ‘Oof.’ 

‘Yeah, they’ll start well north of five grand,’ Susie says, someone who knows about posh things more than the rest of us. ‘Get that kidney ready for the black market, Eduardo!’ 

Ed mimes queasiness and Hester smooths her hair and lowers her eyes in a mock ‘Princess Diana’ gesture. I feel queasy and it’s not even my savings. ‘I was thinking a spring wedding,’ Hester says. ‘I hate long engagements, they’re so pointless. They’re for people who want time to change their mind, hahaha.’ 

‘Or to save up,’ I say, in a tight voice, my feelings about this finally breaking the surface. 

‘Eve,’ Hester turns to me, ‘Susie,’ she then turns to Susie. 

Hester will make a stunning bride. Springtime. It’ll be all snowdrop flower crown, flowing backless satin like some medieval princess, tea lights in storm lanterns. ‘I have something to ask you both. By the time we tie the knot, my best friend back home will be about six months gone and, if her previous pregnancy is anything to go by, she’ll look like an egg.’ 

Wow. 

‘… And my sister says it’s a disgrace and embarrassment for anyone her age who’s still single to be a bridesmaid.’ 

A stagey pause, while I think I’m pretty sure her sister’s only two years older than us. ‘I was wondering. Would you two be my bridesmaids?’

A stunned beat before Susie bellows ‘Are you kidding oh my God of course we’d love to!’ and I echo her with as much force as I can muster. 

We smash glasses together again and Ed says ‘Wow, H, that is the loveliest thing. Two of my best mates, bridesmaids! That’s made my day.’

I’ve never seen Ed so uxorious. I admit I’ve been looking for micro-tells of his being pissed off at this ambush, but I can’t find any. 

‘It struck me as a really nice thing for you two to do, to make you feel part of it,’ Hester says to me and Susie, as if we’re the ones on a school trip by grace of a special hardship fund. 

I beam, with a fake banana-sized grin. I am so glad to be drunk right now. Hats off, Hester, you’ve played a blinder. 

‘And it goes without saying – this is my best man!’ Ed says, and he and Justin hug. ‘The gang’s all here.’ 

Through the blurry talk of which venues have enough outdoor space to host the nuptials, I think about the fact I’ll have to go to dress fittings with Hester, with her bossing me in and out of boiled-sweet-coloured gowns, free to pass comment on my appearance. I’m known for living in black, wearing my clompy boots and, as Ed says, sticking to my ageing Goth make-up. 

Instead of hiding at the back of this wedding, with a gin miniature, a Valium and my crushed hopes in my black silk clutch, I will be front and centre and required to grin my way through the official photos. 

My Best Friend’s Wedding might’ve been a funny film but reliving its plot doesn’t feel funny in the slightest. 

‘… Question twelve. We asked you what Marcus Garvey, Rudyard Kipling, Ernest Hemingway and Alice Cooper have in common? It involved a mistake. The answer is: they all read their own obituaries, which had been mistakenly published before they were dead.’ 

‘Ah, that was the connection!’ I say, but no one is listening. 

The men in the packable anoraks win.
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I’m that level of boozed where I’m hovering slightly outside myself, listening to the sound of my feet stamping heavily on the ice-sparkled concrete as if they’re someone else’s. 

The road’s asphalt looks so magical when it’s white-speckled and has that translucent sheen, like a mirror ball, or mother of pearl. And yet it’s so treacherous. Is the pavement a metaphor for marrying Hester? Or am I just drunk? 

Everyone in the group is taxi-ing distance from The Gladstone, Susie in one suburb, Ed and Hester in another, Justin in town. I live in the same postcode as the pub, Carrington, a tiny suburb with winding streets, and red-brick, quirky Victorian houses, some with turrets that look like Correctional Institutions for Wayward Boys, or as if they’re made from gingerbread by fairytale witches. Suitably, Fairytale Witch is my look. There are lots of overhanging, mature trees that scatter blossom like confetti once a year. 

And cats. It’s lousy with cats. Roger is engaged in a bitter ongoing territory battle with the local feral unneutered tom, Dirk. (No, I don’t know how a stray has a name either – notoriety on the local community message boards, I assume. Dirk is a rugged individualist, a white-whiskered super villain, and no one’s going to take his liberty, or his bollocks.)

My phone pings with a text message from Susie. It’s not been sent to myself and Justin, only to me, which is intriguing. This suggests deep-dive Girl Talk, and there’s very little Girl Talk between us that Justin isn’t privy to. He asked Susie to copy him out of her graphic account of her Mirena coil removal, but that’s about it.

MAN DOWN. I have opinions on tonight’s atrocity, much to discuss. Speak soon. xx

Maybe it’s because we’re the cursed bridesmaids. I am not looking forward to remembering that dismaying fact when I wake up with a shitty head. Is it possible to decline being a bridesmaid to one of your best friend’s brides, without mortally offending them? Could I fake an injury? There’s no way Hester would let someone with an orthopaedic support boot hop down the aisle, spoiling the vision. Even as I think it, I remember that I’d have been to the fittings by then and be wasting their money. Sigh. 

As Justin says, a conscience weighs too much. 

I’d reply to Susie, but her message sounds very much like she’s about to go to sleep, so I’ll leave it for when we’re nursing our sore heads tomorrow.

Even though I know this isn’t observing safety protocols when female and out late inebriated, in the dark, I turn my music on to the last thing I played. Kylie’s ‘Can’t Get You Out of My Head’ pounds in my ears, which feels like Kylie knows what’s what.

La la la, lah la la lah

It interacts with the alcohol in my bloodstream and makes me feel defiant, and I have an idea. 

La la la, lah la la lah

A probably really bad, and yet suddenly irresistible, idea. 

I pull my phone out and scroll to WhatsApp, until I find his name, Zack. Susie calls him Baby Yoda. (Susie always whispers ‘The Child! He should be with his own people’ whenever he and I finish chatting, and I shush her.)

Zack works in a neighbourhood bar nearby, the kind of place no bigger than a galley kitchen, festooned with fairy lights and ironic art. Pretend Warhols of Ena Sharples in her hairnet, surrounded by illuminated plastic chilli peppers, that kind of thing. Flamingo umbrella-holder stands. The place that you always end up in for the very ill-advised fifth and sixth drinks on an unplanned session. 

Zack’s got a man bun, a taut stomach, and the level of circulation where he’s in a t-shirt with rolled-up sleeves, year round. 

Whenever we are in, he’s always pulling up a chair, twirling it back to front, and ‘explaining’ our cocktails to us. Insisting I sip a bit while he talks me through the vital acidic effect of the lemon zest on my olfactory experience. I never have the heart to say, ‘Zack, I’ve had a litre of cheap gin already, it could be wheel cleaner to be honest.’ 

After he finally left us to drink them last time, Susie whispered: ‘Please have sex with him before I have to get another Ted Talk on the invention of the Tom Collins, I can’t fucking take it.’

I laughed this off – me? Him? – but as we left last time, Zack said, with the insouciance of being male and twenty-four and having a taut stomach: ‘Hey, Eva. Give me your number and I’ll let you know when we have that hazelnut liqueur in I was telling you about.’

I’m not a hook-ups person, usually. Well, ever, apart from a Canadian guy who looked like a Mountie who I met on a training weekend when I was twenty-three. Straight afterwards he made a joke about zipping me into a North Face holdall on his floor, which I started to realise wasn’t a joke, and left. It was as if God knew I was acting out of character and decided to prank me. 

I know this is weak, but, I’m thirty-four, and on the horizon I can see ‘not being blatantly hit on by twenty-something barmen any more’. Like the Next sale on Boxing Day, I am suddenly interested in grabbing something that doesn’t suit me and I will soon regret, just because I can.

I need validation tonight. I want to do something that says I’m still desirable. That I’m out here on the cool-single-with-options frontier, getting up to spontaneous things. Not still hoping. 

A voice says: you are doing this to tell Ed, to make him jealous. You are doing something just so you can tell him about it and make him feel something back, and I silence the voice. I don’t want to be that person and it can’t be allowed to be true, and if I don’t think it, it isn’t true.

Hi! I don’t know if you’re working tonight but wondered if you fancied a drink after your shift finishes? E x

God almighty, Eve, you’re swimming in drink already and it’s midnight. Go home and have a strong coffee and two paracetamol and realise you’re an idiot.

The reply is near immediate, so my fate is written.

Yeah! I am just finishing up actually. Want to hang here? Master mixologist at your service [image: smile face emoji]

I’m right outside my house and it’d be a lot easier to hang here, but cynically, I’d quite like this to take place off premises, so I don’t have to wake up with Zack and kick him out tomorrow. Not a one-night stand, a half-night stand. Eesh. The feminist in me always reacts badly to my mum saying: ‘Honestly, women are the new men!’ but I’m slightly ashamed of my brute calculations. 

Zack is impressed by himself, and I’m going to pretend to be impressed by him too for as long as I need to get what I want from the deal. Then we’ll be done. That’s manipulation, surely. The fact I know he’s not remotely interesting to me for anything more is exactly why he’s so right for this. I mean, maybe he feels exactly the same way. But it’s not like I’m going to check. 

I hear Susie in my head: Eve, offering a man a no-strings hook-up is not exploiting him, fucks sake. This is your whole problem, imagining you’re emotionally responsible for some random dude who’s into bouldering and brewing his own kombucha and posts stuff on Facebook like ‘The new Tame Impala is a vibe.’

I can imagine replying: ‘It’s ambitious to call that my whole problem,’ and Susie snorting: ‘Yes, true.’

On my way! [image: smile face emoji]
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I run into my house for a minute, to brush my teeth, change my pants and touch up my make-up. I thought this was a convenient little confidence booster, until I saw my lopsidedly hammered, sweaty face by actual lighting. In the background, the dressing gown I should be climbing into right now is slung over the shower rail. My silent house is full of reproach. 

I’ve worn my midnight-black hair long-ish and straight my whole life, but assessing myself pitilessly, pushing it back behind my ears, I fret it’s getting too harsh. That I’m drain-circling ‘crone’. As I paint on more liquid eyeliner, I think, is this why you see some old ladies who are gaudy parodies of their younger selves? They refused to disembark from their style, thirty years prior. Failed to heed the signs it was time to lay down the crow-coloured dye and poppy-pink blush. 

Stripy Roger wakes up on the sofa and shouts ‘MWOWH?’ as I leave again. Which is a legitimate question. 

‘Enough judging from you, Piecrust,’ I say, using his birth name as a good luck charm. The old lady who gave him to the rescue charity would only let me adopt him if I promised to keep his name as Piecrust. 

‘You don’t actually have to do it, though,’ Susie said, as she drove me home with a squirming cat basket. ‘How she’s going to know different, when she sees his name in The Times marriage announcements?’ 

‘She had the feel of a mystical hag who could curse me if I don’t.’ 

‘Well she’s cursed him alright. Piecrust, fucks sake.’ 

I compromised with Roger Piecrust Harris, which sounds like a comedian who was exposed as a paedophile in the 1970s. 

I’m carried on fumes to the door of the bar, but seeing it mostly in darkness, and realising my friends are asleep – or celebrating engagements, but either way, in bed – by now, brings my folly home to me. My appetite for sexual buccaneering has disappeared. I queued for the ride and now I don’t want to get on. 

I tentatively rap my knuckles on the heavy wooden door and there’s the noise of keys being jangled on the other side. We’ll be locked in together. It occurs to me this date is not hugely safe, either. I don’t know Zack, it’s the middle of the night, and no one knows I’m here. Given none of my friends are likely to see any message until tomorrow, it’d help with the investigation more than save me. 

‘Hi there Eva,’ Zack says. ‘Welcome to my humble hacienda!’ 

Oh, God. 

‘Hello,’ I say. ‘Woah, it looks different in the dark.’ Creepy. What I mean is creepy. And it’s silent.

I step inside and try not to flinch when he locks the door again behind me, though I’m vaguely reassured when he leaves the bunch of keys hanging in the lock. 

‘Yeah, I’ll chuck a few more lamps on, hang on. You don’t want to make the place look too open in case you get the pissheads banging on your door or the motherfucking popo doing you for an illegal lock-in.’

I laugh, without being sure that ‘motherfucking popo’ was meant to be funny. 

He throws the place into better light and I relax slightly. 

‘Sit up there and I’ll mix you one of your lavender Martinis,’ Zack gestures at the bar stools, opposite the backlit bar, with its Banksy print of two policemen kissing. ‘If that’s what you’re feeling?’ he says, and I nod vigorously. I’m not feeling it, I’ve recovered the few degrees I needed to realise 1) the last fucking thing I need is a Martini, and 2) the last thing I want is fucking, but it’s too late now.

It isn’t too late as such, I know that. I am clothed, enfranchised and technically able to leave. 

I hate the fact I feel obliged to do anything because I was stupid enough to initiate this. Thinking I’m now committed to some sort of sexual encounter is everything I would hotly and passionately argue against, if it was a hypothetical, and especially if it was someone else. It’s one of those unpleasant moments in life you confront the fact your beliefs in theory and behaviour in practice can be two entirely different things. 

Now Zack is theatrically slapping fresh lavender heads between his hands, clapping to ‘release their perfume’, and threading them onto cocktail sticks with lemon slices, and the complexity of the drink alone feels like a debt to pay. I thought once he wasn’t working, he’d flip the lids on beers. 

‘Want music on?’ he says. 

‘Sure.’ 

‘Name an album.’ 

‘What, any album?’ 

‘Yeah.’ 

‘Uhm …’ Ugh, a coolness test, and I don’t want the cringe of anything overtly seductive. ‘Fleetwood Mac? Tusk?’ 

Zack leans towards the door, talks as if to a pot plant on the bar. 

‘Alexa, play Fleetwood Mac, Tusk.’ 

‘Is this your place?’ I say, as it starts, struck by Zack’s freedom to entertain on the premises. 

‘No, the owner Ted is in Lanzarote. He lives there part of the year. The cold part. I run it for him when he’s away. He’s like an uncle to me.’ 

Zack spins a coaster into position in front of me and sets the Martini on top of it. 

‘Thank you!’ 

‘What’s your deal, then, Little Miss Nightmare Before Christmas?’ 

‘Nightmare before …?’ 

‘The Tim Burton film, like a cartoon? You look like the girl in it. Big eyes and the white raggedy dress. Kinda spooky.’ 

‘She’s called the Corpse Bride, isn’t she?’ I say, with a smile as I sip. 

‘Her name’s Sally.’

‘Ah. My deal …?’ 

‘Got a husband, boyfriend? Girlfriend? Significant Other plus Side Dude?’ 

‘I’d not be here if I did have one?’ I blurt, baffled. I then realise how explicit this is regards my purpose, even though it’s not really my fault he asked such a direct question. I waffle: ‘… In closed-up bars in the middle of the night. Drinking drinks with herbs in them.’ 

‘Hey, I’m not here to judge,’ Zack says, hands up. 

He’s managed to make me feel like Shirley Valentine cracking on to a Greek waiter, needing a holiday from herself. I feel patronised. Would he have asked a woman of his own age these things, I wonder? Maybe, yes – I have a suspicion that Zack has the gift of annoying people when he isn’t intending to annoy. 

‘Have you got a girlfriend?’ I say, hoping my intonation makes it clear I don’t care. Although … if he says he has, that’s an easy out for me. Zack tilts his head in a contemplative way. 

‘Nah. It’s complicated, but nah.’

It’s complicated means ‘I’m messing someone around and I think the fact makes me interesting,’ Susie always says. 

‘Aren’t you drinking?’ I ask, as I realise Zack is now rinsing the cocktail shaker under a tap rather than sorting anything else. 

‘I’ve got an Asahi on the go,’ he points to a bottle on the counter.

He dries his hands, walks round, and takes up position on the stool next to me. 

‘Enjoying it?’ he says of the Martini. 

‘Yeah, incredible,’ I say, politely, having some more, really wanting to take the fruit salad out of it so it’s more accessible, but not wanting to hurt his feelings.

We chat about music festivals, and hipster restaurants, and some local hoodlums who’ve taken to drag racing on the main road. 

I notice, once again, that company that’s not the right fit for you is so much lonelier than being happily alone. I’ve had no existential moments while sharing pizzas with Stripy Roger. 

And Zack’s curiosity about me, it seems, began and ended with my partnership arrangements. 

When I open my mouth to say something about myself, after a long monologue about the benefits of his possibly moving to Australia – delivered in a slightly weary, rehearsed way as if he’s tired of having to explain his life choices to eager fangirls – Zack interrupts: ‘… I’m staying in the flat upstairs. I’m kinda hoping you enjoy that drink so much that you drink it quickly, so you can come up there with me.’

He’s trying to give me come-hither, hooded eyes.

Clunk. There it is. I knock most of the rest of the Martini down in one, and wonder if I’m realistically going to make it to work at all tomorrow.

What can I say to Zack? ‘Having become two degrees soberer and twenty minutes more aware of your personality, I’m going home’? Yes, I could and should say at least some of this, but I won’t. I ponder how many mistakes in life are born of a simple fear of being rude. 

‘Show me the way,’ I say.

I feel about as enthused saying that as ‘Let’s Get Brexit Done’.

Zack slides down off his stool with a smirk and gestures for me to follow him up a narrow flight of poky, creaking stairs, through a door behind the bar. The décor budget clearly went on the kitsch joint below: the sitting room he leads me up into smells of microwaved food and sadness, and there are sports socks and pants on a plastic drying rack. A coffee table holds a clutter of vaping equipment, remote controls and empty Nando’s PERi-PERi sauce bottles with candles wedged in them, a version of trattorias and their repurposed wicker wine holders.

Zack points at a puffy pale grey pleather recliner in front of the television. 

‘Can we do it on there?’ he whispers. ‘I feel weird in Ted’s bed. His wife died a year ago.’ 

‘Why are we whispering?’ I say. ‘Is she listening?’ 

‘Possibly,’ Zack says. 

‘… What?’ 

‘She died in that bed,’ Zack says, pointing at a room next door, eyes widening. ‘Freaks me out. I feel Linda’s ghost hovering over me. She died of a heart attack and I get this pain in my chest, like she’s sitting on me. Trying to give me one.’ 

‘A heart attack, I hope you mean?’ 

‘Yeah.’

This is so grimly tragi-comic and he’s so earnest that I have to make an effort not to laugh. 

‘You know it could be psychosomatic?’ I say. ‘You think of her, and then you feel her sitting on you?’ 

‘I didn’t fancy her! She was, like, sixty! Ugh.’ 

‘No … I … OK.’

I’m going to copulate with someone who sincerely believes in ghosts, and doesn’t understand the word psychosomatic. 

‘Other times, I’ve heard her walking about in here,’ Zack continues, on a Lore of Linda roll now, hands on hips, casting a suspicious look around the room. 

‘How do you know it’s her?’ I say. ‘This is quite an old building. Could be any number of dead people?’ 

‘Because she had these shoes that made her sound like a clippy-cloppy goat. Heels. Brrr.’ Zack shudders. 

‘I don’t believe in ghosts,’ I say. 

‘I do. It’s only science,’ Zack says. 

‘I’m fairly sure, whatever else it is, it’s not science.’ 

‘It is. Principle of physics, a form of energy cannot be destroyed, it can only change form, right?’ 

‘… Riiight?’ 

‘So when someone dies, where does their energy go? Into another form. Ghosts.’ 

‘Well, no, if you’re buried and decompose into the earth you’re worm food. That’s the transfer of energy. Into the soil.’ 

‘Worm food energy.’ 

‘Yes.’ 

‘What’s cremation then? What does that energy become?’ 

‘Fire?’ 

‘Woah …’ Zack pauses. ‘I still think there’s spirit energy. That has to go somewhere.’

This is pretty bad foreplay, it has to
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