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They can say you’re a flaming

asshole, but they can’t deny talent

PATTI LuPONE






PART ONE.




One.

In the three years Dylan had been occupying the third row, third seat along from the right, at Flo’s gigs, he’d never been late. He’d dropped a glass, he’d sneezed uncontrollably during a ballad, and he’d fended off a handbag attack from a drunk woman who thought he’d stolen her purse, but he’d never been late. Until today. All because of the word ‘salubrious’. He’d been rolling it round his tongue all day, going over his lines for Monday’s audition. This was a big one: a soap. No, hang on, City Royal was a continuing drama, that was it. He knew the scene off by heart, save for one stumbling block: ‘salubrious’. Saburious. Salubricant. Salubitous. All nonsense words, falling out of his mouth whenever he tried to say it right. Cause of death: salubrious.

As he hopped on the bus to the station, rocked back and forth on the train, darted along the pavement, leapt dramatically over puddles and failed to keep his umbrella right side out – he chanted it over and over. Finally, he chucked himself through the door of the bar and quickly scanned the room for his assigned seat. Maybe Flo hadn’t remembered to tell them – this was a new venue, an unpaid tryout for a regular gig. Dylan knew Flo really wanted this, which by default meant he wanted it badly, too.

He scooted along the still-unoccupied row and looked around. It was far more – oh, well, what do you know, a use for it at last – salubrious than her usual venue, where he spent one Thursday night a month watching her and Elijah perform. Giant vases of exotic-looking flowers, shiny pillars, plush velvet curtains draped everywhere – and an archway festooned with glimmering lights that led to the hotel next door. The place was dripping with money and the opulence and polite hostility that came with it. The back of Dylan’s neck prickled with nervous sweat as his gaze swept over the bar’s patrons: at least two real fur coats, some ill-advised surgical butchery, and a general air of disdain. He self-consciously tapped his wallet through the denim of his jeans – he’d have to make one drink last. They probably didn’t even serve pints.

Flo had been nervous about performing here. This crowd could smell fear, thrived on it. Why on earth had she agreed to it? Then Dylan remembered, thanks to a light commotion and the sound of seats shifting. Estelle, Flo’s best friend since their days of pigtails and sleepovers, had arrived. Tall and imperious, blond hair gleaming from its third blow-dry of the day, she strode regally to the front, a smaller entourage than usual trailing behind. Estelle didn’t usually come to these gigs – her diary was packed tighter than a championship game of Tetris – but her talent for pulling strings had won Elijah and Flo this slot tonight. This was a very Estelle kind of venue. If this went well, it would mean regular and decent money, rather than the haphazard schedules and grubby banknotes of Flo’s usual gigs. Estelle was here not just for encouragement, perhaps, but as a reminder she was useful.

Dylan sank into his seat to avoid being seen, but it was no good; Estelle could sniff someone born in the wrong postcode a million miles away. She turned and smiled – like Maleficent browsing a takeaway menu – and beckoned him over. Not wanting to shout and draw attention, he shook his head and pointed at the seat. Estelle’s eyes narrowed, pretending not to get it.

‘What?’ she brayed through the general hubbub like she was wired to the amp. ‘Join us!’

She was only asking so she wouldn’t look like she was leaving him out, and possibly because ordering people around was her favourite form of cardio. ‘I can’t,’ Dylan said, awkwardly checking nobody else was looking. ‘I always sit here, you know?’

‘We’ve never been here before!’ Estelle trilled back. ‘What are you talking about? Come along.’

The ‘same-seat promise’ had been Dylan’s idea, way back after that first time he’d come to see Flo play at her favourite venue, the cheerful little pub in Putney, to five rows of punters. Initially he’d pledged to always be front row, but soon tired of sitting alongside the kind of people who insist on sitting in the front row, so instead arranged to go third row, third seat from the right so, if she needed to, she could always find him. Dylan did his ridiculous mime again and Estelle rolled her eyes and lowered into her seat like it was a throne.

The main lights went down. The stage began to glow as the small curtain lifted to reveal Flo, looking calm and composed – though Dylan knew her stomach would be in full jacuzzi mode. She stood poker-straight, looking beyond them all, like her eyes were searching for a star in a distant sky. Her hair was pulled back from her face, a few free wisps either side – ‘strategic,’ she’d always say, ‘so I don’t look too severe, like Miss Trunchbull.’ Beside her, on a stool designed for only one pert buttcheek at a time, Elijah, guitar in hand. Dylan’s heart clawed its way to his throat, not just from pride but nerves – sometimes Elijah insisted on playing his own material, and it was an acquired taste, like drinking crude oil. Dylan breathed deeply and Flo did the same, as if he were breathing for her. And she was away. Flo sang as she always did, like – well, okay, cliché but seriously – an absolute angel, the entire room in the palm of her hand, bathing in the fluorescent rays of her star power. Seriously, when Flo sang, socks were knocked off, worlds rocked, minds blown. Dylan had watched it happen over and over. She could make anything sound good – even Elijah’s klutzy, primary-school-level poetry masquerading as intensity. Flo closed her eyes at first, head tilted back, but as she gained confidence, once a chorus or two was out of the way, she’d look right into the audience, daring them to stare, her eyes round and powerful as she relieved them of every last crumb of emotion. Eventually, as she always did, she glanced over, smiling to find him there, relieved, yes, but also, she always claimed, somehow able to take her voice to the next level. It was celestial.

Whatever they did, there was always a deep connection between them – even when far apart, Dylan could sense if something wasn’t right. He never felt more in sync with Flo than he did when she was performing. It was like when he was a kid and flew for the first time – he was convinced only his concentration stopped the plane from nosediving. He’d spur her on, help her hit high notes with telepathy – okay, she could hit them without his help, but she’d told him it was the same when she watched him on stage. It was definitely true that his performance stank way less if she was in the audience.

Dylan watched Flo belt out Elijah’s rudimentary lyrics, felt her anguish that singing, like acting for him, would only be a hobby or side hustle, not how they made a living, even though it was her reason for living. These were the moments he understood her best. Everything was about that stage. She was in another realm. He was the same when she watched him, too – taken away, possessed by the person he was meant to be.

Once they’d taken their bows, Elijah and Flo went to chat with the entertainment manager while Dylan made his way over to Estelle and … who was it this time? He recognised a couple. Vérité, definitely, maybe Bea too, Toby, yes, and … was that Binky? No, Buffy? He wouldn’t use names, just to be sure. Flo’s circle of friends was largely intact since their days at one of London’s poshest and most academically brilliant schools, and like the cast of a theatre company, different people became main players in rotation, depending on popularity, usually decided by Estelle.

‘Dylan, how are you?’ said Estelle, not waiting for a response. ‘Flo said you have a new acting job. Can’t wait to hear about it!’

‘Well, not quite …’

‘You know, Barnaby and I were talking to this splendid guy who’s an understudy in the West End. We were wondering, maybe you could try that? Looks like terrific fun.’

Shame there were no walls nearby to hit his head off. ‘Actually being an understudy doesn’t just happen, it’s a very coveted—’

‘I’m sure you’ll get something worthwhile soon.’ Estelle impatiently thwacked her gloves into her palm. ‘She was amazing, wasn’t she? Even Elijah’s song about strippers didn’t drag her down.’

They’d been good, that was true, but Flo would’ve been much more amazing by herself, with her own material.

‘Here she is!’ Estelle called across the room to Flo, now in her specs and scanning the crowd for familiar hairstyles. Elijah hung behind, chewing gum. ‘Floria! Floria!’ Estelle’s voice had a knack of getting everyone to turn round. Flo approached, face reddening, and patiently accepted air kisses before settling into a full smooch with Dylan. Estelle tittered sharply. ‘Honestly, it’s like a wildlife documentary.’

They disentangled, whereupon Dylan reached into his jacket, pulling out a bunch of tired-looking flowers.

Flo laughed. ‘Oh gorgeous! Some actually look half-dead. Well done!’

Estelle gasped. ‘I’ve never understood this horrendous flower ritual.’

Dylan winked at Flo. The first time he’d seen her play, he’d wanted to make a big gesture and almost emptied his account on a huge bouquet. She’d been grateful but confessed, ‘I’m more a supermarket flowers kind of girl, don’t worry.’ Now, after every gig, he met her with a Tesco bouquet. The more pathetic the blooms, the more hilarious she found it.

Flo smiled brightly at her friends. ‘Thank you for coming.’

Estelle smiled and smoothed down the sleeves of Flo’s dress like she was her mother. ‘Barnaby sends apologies; he’s overseeing the dismantling of a giant snow globe.’

Dylan looked around at everybody’s faces. Nobody flinched. Estelle’s trust-fund boyfriend was king of disastrous start-ups, and always doing something strange in the name of brand awareness. ‘How did it go?’ he said. ‘What did the bossman say?’

Elijah shrugged. ‘There was, like, some feedback on costume. I wasn’t really listening. Flo?’

Flo’s eye twitched almost imperceptibly. ‘Oh, fine,’ she said, through a tight smile. ‘Few things to iron out. He’ll be in touch. Shall we?’

They stepped outside, all gasping at the cold January air, more out of habit than anything.

‘Drink?’ said Estelle. ‘Quick debrief?’ She saw Dylan checking his phone. Seven missed calls. Two furious messages, one all in capitals. ‘Unless you have somewhere to be?’

Dylan shook his head without breaking eye contact. ‘I have a prior engagement, work-related.’ He could almost hear Estelle’s eyebrow rising, like a creaking hinge. ‘You go, Flo, I’ll see you at home.’

He steeled himself for a quick round of gushing goodbyes, and Estelle’s stiff, arctic hug – but Flo was already walking away, toward the Tube.

‘I can’t,’ Flo called behind her. ‘Sorry. Anyway, it’s Fortnightlies this week.’ The ‘Fortnightlies’ were their regular wine-fuelled catchup which, if he wasn’t working at the bar, Dylan dutifully attended. Well, endured.

‘But … I thought it might be nice.’ Estelle looked hurt.

‘Oh it would,’ said Flo, blowing a kiss but not breaking her stride. ‘I’ve got stocktaking at the shop tomorrow and Mummy might drop in so …’

‘Okay, gorgeous girl.’ Estelle’s car keys jangled in her hand; she didn’t hang around for excuses. ‘Sorry I can’t give you a lift – you know I don’t go east.’

Dylan locked eyes with Flo. There was more to this. He looked at his phone. Voicemail logjam. He sighed, running to catch up with Flo, snaking his arm round her waist, pulling him into her. Her coat smelled of her special perfume, the one she wore for best or, on occasion, sex; his body tingled in recognition. Then, as the light pouring from the station hit her eyes, he saw she was crying.

‘What is it?’

Flo turned to face him, burying her head in his neck. She didn’t make a sound but he felt the choking sobs. Finally, the heaving breaths became spaced further apart and she withdrew, her eyes swollen. ‘They want me to dress … differently. More leg, he said, more … I can’t even say it, I feel sick. Tits and teeth!’

Dylan felt his stomach tightening. ‘I’ll kill him. I’ll rip his balls off.’

Flo flapped her hands anxiously. ‘God, no, don’t. It wasn’t just that … he didn’t like the material.’

‘Why didn’t you do more of your own stuff?’

Flo looked at the floor. Another swell of tears was coming. ‘I didn’t get a chance. Elijah knows the guy from … I can’t remember …’

Dylan could hazard a guess they each had the same old school tie stuffed into a bedroom drawer. The only use Dylan’s school tie had ever been was keeping his battered suitcase from bursting open. ‘Please let me choke this man.’

Flo smiled but shook her head. ‘I want to go home.’

Dylan held her close. ‘Okay, let’s go.’

‘No, you have your party, it’s important. Anyway, Lois will be waiting. We both know how she hates that.’

For the hundredth time, Dylan wished he’d never let slip that he’d briefly dated Lois at drama school; he could see the memory flash across Flo’s face every time she said her name. But, Flo was right: Lois would be waiting and, yes, she really hated it. Right on cue, Dylan’s phone vibrated again. He could practically feel Lois’s anger – he was surprised he couldn’t hear her, actually, bawling into her long-suffering iPhone with its shattered screen: ‘Pick up, for chrissakes.’ Everything would be fine. Important people were always late; important actors and directors even more so. Lois was prone to arriving so early to events, they’d often been mistaken for waiting staff – sometimes, Dylan was tempted to take the silver tray and earn a few extra quid.

But now he knew the truth about tonight, he didn’t want to leave Flo’s side. Plus, he needed to get into the flat before her and take down the crude homemade congratulatory bunting, not to mention unhook the booby-trapped door set to rain glitter as she entered. Tonight was not a night for glitter.

On the Tube, Flo rested her head on Dylan’s shoulder, both ignoring the armrest prodding into their sides. He hated to see her like this. There was only one thing for it: happy place therapy. It worked every time. Kind of.

‘Remember those narrow streets? All that walking?’ He was trying to lure her memory back to their first holiday together, well, their only holiday together so far, as money was tight even before they moved into the flat. Santorini.

‘You never let go of my hand all day.’

‘Little day trips,’ Dylan murmured, keeping his voice low, knowing she liked that. ‘The beaches. Gazing at the horizon. I’ve never felt so free.’

Flo nuzzled in even further. ‘So hot. So exciting. I don’t think I’d ever enjoyed a couples holiday before then.’

Dylan kissed her forehead. His only foreign trips up to that point had been low-grade getaways in hostels; he was terrified of spending money on something you couldn’t eat or wear until he met Flo. She’d been to Santorini before, with her family, and she’d inherited her dad’s passion for wine. Dylan had been an enthusiastic student, he loved listening to her endless supply of facts and trivia, learning about his surroundings, the food they ate.

‘You were so refreshing,’ said Flo, as she always did. ‘Treated me like an equal, no, let me take the lead. I thought maybe you were just some boy on his best behaviour.’ She looked up now. Eyes locked. He was powerless. ‘I thought eventually you’d have to drop the act, until I realised you were an actual nice guy, not a pretend one.’

Dylan blushed at the compliment. He still remembered that final night, word for word. What if they could stay there for ever, he’d said, what would they do? Dylan imagined running a tiny, cute hotel, teaching the local kids a bit of drama, while Flo could sing in a little café they would somehow manage to buy. ‘I never realised Mamma Mia was such a big influence on me.’

Sitting on the balcony, a bottle of wine between them, the air had been thick with possibility. For a second, Dylan had wondered how Flo would answer if he proposed, shocked to find himself even thinking it. He’d taken her hand; she’d looked slightly terrified. ‘I want it to be like this all the time. You make me a better person. You make me feel brighter. In a clever way, I mean. I’m always learning.’

She’d laughed and told him he was clever. ‘When you’re in the bathroom, I have to google some of the words you use.’

‘But not about stuff. I’m not cultured. I don’t travel. I’m, like, totally in awe of you, you know.’

‘I know!’ She’d laughed again. ‘We’ve got the “same-seat promise” to prove it.’

‘I can’t promise every day will be like this.’

‘I don’t want every day to be like this. My hair can’t take the sea water.’

‘I’ll put you first. And I’ll cook!’

‘What are you asking me, monsieur?’

‘Can we save up? Move in together?’

Now, as their train chugged into their stop, she took his hand and whispered, ‘I’m so glad I said yes.’

Dylan tried to get ahead of Flo on the endless, twisty staircase that led to their tiny flat in the loft. Dylan and Flo often wondered how the landlord had managed to get all their furniture up it. They’d decided it had probably just grown out of mould. He pleaded with Flo to wait outside but she ignored him and flung the door open, bouncing straight into the lounge, in prime position for the bucket of glittery confetti – an eye-watering £5 from the grotty, antiquated post office on the corner – to tumble onto her head. She screamed, then laughed and picked up the bucket – originally used for a fried chicken takeaway two nights earlier – emptying the last of the shiny stars, hearts and crescent moons over herself.

‘I washed it first,’ said Dylan. Flo’s eyes took in the hastily pinned-up, homemade bunting, trying to work out what the shapes were supposed to be. ‘My attempt at Grammys,’ he said, embarrassed by his lacklustre art skills.

Flo smiled. ‘And these?’ She pointed at another string of newspaper bunting, little statuettes breaking up the word CONAGRATULATIONS – only now did Dylan notice the extra ‘A’.

‘Oscars. I couldn’t remember what Brit awards looked like and my phone was out of data.’

‘Love it.’

‘I wish there was reason to celebrate.’

‘There is.’ She walked the four short paces it took to cross their living room and planted an exaggerated smacker on his lips. ‘Let’s celebrate that I’ll never gig at that shitty hotel.’

She was clearly still replaying the conversation with the creepy manager in her head, but Dylan felt her decompress as she sat on the sofa and sipped her beer, pretending to be engrossed in the TV. This wasn’t the first disappointing gig she’d had to recover from: he knew to leave her alone for a good half hour. He stood in the kitchenette along one wall of their poky living area, with its sloping ceiling that sometimes felt like it was pinning them to the carpet. They’d done what they could with lighting, and throws – Flo borrowing her mother’s interior-design ethic of ‘cover it in fabric and hope nobody notices how uncomfortable everything is’. Not that Flo would ever let her mum see the place. Any FaceTime conversations took place by the window, sky being the one backdrop her mother couldn’t criticise. Despite their best efforts, it was still a hovel, and not even in a romantic way. There was a sign on the letterbox saying NO JUNK MAIL, but in truth a few leaflets and a selection of takeaway menus might have livened up the place. But it was all they could afford – well, all Dylan could afford, once they’d agreed on splitting all bills, with no help from anyone else. Dylan wanted one place where he could shut the door and leave Flo’s parents’ chequebook on the other side.

Dylan’s phone throbbed one last time. He’d deal with Lois tomorrow. He looked at the clock, pulled the last two beers out of the fridge, handed one to Flo, and slumped onto the sofa, reaching down for Flo’s guitar. Time was up.

‘Let’s do a top five.’

Flo shook her head. ‘Not really in the mood.’

Top Five was a game they’d play during any lull in conversation, waiting for their starter in a restaurant, or when sick of watching TV. Anything could be a top five: top five drinks you could never touch again because they reminded you of a hangover; top five actors you’d want to tell you your label was sticking out of your jacket; top five ice-cream flavours; top five excuses for being late. It also came in handy if one of them needed lifting out of a bad mood. It had never failed Dylan yet. ‘Go on. I’ll make it easy. Top five things to do if you’re bored. Free things, I mean. No scooting off to Mexico on a private jet.’

Flo hesitated, considering resistance. ‘Okay.’ Result. ‘In at five, read a book.’ This was true. Flo was never far from a stack of novels. One pile doubled as a bedside table, and was home to coffee mugs and yesterday’s chewing gum. ‘And four, that’d be … I was going to say TV but I hate TV.’

Dylan pretended to thwack her with a cushion. ‘What if I’m on it?’

He was glad when Flo shrugged away the obvious answer, that he never was, and said, ‘If you’re on it, I would love TV. Obviously. I’d superglue my eyes open. Okay, so long as Monsieur Dylan Fox is amid the dramatis personae, number four is watch TV.’

‘Right. Three?’

‘Cook. Anything. It’s therapeutic. Even making a sandwich.’

‘Does that mean … ?’

‘No, I’m not making you a sandwich. As for two, that would be sex.’

Dylan gasped exaggeratedly, like he was fourth row from the back at the panto. ‘Only number two? Sex with me – actual moi – is in second place?’

‘Yeah, if I’m bored, I’m not always horny. What if you’re not here? Number one always has to be available. That’s what makes it number one.’

‘Horny? Lovely.’ He knew where this was going. ‘And in top spot?’

‘Um … well, number one is to play a song. Sing, I mean.’

Dylan applauded and grabbed her guitar from beside the sofa. ‘Ding ding ding! You win the special prize. Play something. For me. What you working on?’

Flo pulled a face – an automatic reaction of modesty, not because she didn’t want to play. ‘Go to the party. Isn’t some big director going to be there?’

Dylan imagined the bollocking he’d get from Lois for standing her up, and his agent, Priya, for not flinging himself in front of influential people enough. Regardless, Flo’s sad face needed fixing. ‘Lois texted, said it was a bust,’ he lied. ‘She’s the most famous person there.’

Flo’s face brightened. ‘I’ve got the bones of something but … it’s not good.’

She always said this; she was always wrong. ‘If you’d rather not, I understand.’ He pretended to reach for his phone, knowing she’d rather play him something crap than watch him disappear down a social-media wormhole.

She played a verse and the beginnings of a chorus; Dylan was rapt. It was a song about letting time slip through your fingers, trying to grasp what you really want.

‘Well?’

Dylan thought carefully before he responded; he didn’t want to explain her own song to her or steer her off course. ‘I sense disappointment. Wistfulness.’ He knew what it was about, but didn’t want to say. ‘Like a … like a heart crying out to be noticed. Am I right?’

Flo nodded.

‘I wish you’d ditch Elijah. Sing this stuff for yourself.’ He’d told her many times she was too loyal for her own good.

‘I know. I’ve known him a long time, and … he’s not too bad, really.’

Elijah was bearable and nothing more. At least he’d finally given up asking Dylan if he could score any weed in time for his next twee middle-class music festival.

‘This isn’t autobiographical, or anything,’ said Flo, idly tapping her guitar. ‘Just channelling my … frustration into something people will relate to.’

‘It’s brilliant,’ Dylan replied, truthfully. ‘Pop it on your YouTube? Little acoustic number?’

Flo snorted. ‘My seventy-four followers don’t want rough cuts. Well, except the one who keeps commenting “Feet pics? Please?” under everything I post.’

‘This very keen follower does.’ Dylan picked up his phone and stood to adjust the lamp with the knackered-but-charming velvet shade that they’d rescued from a jumble sale. It threw off the most flattering light; Flo was bathed in a warm and welcoming glow. ‘We don’t have to publish if you don’t like it.’ He saw her make her mind up, sitting up straight, smoothing down her eyebrows, sweeping fallen strands of her hair behind her ears. ‘If all else fails, I’ll film your feet for half an hour. Ask for donations.’

‘It may come to that,’ she laughed, waiting for his nod before starting to play.

There was always a certain energy between the two of them when Flo played her music at home. Super-charged. It wasn’t unusual for one or both of them to get a little hot under the collar and, sure enough, each made their move and they had sex on the sofa. ‘I know it sounds corny,’ said Dylan, unable to stop the words tumbling from his mouth, reddening with every syllable, ‘but … that was incredible. Every time feels like the first time.’

Flo laughed so hard she started coughing. He laughed too, but felt silly. He knew he shouldn’t have said it.

‘It does sound corny.’ Flo reached for a cushion and lightly thwacked him with it, sensing his embarrassment. ‘Never stop telling me what you’re thinking, even if it’s factually incorrect.’

‘How do you mean?’

‘It’s definitely not like the first time, thank God.’ Flo sighed at the memory. ‘Remember … after … I was still trying to get my head straight and wondering what to do next, like should we snuggle, should I go home, fix my makeup or … whatever.’

‘Yes?’

‘You came back from the bathroom and you’d put on this … I don’t know, like a Cyberman helmet, and you walked into the bedroom and said you were grateful for our “earthly intermingling” but you had to return to your home planet.’

‘Oh. Shit, sorry. That was Max’s, of course, not mine.’ Dylan cringed, remembering Flo’s horrified face as she gathered the covers right up to her neck, the joke not landing as he’d hoped. He always did that, got nervous around big feelings, so made a joke. ‘Maybe it’s like the second time, then?’

‘Yes, just like it.’ She laughed. ‘One question, though … when you were … I’m not sure you realised, but just then, when you were about to come …’

‘What?’

Flo chewed her lip. ‘It was pretty weird but … why on earth did you shout out “salubrious”?’




Two.

Flo loved to tell people the story of how they met. Not because it was especially romantic, or even unlikely, just that it was different from everyone else’s origin story. All her friends had been matched up by antsy parents, forced into uncomfortable fours at supper clubs, or had met at weddings, with table plans more carefully orchestrated and agonised over than the mobilisation of troops on D-Day.

She still remembered, crystal-clear, looking up as she heard the tinkle of the bell above the shop door – usually a major irritant – and being surprised not to see the regular kind of rich, thin person searching for artisan candles or bamboo yoga wear. Instead, the universe had brought her Dylan, slightly awkward-looking, but very handsome, eyes darting all over, trying not to look at the fitness gear, or the crystals, or the dainty pottery, in case he accidentally committed to buying it with eyes alone. He needed a good luck card, he said. So quaint. She’d directed him to the small display of greeting cards and notelets, all made by people her mother knew, and stocked as a favour. She was glad she’d dusted them that morning, but noticed one or two yellowing at the corners. Thankfully, her mother had already stopped calling by the shop. He picked the most feminine of the lot, she’d noticed with a tinge of regret that surprised her. The best part was, he seemed to notice, because he quickly told her it was for an ex – Lois, she now knew.

They talked a little: he worked in the bar opposite, the Consulate. Not his kind of place, but his best friend was manager and gave him time off for auditions – an actor! This information wasn’t being volunteered just to make conversation; this man – no names exchanged yet – was showing an interest. She’d never been in the bar before; Flo’s mum called it a ‘joint’, like it was a strip club or seedy disco, not a fairly boring place popular among pleasant, if air-headed, west Londoners.

That night, Flo sailed past bronzed millionaires, beaming starlets, and a few boorish lads who’d mistaken cocaine for a personality, walked up to the bar and, juddering with nervous energy, held out her hand and said, like they’d seen each other only seconds earlier, not hours, ‘By the way, I’m Floria, but you can call me Flo.’

‘Enchanté.’ His face had broken into a broad grin. ‘I’m Dylan. Call me whatever you want. What can I get you?’

Boom. They’d both felt it, they confessed later. Proper thunderbolt stuff, she’d always say when telling it. Flo had read about this kind of relationship in the novels she used to hide under the counter at the shop during quiet spells; love like this wasn’t meant to come until later, in her thirties, maybe, getting over a divorce from some controlling bastard. She wasn’t supposed to meet The One, not now. Her twenties were for torrid affairs with colleagues, but she had no colleagues other than Martha, who worked weekends, was sixty-three and said her only true loves were HRT and her convertible Golf.

Her twenties were for crying over fuckboys in alleyways behind nightclubs, before making up in the same alleyways with slobbery kisses of beer and cigarette ash. Most girls from school who weren’t on extended gap years spending their parents’ money were making a fist of it with ‘some guy’ in a flat in Fulham and pretending it was for ever. A few were already replete with shimmering diamond engagement rings posted on social media, usually at Christmas or on a special occasion originally reserved for something else. Almost every Sorrento holiday pic, yachting weekend video, or – ultimate sin – breathless, badly filmed reportage from someone else’s wedding, ended with the same hunk of sparkly rock on manicured fingernails, coy smiles and relieved eyes acting as a frame to the deceit. Most of them wouldn’t make it down the aisle at whichever country pile they planned to commandeer.

Dylan was different from all these men. He wasn’t suave, like other boyfriends had been; he was unrefined. She didn’t mind. He was still wearing Lynx Africa under his cologne when they met. She wasn’t sure which part of Africa it was trying to conjure up – although it did smell uncannily like the toilets in Johannesburg airport. She and Dylan had the real thing.

Estelle always said this origin story sounded ‘a bit basic’ and joked that ‘as chance meetings go, “he worked in the bar directly opposite” isn’t up there with Love Actually.’ Nor was Estelle and Barnaby’s story, to be fair – they’d bumped into one another at a mutual godparent’s funeral, Estelle relaying the encounter to rapt friends like it were a lost Jane Austen chapter and not rather cold-blooded and depressing. Estelle had been starting out as a content creator, before she pivoted to working part-time at her mother’s PR agency and writing her memoir; Barnaby had helped Estelle film a sad monologue at the graveside, seconds after the last clods of earth had been dashed onto the casket. A ring was presented two New Year’s Eves ago, Estelle’s vintage tea chests arrived on Barnaby’s Kensington doorstep not three months later, and they were now in the embryonic stages of planning a very antiseptic, tasteful wedding, just as soon as the kombucha range from Barnaby’s brewery start-up took off.

Updates on each came regularly, at the Fortnightlies – the gang’s regular catchups. These were a sixth-form tradition, when they would stow regular clothes in their school bags, take a Tube a couple of stops, and try to get served alcohol in places where nobody knew them, or would look the other way. Estelle kept them going, even while much of the crew was away at university, and as they settled into their twenties and their careers – or not, in Flo’s case – they’d just … continued. Attendance figures fluctuated, and with social media there was barely any news to share that hadn’t already been blogged or posted, but Estelle never missed one. She’d pout and demand explanations on WhatsApp if anyone else did. It was easier just to go. Flo enjoyed them, really, seeing friends she’d known for ages face to face. Someone was always up to something, or doing an exciting job, or back from a lovely holiday, usually where they’d behaved terribly – she’d always feel Dylan tensing up during those stories – or had met someone interesting or, in Estelle’s words, useful. Dylan and Flo didn’t get out much together in the evenings – he was either working or pursestrings were tight, so he’d come along, just to spend time with Flo. Not everybody brought partners – after a couple of sessions, some would suddenly find they had ‘prior engagements’, the in-jokes, incessant grilling and Estelle’s well-meaning and apparently ceaseless suggestions on how they could improve their life getting too much for them. That’s how Flo knew Dylan was a keeper; he’d managed three years of it, although it never stopped being a struggle.

‘Can’t they ever go somewhere normal?’ Dylan said, as they got ready for this week’s, Flo cross-legged on the floor doing her make-up in the cracked full-length mirror. He sat on the bed and yanked hard at his laces. ‘I think Barnaby and Estelle like having waiters to click their fingers at.’

Flo hated it whenever they did that, but they weren’t used to waiting, that was all. ‘Barnaby knows the guy that runs it. They’re thinking of having an event there for his … uh.’ What was it? Something you wouldn’t normally drink more than a thimble of unless at gunpoint. Alcoholic soy sauce? No, that wasn’t right. ‘He’s launching a drinking vinegar, we’re … scoping out the venue.’ She watched Dylan fret over his hair in the tiny hand mirror – also cracked, they really needed a trip to Ikea – before he came and kissed her on the cheek, his way of letting her know he was ready to go. He went through to the lounge – six paces, she counted – and sat on the sofa, its springs squeaking in recognition.

‘Jonesing for free drinks, more like. All this back-scratching, and putting a good word in, scoping things out, it’s not very you.’

He was still so intimidated by her friends – they were all lovely once you warmed to them, but this was turning out to be a very slow thaw.

‘Estelle’s very focused, driven. She’s always been good at giving people a swift kick up the bum and sometimes I need that,’ she said. ‘And no, it isn’t very me, but it’s very them, and they’re my friends so … we can’t all be the same.’ Flo was cool with this; she loved her friends, she didn’t want to be just like them. They weren’t of the same world, anyway. Flo’s parents were comfortable, yes, and she’d grown up in a decent-sized house in the leafier, more desirable part of Chiswick, but they didn’t have generations of cash on both sides, proper lineage. This had made her stand out at school. Other people’s parents had slobbery labradors that moulted everywhere and nobody seemed to mind, the furniture in their houses was older than Stonehenge, their cutlery inherited. Flo had heard the word ‘arriviste’ for the first time when she was eight. She worked out later the girl who said it hadn’t come up with it by herself; it had been overheard over three-course dinners, eaten off Grandma’s china, across a table older than time. Estelle’s father had gone to Eton. Had she not taken Flo under her wing, things could’ve been very different.

‘Focused and driven? Interfering and controlling, you mean. I wonder what career advice I’ll get tonight.’

‘They mean well.’ This never convinced him. ‘Tell them you’re through to the second round for the … um, the hospital drama! That’ll shut them up.’

‘God, let’s not jinx it.’

‘It’s brilliant news and should be shared! But okay.’ Flo did her finishing flourishes, knowing Dylan was watching – he always did. The flat was so small she could practically feel the heat of his skin against hers.

She hoped they’d lay off Dylan a little tonight. They mean well, they mean well, they mean well. She kept repeating the mantra, fully believing it, but she realised now she shouldn’t have told Estelle about Dylan’s new job.

Even for Estelle and Barnaby, this was swish. Dylan’s eyes bulged as he took in chandeliers and gleaming mirrored surfaces as they were escorted to their table. Dylan had waited enough tables to know that staff in places like this usually loathed their customers, so he always tried to show them he was ‘normal’, by being slightly overfamiliar. It never worked. In time Dylan came to enjoy the inevitable flinch as he called them ‘pal’ or ‘lad’. He looked up. The ceiling was ridiculously ornate but the acoustics weren’t great – rather than the gentle hum of chatter, he kept hearing sharp snatches of conversation from other tables. Business deals, expensive fixer-uppers, light backstabbing – it was all happening. Here be rich people. Flo didn’t like it when he called her friends or family ‘rich’. It had come up very early on; he was surprised by the forcefulness of her protest.

‘We don’t have that much money,’ she’d said, clutching imaginary pearls, Dylan noticed.

‘You went to private school. You had your own piano. Your mum and dad have a holiday home.’

‘Yes, but only in Cornwall … why are you laughing?’

Now, instinctively, he reached for Flo’s hand and squeezed, winking as she looked back. He’d already told Flo on the way that he wasn’t drinking tonight because he wanted to get up early for yoga, then go see Priya for a pep talk. He was sure she knew the real reason, that drinks here would be expensive, or he didn’t trust his tongue to be too loose around this lot, but she never let on. The usual faces awaited them; some he recognised, others … he wasn’t sure. They all looked and sounded the same: the boys lined up in thick jumpers or tight, fitted shirts, showing off the kind of sculpted bodies that only a daily pummelling from an expensive personal trainer could provide; the girls rosy-cheeked and smiling, looking him up and down with that same curiosity they had all those years ago. Fliss and Flick and Midge and Ted and Bea and Sandro and Struan and Vérité and Vicca and Ludo and AnnaMaria and … whoever. Their names sounded like ironic club nights in Walthamstow. Eventually, he got to Barnaby, who pulled him close, drawling, ‘Dylan, my man, good to see you.’ Dylan had never been anyone’s ‘man’ until he met Barnaby. Elijah lurked behind, cocking his pint glass in acknowledgement.

Tonight he felt relatively up and buzzing about his audition – but Dylan was always alert on these nights. Barnaby was the alpha here, no question. Unlike the other weak-chinned chums, Barnaby oozed cool. He was handsome, lithe, and perma-tanned from endless summers spent ‘working remotely’ from villas belonging to friends of friends of friends. Instead of concentrating on property like his ‘old geezer’ – he was fond of appropriating working-class vernacular, even though he’d grown up two streets from Knightsbridge – he’d helmed a series of start-ups. Team-building trampolining weekends, hiring fake paparazzi to follow you about shopping, dog roller-skates – there wasn’t much he hadn’t tried out of sheer boredom, blazing through family cash like diarrhoea on a campsite. He’d settled on craft beer and other fashionable drinks, making a decent go of it – not that it mattered if he didn’t; there was still a healthy property portfolio in his back pocket.

Dylan hoped, early on, that Barnaby and Elijah might be his allies. He’d met plenty of posh people before – drama school had been full of them, after all – and reckoned it wouldn’t be too hard to assimilate and lose himself in a world built on back-scratching and borderline-illegal tax avoidance schemes. He even tried dressing like them, but cosplaying was harder than it looked. Plain, expensive fabrics hung differently on their bodies, weaned on relaxed holidays and fed organic goodies by a series of weary au pairs. His cheap imitations made him feel a fraud. He even tried growing his hair, but it didn’t fall over his face in quite the same way Barnaby’s did. Bone-structure issues. Not the right shade of golden brown, either. It pained Dylan to think, as he often did, that had Barnaby showed the slightest interest in acting, he’d very likely already be an Oscar contender on looks and spunk alone. And even though they didn’t come right out and say it, his face, and voice, didn’t fit anyway. Barnaby, Elijah, Estelle, all of them, they had no understanding of what it might mean to come from more humble beginnings. There were always familial spare rooms to crash in, random well-connected godparents, connections to be exploited, and banks of Mum and Dad to be emptied. Once, early on, he’d made the mistake of mentioning his mum had money problems, and how he felt guilty not being able to help. They’d looked back blankly. One of them had said, ‘Can’t your sisters pay her mortgage for a month or two?’ He had to point out his mother rented, and his sisters didn’t have that kind of money. They absorbed the information like it was alien data, then moved on, uninterested in problems that one sentence of half-baked advice couldn’t fix.

*

Barnaby handed Dylan the sparkling water he’d asked for, with a raised eyebrow. ‘So Estelle was telling me you’ve got a job taking kids for a walk round the city?’

Mediocre news travelled fast. Dylan refused to be flustered by Barnaby’s tactlessness. ‘Not quite … It’s an immersive experience; I play a demon gatekeeper, sharing scary stories and terrifying tales at the most haunted and gruesome parts of London.’ He’d rehearsed the patter from his starter pack to perfection. ‘I’m enjoying it. So far.’

‘Cool.’ Barnaby and Estelle spoke in unison. Barnaby nodded. ‘So you’re a tour guide? And you dress up?’

Dylan had managed to negotiate the uniform down from full plastic prosthetics, and dragging a foam ball and chain to something slightly more elegant – ghoul chic, he called it. He had a cape, a paler face, obligatory trickle of blood from the corner of his mouth and a gnarled walking stick which he could hold aloft for anyone trailing behind to spot easily. He was loath to play the diva, but the guy who’d vacated the position was a good foot shorter than Dylan and had no access to a washing machine. That cape had stories to tell – most of which would best be recounted around a campfire to a group of terrified scouts.

‘It’s not really about the costume,’ said Dylan, still smiling. ‘It’s the experience, locations, storytelling. A good actor evokes character without props or wigs.’ Dylan looked at Flo, who was beaming proudly. ‘And I am good.’

Barnaby took this in, scratched his chin. ‘Have you considered, and stay with me here, manifesting?’

Dylan held in a sigh so hard, his chest was going to burst. ‘Manifesting?’

‘Yep, me and Estelle do it all the time.’ Barnaby flashed his million-dollar smile. ‘You basically try to visualise what you really want. So you could … manifest a successful career.’

Estelle clapped her hands in delight. ‘I can do you an affiliate deal on some crystals if you want. I’m sure there’s one for a kind of career CPR in there somewhere.’

Barnaby laughed so wide, Dylan could see down his throat; he fought the urge to reach down it and tie a knot in Barnaby’s windpipe. ‘Like, I manifested the funding for Beer Babe by writing down all the things I wanted to happen, updating my mood board, and chanting. Estelle helped, the universe did the rest.’

Estelle grinned with what you might call sincerity if meeting her for the first time. ‘It helps you focus, quite cleansing.’

Focused. Estelle and Barnaby loved that word, like the rest of the world was blurry and chaotic, except for them. Dylan remembered the launch of Barnaby’s bizarrely sexist beer for women, in a shiny pink bottle which had half the alcohol of regular beer so they could ‘keep up the pace’. There’d been as much free beer as you could drink – sadly it tasted like the backwash collected from the bottom of a can after a party – but Dylan didn’t remember seeing ‘the universe’ there, just a load of people who looked exactly like everyone here tonight.

‘I thought your dad helped with that,’ said Dylan.

Estelle piped up: ‘Yep, of course, but Barno’s positivity made that happen.’

Dylan laughed, more from frustration than anything else. ‘Barno holding out his hand for his dad’s credit card made that happen!’ This bounced off Estelle and Barnaby like ping pong balls; their privilege was invisible to them, and any criticism of it inaudible.

Sure enough, Estelle giggled. ‘Maybe that moved things along. But seriously, Dylan, let me know about the crystals.’

Dylan breathed deeply. ‘That’s super kind, honestly.’ He unclenched. ‘But the job’s great. The people are nice. Americans, mostly. They tip! Notes and everything.’

Another woman leaned over to contribute – Vérité, maybe? Meeker and slightly friendlier than the others, apparently ‘very big in cupcakes’. ‘Was just thinking, have you thought of settling for an advert or something? Until you catch your big break?’ She smiled like a beauty pageant winner, evidently thrilled with herself.

Dylan felt his brain putrefy. An advert. Why hadn’t he thought of that? How hard could it be? Christ. These people. ‘Good shout.’ Teeth reclenched. ‘I’ll look into it.’

Once the conversation moved on from picking apart Dylan’s prospects, Flo felt it was safe to go to the bathroom. Estelle was waiting outside the cubicle, pretending to touch up her make-up in the mirror.

‘The light in here’s amazing. Shame about the hand dryers. I prefer a hand towel – at least you can hear yourself think as you dry. I’ll have to tell Barno we can’t have the launch here.’ Her eyes met Flo’s now. ‘Elijah says you’ve turned down the hotel bar slot.’

‘That’s right.’ Elijah telling tales. Sometimes Estelle could be quite headmistressy; she’d be a force to be reckoned with on the school run one day.

‘I can see why you’d want to share as few stages with Elijah as possible, but influential people are always in there, someone might see you, offer you … a … recording contract or something.’

Just like Dylan could get an advert tomorrow, thought Flo, as she nervously ran her finger along the surface of the basin. ‘It doesn’t happen like that.’

‘How does it happen, then? Success won’t come knocking at the front door of your little flat.’ Estelle applied lipstick for what must’ve been the twentieth time. ‘You’ve never even invited me round – how is fame and fortune supposed to find it?’ She stopped now, turning to face Flo. ‘Dylan’s job … I have to say something, are you okay with that?’

‘Of course.’

‘Is that really all he can get? I thought he was an actor.’ Estelle had clearly been biting her tongue all night. Sometimes Flo could understand why Dylan wasn’t a fan. ‘I don’t mean to be a hater, but, I could call myself a stained-glass-window restorer for cleaning the rose window above my staircase. Have you ever seen him in anything?’

Flo knew for a fact a series of underpaid, and quickly sacked, Eastern European women had cleaned the monstrous rose window in Estelle’s cathedral to overpriced minimalism. ‘You know I have. I go to them all. He’s played a policeman in an Agatha Christie touring production! There was that little role in the West End thing that … closed.’ Flo was accustomed to reeling off Dylan’s CV to doubters. ‘He was brilliant in that play at the Bush Theatre. And there was the Russian thing.’

She’d been dubious when he invited her to watch him act for the first time, in The Seagull at a community theatre. He was quite shy and reserved – what if he sucked? Would she have to lie, say he was great? Wouldn’t it be major cringe to watch someone you fancied do a Shakespearean monologue (at that point she was unaware The Seagull was Chekhov)? She sat near the back, so if he was awful she could sneak out and claim an emergency. But he wasn’t. Not remotely. He came alive before her eyes. His voice, face, body, all different, a blinding, brilliant light radiating from him, just for her. Any moment he wasn’t speaking, she watched his lips, waiting for them to move. When he wasn’t on stage, she missed him like he’d gone off to war. She ordered a copy of The Seagull in the interval and swore one day she’d get him to read it to her, naked.

‘All I’m saying is it seems very co-dependent.’ Estelle buffed her nails, enjoying acting the great sage; her Instagram captions read like they were co-penned by Nostradamus. ‘The two of you holed up in romantic squalor.’ Estelle saw Flo’s face fall and took her friend’s hand. ‘I don’t mean to have such sharp elbows, but what creative outlet do you have other than your little gig with Elijah? You need someone who motivates you.’

‘He does! Dylan’s more supportive of my music than any other boyfriend I’ve had!’ Every guy she’d dated was jealous her attention was elsewhere, or accused her of fancying Elijah, which was ridiculous – he looked like a haunted apple. Even exes who’d liked her music had critiqued her lyrics, or tried to educate her on their favourite genres, wanting to make her into someone else. Most men looked at Flo as unfinished, someone to be moulded. Dylan was different, he respected her artistry, stood back and watched her grow. Around the third or fourth time they met, before they’d even kissed, Dylan had surprised her by coming to see her play. He enthused about her songs, quoted lines that really moved him, and even managed to be polite about Elijah’s backing vocals. He’d really listened; his face shone with pride, even though they hardly knew each other.

‘But those other boyfriends were stable, they could look after you, let you be a free spirit, a creative.’ Free spirit. Right. Dylan hated this ‘follow your dreams’ ideology that people richer than Croesus liked to spout; Flo was coming round to his
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