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      I’m standing in my own living room, surrounded by my family, about to be told I’m an alcoholic. It’s a Saturday morning in November, not that this matters. What matters is my mother’s coat, which she hasn’t removed. She’s perched stiff-backed on the sofa, as though she might need to leave at any moment. She hasn’t yet spoken. She’s saving her disappointment for maximum impact. Her handbag’s positioned precisely on her knees, like a shield. Next to her, my sister brandishes a Moleskine notebook. I can’t read what she’s written, but there will be bullet points. Vicky’s a lawyer. She bullet-points her Christmas cards. My so-called best friend, turncoat Izzy, keeps trying for eye contact, asking for forgiveness. We’re not there yet. And Jed - my husband - has joined remotely. From a Brighton FC training camp in Heidelberg. The one in Australia, not Germany. He’s a face on an iPad propped on a chair of its own nearest the door.

      ‘Right,’ I say, because someone has to break the silence. ‘Who died?’

      Nobody laughs.

      ‘Allie,’ Vicky says, and she’s using her courtroom voice. ‘We need to talk to you about something important.’

      ‘Clearly.’ I fold my arms. I don’t sit. I’m not giving them the satisfaction. ‘Go on then. Let’s hear the prosecution’s opening arguments.’

      Izzy’s eyes are wet, but Izzy cries at EastEnders, so it’s no big deal.

      ‘We’re worried about you,’ she says. ‘All of us. We love you, and we’re worried, and we think⁠— ’

      ‘You all think I drink too much.’ I save her the trouble. ‘You all think I need professional help. Am I warm?’

      My mother speaks. Finally. ‘This isn’t a joke, Dorothy.’

      She’s the only person in the world who still calls me that. I went through school being Dot and Dotty. Dori and Thea. When I escaped to college, I switched to my middle name. Alexandra. Allie to friends. To my mother, I’m still Dorothy. Named after my horrible grandma. It’s a name she deploys like a weapon. To remind me I was hers before I was mine.

      ‘I don’t assume for one second that you’d be a part of anything halfway funny,’ I say. ‘So why don’t you all stop being all nice and supportive, and just come out with whatever it is you want to say?’

      That shuts them all up. Even my mother, who bristles valiantly.

      ‘We want you to consider rehab,’ Vicky says.

      And then nobody dares risk eye contact.

      ‘Rehab?’ I say, elongating the word, leaving enough outraged air around it. ‘Like The Priory?’

      My mother snorts. ‘Goodness me, Dorothy, you can’t afford The Priory. Jonathan who does my roots goes there, but he’s married to a merchant banker with a helicopter.’

      ‘There’s a place in Hampshire,’ Vicky says. ‘They do a twenty-eight-day residential programme.’

      I have my phone out. ‘Give me the name.’

      ‘Dorothy,’ my mother shakes her head, like I’ve disappointed her. ‘Surely what you ought to be asking is will they be able to cure me?’

      ‘I’m not sick.’

      ‘It would only be for a few weeks,’ Izzy says. ‘Think of it like a spa retreat.’

      I get how she’s trying to diffuse things, but I’m angry. Actually, scrub that, I’m fucking furious.

      ‘So am I expected to sleep in a bunk bed and weave wicker for a month?’

      Vicky looks up from her notebook. ‘You’d be there until just after Christmas.’

      My mouth opens. Words don’t follow.

      ‘I can cover your stay,’ my mother says.

      ‘I don’t need your money,’ I say. ‘Because I’m not going.’

      Her lips pinch into a hen’s arse of disapproval.

      My sister takes over.

      ‘We’re trying to help,’ Vicky says.

      ‘By telling me I’m an alcoholic?’

      The word stuns her into silence. And I should stop and take the win.

      I don’t.

      ‘That is what you all think, right?’ I force each one of them to look at me as I speak. ‘I hide empty bottles in the airing cupboard and wake up with the shakes. You probably all think I’m off my tits right now…’

      ‘We’ve all tried talking to you.’ Vicky is back to scribbling notes. ‘Individually. Multiple times. You deflect, you minimise, you make jokes. You don’t listen.’

      ‘I’m listening now. I’m a captive audience. Literally.’ I gesture at a door blocked by Jed’s iPad chair. His pixelated face freezes mid-blink.

      ‘You need to be more responsible,’ my mother says. Which is priceless, coming from a woman who once left her fifteen-year-old daughter in the care of hotel staff, while she chased a con artist around the bars and nightclubs of Benidorm.

      Vicky looks down at her Moleskine.

      ‘I’ve made some notes,’ she says. ‘And before I start, I need you to understand that none of this is about me trying to attack you. What I’m trying to do is establish a pattern.’

      ‘A pattern?’

      ‘Let’s start with this time last year. When Mum invited us round for a mince pie and mulled wine mingle.’

      I fake a yawn.

      ‘After dinner, you passed out,’ my mother says. ‘Geoff from next door had to carry you to bed.’

      I fold my arms. ‘I had COVID.’

      ‘Then there was that conference in Leeds. Your boss called me, for some reason. You hadn’t shown up for your panel.’ She looks around the room, like she’s addressing a jury. Which I suppose she is, sort of. ‘You were located in the hotel bar.’

      ‘Everyone goes a bit wild on a jolly,’ I say.

      ‘At ten-thirty in the morning. Threatening to punch a German tourist.’

      I look away. Because she’s right. I almost lost my job.

      ‘On my birthday.’ Vicky’s voice is flat now. No emotion, just facts. ‘In front of my colleagues. You gave a toast that went on for fifteen minutes and included details about my teenage eating disorder. And virtually every other little thing I’ve ever told you in confidence.’

      I don’t have an excuse for that one. Truth be told, I don’t entirely remember that one. Vicky did have a food thing. But didn’t everyone? At some point?

      ‘Three weeks ago.’ She’s still going. ‘You called me at two in the morning, crying, barely coherent. You were in your office. You’d been there all night. And you couldn’t work out how to get out of the building.’

      ‘They keep changing the security code,’ I say.

      ‘When I rang back the next morning to make sure you were safe, you had no memory of ever speaking to me.’

      None of them mention the real reason I started drinking. The thing that actually broke me. They can’t, because I’ve never told them. Some truths are too heavy to share. You bury them deep and hope the weight doesn’t crush you.

      More than anything, I need this to stop.

      ‘OK.’ I hold up my hands. ‘Fine. I get it. Now and then, perhaps I do drink just a little bit too much. Message received. We can all go home now. Except— ’ I look around and pretend to be surprised. ‘Wow, it seems I already am home. So…’

      ‘Allie.’ Izzy’s voice cracks. ‘Last week. I came round and I found you on the bathroom floor.’

      I go very still. Because I don’t really remember what happened. Or rather, I do, but not how it came to be happening.

      ‘You were unconscious,’ she says. ‘You’d been sick. On yourself. I thought— ’ She stops. Swallows. ‘I checked for a pulse. I was about to call an ambulance.’

      I stay quiet. It feels like the best defence.

      ‘I cleaned you up,’ she says. ‘I put you to bed. And when you woke up the next morning, you didn’t even know what day it was. You asked me why I was there.’

      The flat is starting to feel smaller. The air has got thicker, and I want to sit down but I can’t. If I sit down, they win. I need to stay on my feet. Be ready to answer back. To filibuster. To roll with their punches.

      I glance at my mother. Sitting there, handbag on knees, face arranged into an expression of pained disappointment.

      ‘Maybe if I go and see someone,’ I say. ‘A therapist or something. An addiction counsellor.’

      Her shoulders fall. And there’s that sigh again.

      ‘You’re in denial, Dorothy.’

      I submit. I sit down.

      ‘OK, so let’s suppose I do have a problem with drink. I can’t just drop everything and vanish for six weeks. What’s my boss going to think?’

      Nobody speaks. Even iPad Jed is staring down at the floor.

      ‘The run up to Christmas is crazy busy,’ I say. ‘It’s all parties and client dinners. I’m shortlisted for Best Multi-Stakeholder Messaging Framework.’

      I shut twenty students in a room with sticky notes and Sharpies. Their mission was to rebrand buying secondhand shite online as climate action. “Old things. New hope” went viral. For two weeks, I was the toast of the PR world.

      ‘Your boss is fine about you taking time off,’ Vicky says.

      ‘You spoke to Sam?’

      They’re all staring at the floor again. I think Jed might have frozen. Either that or he’s getting an off-screen blowjob.

      ‘Fernleigh Lodge has a bed available on Monday.’ My sister hands me a glossy brochure. It looks a lot like Centre Parcs for dropouts.

      ‘It’s a fucking con, Vic,’ I say. ‘It was in Politico. These places are like gulags. You share bedrooms and toilets, and they expect you to cook and clean and tidy up the garden. It’s literally modern slavery.’

      ‘It’s called rehab for a reason,’ my mother adjusts her handbag. ‘We want you to get help, Dorothy. Before it’s too late.’

      ‘Too late for what?’ I hear how I’ve gone high-pitched, but fuck it, this is a high-pitched moment.

      ‘We’ll help sort everything out,’ Vicky says. ‘The important thing is that you agree to go.’

      I look at the iPad. At no-longer blow-job-frozen Jed. Waiting for him to say something. To defend me. To tell them they’re overreacting, that I’m fine, that we’re fine, that he’ll look after me.

      He clears his throat.

      ‘Allie.’ His voice is calm. Careful. The voice he uses for press conferences when someone’s asked about missing an open goal. ‘I need to tell you something.’

      The room shifts. Izzy tenses, Vicky looks down at her notebook, my mother’s fingers tighten on the strap of her handbag.

      They know. Whatever’s coming, they already know.

      ‘I can’t do this anymore,’ Jed says.

      ‘Do what?’ I frown. ‘This whole fucked-up intervention thing? Fine. I’ll tell them to leave. We’ll talk about it when you’re back from⁠— ’

      ‘I can’t do… us.’ The words drop like stones into shallow puddles. ‘I want a divorce, Allie.’

      I’m certain I’ve misheard. That a bad connection has somehow scrambled his words into nonsense. Or that he’s a deep fake, there to scare the living shite out of me.

      ‘I’m sorry.’ Jed doesn’t look sorry. He looks relieved. ‘I’ve been thinking about it for a long time. The drinking made it worse, but honestly… it was already over. We were already over.’

      ‘Jed— ’

      ‘My career is taking off. I’m up for the England squad. I can’t— ’ He pauses. Chooses his words. ‘I can’t be tied to someone who’s a liability. I’m sorry. That sounds harsh. But it’s true.’

      Six years of marriage and I’m a liability.

      A risk to be managed.

      A problem to be solved.

      ‘You’re doing this now?’ My voice comes out too high. ‘On a video call. In front of my family and my best mate.’

      ‘I didn’t want to make it about us. Today is supposed to be about your drinking.’

      ‘Bullshit.’ The word just falls out. ‘This is about you wanting out without looking like the villain. The intervention crap gives you cover.’ I put on his press-conference voice. ‘My wife was an alcoholic. What could I do? I tried to help her.’

      ‘Allie— ’ Vicky interrupts.

      ‘Don’t.’ I turn on her. ‘Don’t you dare defend him. Did you know about this? Did all of you know?’

      Their silence is answer enough.

      I look at my mother. Still silent. Still composed. Still looking like she got dressed this morning to meet with minor royals. Izzy wringing her hands. Vicky shaking her head.

      ‘Right,’ I say. ‘Right. So this whole thing. Your loving concern, the intervention. This was all some sort of setup. Softening me up for the main event. My husband is leaving me.’

      ‘I didn’t know about Jed,’ Izzy says.

      Vicky shakes her head. My mother even looks like maybe she wasn’t in on his plans.

      A wave of sadness washes over me. Followed by a flash of fury.

      ‘Get out,’ I say.

      ‘Allie— ’

      ‘All of you. Come on. Bums up. Off you jolly well piss. I want you all out of my flat.’ I stop. The absurdity catches up with me. ‘Actually, I suppose this is Jed’s flat, isn’t it? His name’s on the deeds, after all.’

      Jed pipes up from his chair. ‘I’m not throwing you out, Allie. Take all the time you need to find somewhere new. I’ll get a hotel room. The club can sort something out.’

      I look around, taking stock of everything we bought together. Trophies to togetherness. Jed can keep the lot.

      ‘I’ll be gone by tomorrow,’ I say.

      ‘I’ll be fair about the settlement.’ Jed’s voice is calm. Measured. ‘You can stay until… whenever… I’m not trying to hurt you.’

      ‘Well.’ I fake smile at the iPad. ‘Mission accomplished anyway.’

      I walk to the front door and open it. Stand there. Waiting.

      My mother is first out. She rises, gathers herself, and walks past without a word. Not even disappointment now. Just nothing. Just the same blank absence I’ve been getting from her since I was old enough to need her, and young enough to believe she might ever think to show up.

      Vicky follows, pausing at the door. ‘Why don’t you give the rehab place a chance? It would buy you breathing space.’

      I don’t speak.

      Izzy is last, and she’s properly crying now, mascara tracking down her cheeks. ‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry. I didn’t know he was going to… I thought this would help⁠— ’

      ‘Just go.’ I can’t look at her. ‘Please.’

      She comes in for a hug, but I stand rigid, arms at my sides.

      When I put my mind to it, I can be a heartless cow.

      ‘Lovely to see you all,’ I call into the stairwell as three sets of footsteps retreat. ‘We really must do this again sometime.’

      I close the flat door, and catch my breath.

      In the living room, iPad Jed has been replaced by a screensaver. He’s disconnected. Delivered his lines and sodded off.

      Crying feels like the right thing to do.

      My husband of six years has just ended our marriage via video call. As part of a friends and family ambush package deal.

      I don’t cry.

      I tune into static.

      The click and hum of the fridge. The three beeps that signal the dishwasher is done. The sound of seagulls outside fighting over chips.

      My phone rings.

      An unknown number. My thumb moves before my brain catches up.

      ‘Hello?’

      ‘Allie. It’s Sam.’

      Sam Bell. My boss. Sam doesn’t work weekends. Sam plays golf on Saturdays, and sails his boat, and does whatever else middle-aged men do to avoid talking to or spending time with their families.

      ‘Sam. Hi. Is everything⁠— ’

      ‘I’ll keep this brief.’ His voice is awkward. Formal. The voice of a man who drew the short straw. ‘I’ve had a call. This morning. About you.’

      My blood goes cold.

      ‘Someone in your personal life felt it was appropriate to flag certain… concerns. About your wellbeing. I won’t go into details.’ He clears his throat. ‘But you can understand. A PR agency can’t have someone in crisis managing other people’s crises. It undermines client confidence.’

      ‘Sam, I don’t know what you’ve been told, but⁠— ’

      ‘I’m sorry, Allie. I really am. You’re good at your job. But this isn’t something we can overlook. Jenny will be in touch Monday with the details of your severance package.’ He pauses. ‘Look after yourself.’

      The line goes dead.

      I stare at the phone in my hand.

      Vicky. It had to be Vicky. That 2am phone call from the office. I probably woke her perfect fucking husband or her precious son.

      I put the phone down carefully. As if it might explode.

      Husband: gone.

      Job: gone.

      Home: going.

      I sit very still, listening to my breathing.

      And then I’m on my feet. Walking to the bathroom.

      Rummaging in the linen basket. Finding my secret stash. A bottle of Smirnoff.

      A half bottle, now.

      I’m out of tonic. But that’s never stopped me.

      My hands shake as I unscrew the cap.

      I don’t have a problem with drink.

      I like a drink. Doesn’t everyone?

      I can hardly be the only person in Brighton doing this right now.

      It’s one drink. Just enough to take the edge off what happened. To steady my nerves. To give me the clarity I need to figure out what to do next.
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        * * *

      

      I’m in a pub. Somewhere on the seafront. A place with sticky tables and a television showing football. When did I leave the flat?

      Football. Jed’s face. No. Someone else’s face in a different-coloured shirt.

      Not Brighton FC. The Seagulls.

      I order wine. Red wine. The bartender looks at me like he’s seen me somewhere before. And he might have done. Now and then I get papped. With Jed. I’m a footballer’s wife after all. At one time, that would pass for minor celebrity status. I wouldn’t need Sam’s shitty PR job. In Sam’s shitty PR company. I could earn my own keep. Eating bugs in the outback or having a meltdown in the Big Brother house.

      The barman serves me anyway because that’s his job.

      Because it’s not his place to judge.

      My phone buzzes.

      Izzy.

      I press decline.
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        * * *

      

      In a corner shop, the fluorescent lights hurt my eyes.

      I’m buying wine. Two bottles.

      Although it’s three for twenty quid, which sounds like a deal.

      Might as well.

      The man behind the counter is saying something about a bag and I’m laughing because the question seems unbearably funny.

      It’s screw-top wine, for fuck’s sake. Not vintage Chablis.

      ‘You’re alright, mate,’ I say. ‘I can manage.’

      No bag. No bag necessary.

      Got to think about the environment after all.

      The bottles are cold against my chest.
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        * * *

      

      I’m on the phone. Down near the Pier. Shouting. Because some twat in a Beamer is playing shit music with the car windows down.

      Who even does that?

      Whoever’s on the other end of the line keeps saying they can’t understand what I’m saying.

      Like this is my fault.

      I only need a taxi.

      The voice on the other end is saying my name, over and over, and I’m saying things.

      Terrible things. True things.

      About how nobody loves me, about how I’m disposable, about how everyone leaves.

      Everyone leaves.

      The call ends. Or I drop the phone. One or the other.
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        * * *

      

      I’m sitting on the beach.

      On pebbles.

      Obviously. This is Brighton. We don’t have sand. And yet, the shops on the seafront still sell buckets and spades.

      Why? Are they having a laugh?

      When did it get so dark?

      The sky needs a moon.

      Why is there no moon?

      Or is there one and it’s low in the sky? Like behind the buildings on the promenade. Behind Harry Ramsden’s.

      The pebbles slip and slide under my feet.

      They’re cold against my palms, my knees.

      I can hear the sea but I can’t actually see it.

      It’s not like the sky is black or anything. Or even purple. It’s more orange from the light pollution. And there’s no stars. Just the dull glow across the bay of some other bit of life that doesn’t care if I live or die.

      A dog comes up to me.

      Pants and huffs and bounces away.

      A man’s voice asks if I’m OK.

      I wave him away. Wave him off.

      ‘I’m fine,’ I think I might have said. Because I always am.

      Fine.
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        * * *

      

      Behind some bins. Being sick.

      Near the Tesco Express.

      One of those streets near the Komedia.

      Might even be the street with the Komedia on it.

      I’m not sure, now.

      Maybe it’s late.

      It probably is.

      The retching hurts, my whole body convulsing, and there’s nothing in my stomach but wine.

      This is what you wanted. The thought arrives from somewhere far away. To disappear. To not feel anything. Mission accomplished.
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        * * *

      

      Somewhere.

      A floor.

      A bed.

      Something beneath me.

      Hard or soft, I can’t tell anymore.

      The world starts spinning. The way it used to spin when I was young and hangovers were novelties. The sort of thing I’d joke about with mates.

      Went on a bender at the weekend. My head’s in bits. Get me a coffee, will you? Or the blood of a newborn baby. Put me on a fucking drip.

      Jed’s voice: I can’t do this anymore.

      Sam’s voice: Look after yourself.

      Izzy’s voice: I thought you were dead.

      My mother’s voice: Dorothy.

      My father isn’t there. Doesn’t add words of wisdom. Obviously.

      The voices blur together. Become noise. Become everything.

      I close my eyes.

      And then. Nothing.
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      Six weeks in Hampshire. Twenty-eight days of group therapy, early nights, and learning to sit with feelings I’d spent years drowning. Now I’m out, blinking in the January light like a mole surfacing after a long winter underground.

      At Fernleigh Lodge, they warned me I’d become intimately familiar with church halls.

      ‘They’re all the same,’ my keyworker said. ‘It’s a smell you’ll never get used to.’

      I decided to mystery shop my way around local meetings, planning to sniff out the one with the most interesting people. I’d read online about a secret group. One favoured by almost-famous people. Podcasters. Influencers. One with nice biscuits and fresh-brewed coffee.

      Tonight is my third meeting.

      I’ve yet to find anything other than stale digestives and clagged-up jars of Nescafé.

      Three different church halls. All smelling the same.

      Damp. Dusty. Like old tea gone cold.

      I walk in and my body knows where I am before my head catches up.

      ‘Alexandra?’ A tall woman, somewhere in her sixties, with silver-streaked hair pulled back in a loose bun is smiling at me. She has the kind of face that suggests she’s seen everything and decided to be kind about it anyway.

      I nod.

      ‘Gloria Warsop.’ She holds out her hand.

      Her grip is warm. Certain.

      ‘First week?’ she says.

      I nod again, because it seems to be all I can manage.

      ‘Good,’ she says, like this is something to be proud of. ‘You picked a decent meeting. Not glamorous. But decent.’

      We sit together. Me next to a woman knitting something purple. Gloria next to a man in paint-spattered overalls who smells faintly of white spirit.

      ‘Your first time here,’ Gloria says. It’s not a question. ‘I always like to make newcomers welcome.’

      The room settles in a way that feels practised. A man stands. Shirt and tie. Grey trousers. Receding hairline.

      ‘Good evening, everyone. My name’s Paul, and I’m an alcoholic.’

      ‘Hi, Paul,’ the room replies, not loudly. Not warmly. Just enough.

      ‘Welcome to this meeting of Alcoholics Anonymous. Especially welcome if you’re new, or if you’re coming back.’

      He pauses, and glances around the loose circle of mismatched chairs.

      ‘We ask that you turn off your phones, or at least pretend to.’

      A ripple of quiet movement. A cough. A chair scraping.

      ‘This is a closed meeting. What you hear here stays here. We share from our own experience, and we try not to interrupt.’

      Another pause.

      ‘If you’re new, there’s no pressure to speak. Just listen. That’s enough for tonight.’

      I sit very still, hands folded in my lap, as if being quiet is something I might do wrong.

      A woman called Margaret speaks first. Her son won’t return her calls. She talks about the damage you can’t undo, the apologies that don’t land, the way guilt can curdle into something worse if you let it.

      I don’t know Margaret, but I know what she means.

      The door opens, letting in January air.

      A man takes the only empty chair.

      He’s tall, with dark hair that needs cutting, curling at the collar of a navy peacoat. Late thirties, maybe. Foreign, I think, though I couldn’t say why. There’s something careful about the way he sits down. Like someone who’s learned not to take up too much space.

      He catches me looking and I glance away. It’s almost certainly rude to stare.

      I don’t stand up and speak. I’m not ready yet.

      Nor does he.

      Gloria does.

      She talks about waking up without dread. About learning the difference between being alone and being lonely. About how long it took her to realise they weren’t the same thing.

      ‘I used to think I drank because of what happened to me,’ she says, and I catch the faint edge of an accent. Ever-so-slightly American. ‘Turns out I drank because I didn’t know how to sit with myself.’

      She smiles. Not at anyone in particular, and then she sits back down, and I wonder what happened to her. If it’s anything like what happened to me. If she ever lost something so completely that the shape of it stayed behind, like a shadow that won’t fade.

      The latecomer is smiling.

      At Gloria. Not at me. I’m pretty much sure of that.

      For the rest of the meeting, I try not to stare.

      And fail, mostly.

      There’s something about his face. A stillness, a kind of careful attention. Something that makes it hard to look elsewhere. When someone shares something painful, he nods. Not performatively. Like he’s actually listening. Like he hears them.

      I wonder what his story is. Everyone here has one.

      When the meeting ends and I mouth the words to a prayer I’m not sure applies to me. They talk about higher powers. Like God. Mum never forced us to pick a side when it came to religion.

      ‘You’re staying for a coffee?’ Gloria says. ‘Get to know a few faces?’

      I look around for the latecomer, but he’s not there. Must have slipped out while I was fishing in my bag for my phone.

      There’s a text from Izzy:

      Fancy doing something mad this weekend? I’ve booked us a psychic.

      Why not, I type back.

      What’s the worst that could happen?
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        * * *

      

      When my best friend’s foot connects with my shin under the table, I bite the inside of my cheek. In the gussied-up front room of a Hove duplex, Madame Agnes, psychic to the stars, is putting on quite the show. Her eyelids flutter. Her nostrils flare. A single black hair sticking from her chin positively thrums.

      ‘You’re going through change,’ she says. ‘Significant change.’

      I dare not look at Izzy. If I do, I’ll laugh.

      Madame Agnes makes a gulping sound.

      ‘You’ve reached a fork in the road,’ she says, as she surveys the tarot cards laid out on a tatty pine coffee table. Death. The Sun. The Tower.

      ‘Are you talking about me?’ Izzy says. ‘Or Allie?’

      Madame opens one eye. ‘There’s confused energy in the room.’

      ‘So it could be either of us?’

      ‘If you prefer, I could do two separate readings?’

      ‘Would there be an extra charge?’

      ‘I could do you a deal. Twenty quid each.’

      ‘Fine.’ Izzy plucks money from her purse. ‘But just to be clear, the death card… that doesn’t mean one of us is going to actually die, right?’

      The question meets with a dismissive wave. ‘It’s about endings that clear the way for change. Something finishes so something else can begin. Think of it as shedding a skin, closing a chapter, walking away from what no longer works. It’s almost never about literal death.’

      ‘Almost never?’ I ask.

      Izzy shoots me a look. We’d agreed when we booked a tarot reading that we wouldn’t say anything that might be used against us.

      ‘Almost never,’ she says now, smiling as if that should reassure me.

      It doesn’t.

      ‘But that’s not a no?’ I persist.

      ‘Cards speak in symbols, not certainties.’ Agnes is already gathering the deck for a second reading. ‘Tarot doesn’t predict events so much as patterns. Energy. Momentum.’

      ‘Right,’ I say. ‘And in what pattern does it mean literal death?’

      The look she gives me is anything but friendly. ‘When people insist on taking things literally.’

      Izzy snorts.

      Madame Agnes lays down a card with deliberate care. ‘The Four of Pentacles. You’re holding on to something, refusing to change, protecting what you have, even when it is limiting.’

      Izzy nods thoughtfully.

      Another card is turned over. The eight of cups.

      ‘Interesting,’ Madame Agnes says. ‘This is the classic “I cannot do this anymore” card.’

      ‘What can’t I do?’ Izzy persists. ‘Does it say?’

      The third card depicts a tall stone tower on a rocky peak, struck by lightning from a dark, empty sky. Two human figures fall headlong from the structure, limbs splayed.

      ‘I think I’d rather have Allie’s death card,’ she says. ‘That looks horrible.’

      Madame Agnes reaches for the card. ‘The Tower is already falling, see. Think of it as something that already happened. Something behind you.’

      Izzy looks like she might burst into tears.

      ‘Can we see one more?’ I say.

      ‘That isn’t how the cards work.’

      ‘You can have another fiver.’

      She turns over the sun. And claps her hands, causing plastic bangles to clatter. ‘Where the tower strips things away violently, the Sun restores.’

      ‘So whatever already happened is over?’ I say. ‘And things will only get better.’

      ‘You are moving into something more honest.’

      Izzy risks a smile. ‘You promise?’

      Madame Agnes hesitates. ‘I don’t promise. I interpret.’

      Izzy exhales, sharp and relieved anyway, as if that is close enough. She reaches for her coat.

      ‘This has been fun,’ she says. ‘I’ll tell all my friends.’

      ‘If they use the code MONDEAL it’s ten percent off for Monday bookings. Maximum one discount per booking.’

      On the way out, Izzy leans close. ‘Well,’ she says, linking her arm through mine as we step out into afternoon drizzle, ‘have you ever heard such complete and utter bollocks?’
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        * * *

      

      Over a bottle of sparkling elderflower lemonade, we dissect Madame Agnes and her predictions.

      ‘It could be a good thing,’ Izzy says. ‘The start of something new.’

      I refill our glasses. ‘And I could be about to walk out in front of a speeding car.’

      ‘You always look on the dark side.’

      ‘When has optimism ever paid me dividends?’

      ‘You made it through rehab.’

      ‘Yay, me,’ I say. ‘And right now, all I want is a large vodka.’

      Izzy reaches for my hand and squeezes. ‘But you’re resisting the urge. That’s what matters, right?’

      This afternoon was the first time she’d come with me to a meeting. I’m not entirely sure what she’d hoped to find in a damp church hall. She sat by my side and listened as everyone took turns to share. Including me. When I introduced her to my sponsor, Izzy acted like she was apologising to a teacher about how I didn’t mean to kill the class hamster. Her voice went up an octave. She laughed at things that weren’t remotely funny. She was standing funny. Up on her toes. Trying to make herself taller.

      Afterwards, she’d said very little on the bus home.

      ‘We’ve not talked about today,’ I say. ‘How was it for you?’

      She looks away. Something Izzy always does when she’s trying to find the right words. Which may not always involve telling the truth. ‘I suppose I found it… normal, really.’

      She makes the word into a question.

      ‘What were you expecting? A bunch of sweating monsters, drooling for drink?’

      Izzy shrugs. Which I take to mean yes.

      ‘It’s actually incredibly boring being sober,’ I say. ‘You sort of give in to being normal.’

      Izzy laughs, and it comes out lighter than I expect, like she’s relieved to be allowed to find any bit of my awful recent life experience funny. ‘God forbid.’

      ‘I’m serious. There’s no thunderclap. No dramatic unveiling of wisdom. Just chairs, shitty biscuits, and people wanging on about nothing in particular.’

      She tips her glass, watching the bubbles race upwards. ‘I thought it would feel… heavier.’

      ‘It is,’ I say. ‘In films. Real life’s much duller.’

      She considers this. ‘I kept waiting for someone to say something shocking. Or tragic. Or unspeakable.’

      ‘And?’

      ‘And instead someone complained about their sponsor being late. One woman cried because her son won’t return her calls.’ She looks up at me. ‘It was all very… human.’

      ‘I sort of think that might be the point of it all. It made me see how I’m nothing special. Some of us get stressed about when to put the bins out. Some of us neck Sambuca because they chip new acrylics.’

      For a minute, neither of us speaks.

      ‘Does it scare you?’ Izzy asks. ‘That being sober… that it’s not dramatic enough?’

      ‘Partly.’ I swirl anaemic lemonade in my glass. ‘If everything was sort of dramatic, I could tell myself the shit was only ever going to be temporary. A phase.’ I stop and stare past her. ‘I don’t know, Iz. This sort of feels like… this might be as good as it ever gets.’

      ‘But you’re happy?’

      I smile. ‘I am. But it doesn’t stop me craving the occasional bit of chaos.’

      ‘We can still do chaos,’ Izzy says. ‘Just say the word.’

      For a while we say nothing. Just sit there, enjoying the quiet. A non-chaotic evening.

      ‘I thought you were brave today,’ Izzy says.

      I snort. ‘I ‘fessed up to hiding Yellowtail in the Rice Krispies box.’

      ‘Exactly. You didn’t pretend.’ She hesitates. ‘I think I always assumed sobriety would make you smaller. Less you.’

      ‘And now?’

      ‘Now it feels like you’re just… standing still for once. And I’ve gotta be honest, Allie, that’s oddly unsettling.’

      I lean back. ‘Who thought standing still is harder than jumping off a cliff.’

      We sit in silence for another long moment, the fizz fading in our glasses.

      ‘So,’ Izzy says, eventually. ‘Speeding car or new beginning?’

      ‘Ask me tomorrow,’ I say. ‘Today, I’m just aiming for bedtime.’

      She raises her glass. ‘To boring evenings, then.’

      I clink mine against it. ‘And not making them worse.’
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        * * *

      

      I check Jed’s socials. Which I know is a bit like replacing one addiction with another, so sue me. And anyway, it’s not like Jed posts anything himself. That’s farmed out to a woman called Angela. Angela who was paid to pretend to like me, but did a really shit job of hiding how much she loathed every living breath I took. Me being me, I still ached for her approval. Whenever she mentioned having eaten out at some new place in Soho, I made sure to badger Jed into going. If she latched onto some new trend, I did the same. All I wanted was for her to actually treat me as some sort of co-conspirator. An equal.

      Which might sound needy, but when you think about it, it absolutely isn’t.

      It was in both of our interests to make sure the world saw Jed as a brilliant footballer who had his shit together both on and off the pitch.

      Angela didn’t see it that way.

      Angela must be much happier now.

      
        
          
            
              
        JED OWEN

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Brilliant night out with the lads at Yoyo Momma last night. Proper top crew, atmosphere was bang on, and the scran was unreal. Exactly what you need after a long week. Big thanks to everyone who looked after us. [image: oncoming fist][image: fire] #GreatNosh #NightOut #Yoyo #GoodTimes

      

      

      

      

      

      I scroll through the comments. The usual mix of football emoji, fire emoji, people tagging their mates. A few women getting thirsty in ways that used to bother me and now just seem sad. One comment catches my eye:

      
        
          
            
              
        Where’s the wife these days? [image: eyes]

      

      

      

      

      

      Underneath, someone’s replied with a link. I know before I click it what it’s going to be. A photo of me leaving the clinic, hair unwashed, face like a slapped arse, under the headline that will probably follow me for the rest of my life: Allie Small checks out of rehab.

      I close Instagram.

      Then open it again, on account of having zero self-control, and even less self-respect.

      There’s a new story on Jed’s grid. Him in the gym, lifting something heavy, captioned with a single flexed bicep emoji.

      I screenshot it. I don’t know why.

      Evidence, maybe.

      Of what, I couldn’t say.

      ‘You’re doing that thing again.’

      I startle. Izzy’s watching me from across the room.

      ‘How long have you been stood there?’

      ‘Long enough to guess whose Insta you’re stalking.’

      I hold up my phone. ‘He’s been to the gym.’

      ‘Big wow.’ She shrugs and goes into the kitchen. ‘You do know you could unfollow him?’

      ‘Yeah, OK. And how’s that going to look? The Daily Mail would have a field day.’

      Izzy sighs. She’s heard this before. She’s heard all of it before. The rants, the social media spirals, the obsessive checking that I know is unhealthy but can’t seem to stop.

      ‘You need a hobby,’ she says.

      ‘Stalking Jed is a hobby.’

      ‘A healthier hobby, then.’

      ‘Like what? Knitting? Birdwatching? Arranging flowers in a pleasing manner?’

      ‘Like getting your bony arse out of the house. Doing something. Being an actual person in the actual real world instead of some sort of spare room squatter.’

      I’ve been here three weeks and only really leave the house for meetings. The seafront is a ten-minute walk, but I’ve not been back since a dog walker found me by the Pier, hypothermic and unconscious.

      ‘We could go for a walk tomorrow,’ Izzy says, reading my silence. ‘Along the front. Get chips. Fresh air. Actual daylight on your actual face.’

      ‘Daylight is overrated.’

      ‘Allie.’

      ‘Fine. Tomorrow. Chips. Daylight.’ I put my phone face-down on the arm of the sofa. ‘Happy?’

      ‘Delirious.’

      The front door opens. There’s the sound of keys being dropped into a bowl on the hall table. Audrey appears in the living room doorway, still in her work clothes. Dark trousers, a blouse that’s come slightly untucked. She looks knackered.

      ‘Evening,’ she says. ‘How was Madame Whatsername?’

      ‘Allie got the death card,’ Izzy says cheerfully. ‘And I got the tower.’

      Audrey’s gaze flicks to me. ‘Right, so death doesn’t mean actual death though, right? It could be… like the end of something?’

      There’s a beat. Just a fraction too long. Long enough for me to pick up on what she’s not saying. Audrey wants me out. Not because she hates me. We get on just fine. But because she’s one of those women who can’t stomach any sort of change or mess. And I tend to come with side orders of both.

      When she’s in the kitchen and the extractor hood goes on, I lean in to whisper to Izzy.

      ‘She hates me,’ I say.

      ‘She doesn’t hate you.’

      ‘She thinks I’m a disaster who’s going to drag you down with me.’

      ‘She thinks— ’ Izzy stops. Recalibrates. ‘She’s protective. That’s all. She’ll come round.’

      ‘Will she, though?’

      Izzy doesn’t answer, which is actually answer enough.

      My phone buzzes. I turn it over, expecting another notification from Jed’s grid, another comment I’ll hate-read and screenshot for no reason.

      It’s not Jed. It’s a text from my sister.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hope you’re doing OK. Thinking of you. Call when you’re ready. No pressure. V x

      

      

      

      

      

      No pressure. Right. Vicky, who decided the best way to help me was to call my boss and get me fired. Vicky, who presented it as ‘professional consequences’ when really it was just her being unable to resist managing my life the way she manages everything else. Vicky, who has never once apologised and probably never will because in her mind, she did the right thing.

      The anger rises, hot and familiar.

      I delete her text without replying.

      ‘Vicky?’ Izzy asks.

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘You should probably⁠— ’

      ‘I’m not ready.’

      She nods. Doesn’t push. This is one of the things I love about Izzy. She knows when to leave well enough alone.

      ‘I should go to bed,’ I say.

      ‘It’s half-seven.’

      ‘I’m tired.’

      Izzy looks at me. ‘OK. But tomorrow. Chips. Daylight. Being a person who dares venture out in the daylight. Deal?’

      ‘Deal.’

      I haul myself off the sofa and head upstairs, past the bathroom where Alfie splashes in the bath, surrounded by yellow rubber ducks, singing something tuneless and happy. I lean against the door frame and watch him, and try not to think about the tiny babygrow I bought once, the one with the yellow ducks, the one that’s probably in a landfill somewhere now.

      Some associations fade. Others don’t.

      It’s good of Izzy to call it their spare room. Because it isn’t. It’s actually Alfie’s room. He’s been evicted and now sleeps downstairs in what was Audrey’s study. He’s over the moon about it. Audrey, not so much.

      I lie down on the tiny mattress, feet hanging off the end, and stare at the glow-in-the-dark stars on the ceiling.

      My phone buzzes again.

      This time it’s not Vicky. It’s my mother.

      
        
          
            
              
        Dorothy. Vicky tells me you’re not responding to messages. I do think that’s rather rude, considering everything she’s done for you. A phone call wouldn’t kill you. Unless of course you’re too busy. Thank you for your attention to this matter.

      

      

      

      

      

      I could reply. Explain that ever since Saint Victoria got me fired, I’m not feeling particularly grateful. Explain that ‘everything she’s done for me’ includes staging an intervention that ended with my husband announcing our divorce on a video call. Explain that I’m currently sleeping in a race car bed surrounded by plastic dinosaurs because my life has gone to shite, and the last thing I need is a lecture about rudeness from someone who was once subject to a cease and desist after Facebook-shaming a woman who worked on the returns desk at Marks.

      But that would require energy I don’t have.

      I put the phone on the nightstand. Face-down.

      One day at a time.

      That’s the mantra. I’d heard it before so many times. When Gloria first said it to me, I actually laughed. In her face. Like some entitled twat.

      But it’s true.

      One meeting at a time.

      One shitty text from my mother at a time.

      One night in a kid’s bedroom at a time.

      Tomorrow there will be chips. And daylight. And the seafront I’ve been avoiding since they scraped me off it.

      But that’s tomorrow.

      Tonight, I just have to get to sleep without wanting a drink so badly I can taste it.

      When I close my eyes, all-too-familiar images come. Sand stretching to meet water, a crimson diamond kite dancing against blue skies. A man. A little girl. Her sundress billowing.

      I’m not sure who these people are.

      It might be something I saw in a film. Or on TV. Or read about in a book.

      I used to paint. Not brilliantly. Nothing good enough to share with other people.

      The brushes gather dust now.
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