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#IsMollyMonroeAwakeYet

*

From: SparkleMagazineGroup

To: All Staff

Subject: Staff Christmas Party

Date: 15 December

Time: 9.30

HEY YOU GUYS AND GALS!

Christmas is just around the corner and we’re ready to celebrate tonight! Don’t forget to collect your four drink tokens before the cars arrive to take us to the venue.

After a very difficult couple of years we know we are truly blessed to have such a dedicated and hardworking staff force. We really want to thank you for all your commitment and quality over this challenging time and hope to raise a glass with you later this evening as we look forward to the year ahead.

Your tremendous efforts have been hugely appreciated. This company remains a success because of each and every one of YOU!

You’re all brilliant.

The HR Team x

PS: You need to be at Fire Meeting Point One at 6.30pm. ON THE DOT, guys, we’re not waiting around for any stragglers. Cars are on the meter.

*

Oh.

My.

Dear.

God.

I know, before I even attempt to open my eyes, that this is more than just a hangover. It has to be, right? There is no way anyone can possibly feel this horrific and it be caused by alcohol alone. My poor head is pounding out a questionable drum and bass track while my throat feels like I’ve deep-throated a cheese grater.

I must have picked up a virus last night.

Yes. That has to be it.

Something dangerous and terminal.

Or.

Maybe I’m already dead.

That would explain why my eyes are burning and they’re not even open. It must be the dazzling brightness of heaven.

Or.

The burning fires of hell. I think that’s probably more likely.

Trust me to be so wholeheartedly agnostic only to find out that hell is real the hard way. I should’ve spent more time walking old ladies or whatever it is saints do. But, actually, this can’t be hell because my poor dead head is resting on something really, really soft. And, actually, if I move my head a little bit to the right, there’s a sweet spot where it’s still cool. And I’m sure hell is neither cool nor soft. So. It’s either a cloud or my pillow.

Okay. I’m pretty sure that I’m not dead and am actually just at home in my bed.

Dramatic bitch.

Still not convinced I’m not in the process of dying from a hangover though.

‘You can’t die from a hangover.’

A voice. A disembodied voice. An acousmêtre in (possibly) my bedroom.

I have a narrator now?

How very Gossip Girl of me.

I, very gingerly, open my eyes. Yay. It is my bedroom. I don’t think I’ve ever been so happy to see my bedroom.

There is also a man in my bed.

A man I have never seen before in my life. Although obviously I must have seen him before because he presumably didn’t simply materialise right here in my bed. I should probably be worried by his presence or at the very least slightly surprised, but the truth is, I am too hungover to care.

And I still do not recognise him.

Not one bit.

‘You do realise you’re saying these things out loud, don’t you?’ the man-stranger says.

Oh.

‘Yeah. From “oh my dear God” right up until “oh”. Just then.’

I twist my head on my pillow so I’m fully facing him. The world spins off its axis and my stomach flip-reverses like a Nineties R&B track. That’s not me trying to explain how good-looking he is, by the way. Even though he is. The world actually feels like it has lurched into a different orbit. Am I still talking? The stranger in my bed (ooh that’s a good title for my memoir, I must put it in my phone) doesn’t reply so I assume my brain has finally caught up with my mouth.

He’s definitely handsome.

Definitely someone I’d stare at, but lack the confidence to approach, in a bar.

Nice work, drunk me.

‘Hi,’ I say. I smile. Or it might be a grimace.

‘Hi.’ He smiles or grimaces back. Mirroring. This is good. I think.

‘I’m Molly . . .’

He rolls his eyes.

Is it my breath? I try to surreptitiously check, but it’s not the easiest thing to do when you’re three inches from someone’s face.

‘I know. You’re Molly Monroe, you’re thirty-two and you work on a magazine for tween girls but you really want to write your memoir because apparently you’ve got quite the backstory. Although that was the one thing you didn’t elaborate on. You share this flat with your best friend, Posey, who is also a journalist but a “proper” one. You don’t believe in any god, but you’re willing to hedge your bets when you’re violently hungover. As demonstrated just moments ago.’

He pauses. Runs a hand over his face. Continues.

‘And you never, ever usually do this kind of thing. Have I missed anything?’

‘It would appear not.’

He studies me.

‘Do you know my name, Molly Monroe?’

Of course I don’t. I don’t even remember his face let alone anything that needed auditory processing. I smile at him again. He smiles back. Again.

‘I’m guessing that’s a no then? By the way, Molly, you’ve got some lettuce in your—’ He taps his front teeth.

‘Lettuce?’

‘From the kebab, I’d wager.’

‘The kebab?’

‘Yes. You owe me £4.20 for that by the way. And £19 for the cab.’

‘I . . . I . . . do?’ I don’t remember a kebab. Or a cab.

‘I’m kidding. I mean, it did cost that. But you don’t have to pay me back.’

I’m so confused. Who is this person? Did we have sex? Why do I keep doing this sort of thing? I try to take a furtive look under the covers. I’m surprised to find that I’m still fully dressed. In last night’s clothes. But that doesn’t necessarily mean we didn’t have sex. I do some kegels to assess the situation further. It doesn’t feel like sex has happened. I mean, it’s usually pretty obvious, right? Unless the guy is completely tiny. Or he couldn’t get it up. But that doesn’t mean stuff didn’t happen. I wish I could just remember.

‘You’re talking again.’

Shit.

He props himself up on his elbow and looks at me. Kind of intensely, if I’m honest. Brown eyes. Like Galaxy Minstrels. Rudely attractive.

‘We didn’t have sex, Molly.’ I can’t work out if I’m pleased or mortally offended. ‘You were insanely hammered. I mean, like ridiculously pissed. Absolutely all over the place.’

‘Don’t sugar-coat it or anything, please.’ He has the decency to look sheepish.

‘Sorry. I just wanted to make sure you got home safely. You didn’t have a clue what was going on. I had to find your address from your driving licence and hoped it was up to date. And you kept leaving your bag everywhere. You were trying to put it in a bin at one point. You seemed to think it was a postbox and it would be sent back to you.’ I’m horrified. Forget dying of a hangover, I now just want to die from utter humiliation. If there is a God, he/she can send a sinkhole to the Clapham Junction area, right now, so the ground can literally open up and swallow me. That would be ideal, really.

And he’s still talking.

Great.

I can’t get enough gut-wrenching embarrassment before I’ve even had a coffee. ‘You were sick in the Uber. Luckily you timed it pretty well and he kicked us out just up the road.’

‘Yes. That sounds super lucky. Do you mind if I make a coffee before the next instalment?’ I’m trying to hide how mortified I am with humour, but it’s not landing and I just sound prickly. My man of mystery/knight in shining armour doesn’t seem to notice though.

‘Milk, no sugar, thanks. Have a go at remembering my name while you’re in the kitchen.’

‘All right, Rumpelstiltskin,’ I mutter, scooting out of bed and wobbling to the door.

I hear him chuckling to himself as I stumble down the hallway to the kitchen, with all the coordination and grace of a newborn giraffe.

A really, really hungover one.

*

I drag myself through the lounge and into the kitchen where I give myself the speech about letting myself down with my carry-on and spot two things. The stinking remains of a kebab. And my phone. I scoop the kebab into the bin as I click the kettle on and reach for my phone. Hopefully it will give me some clues about the man in my bed. I pick it up and wobble it around a bit, waiting for the facial recognition to bring it to life. But it doesn’t and I realise the battery has died and I was obviously too much of a drunken mess last night to plug it in to charge.

Of course.

This is standard practice for me. My dad even insisted I have a landline in the flat so he can at least get hold of me on that because my phone is never charged. Or it’s lost. Plus he’s super tight about calling mobiles as he doesn’t have one. I take my annoyance at myself out on the phone and angrily scoot it across the worktop. I must remember to plug it in though or I’ll have no music for the bus to work. I shudder at the idea of the forty-five-minute journey with only my thoughts to listen to. They’re not being very kind to me right now.

As I wait for the kettle to boil (which is the most painful of sounds at the best of times) I try to recall something, anything, about last night. I can’t have forgotten it all.

So, I know it was my work Christmas party. And we had it in some dingy pub basement and not a proper venue because it’s like loads cheaper and cuts and all that stuff. And yes, it really was as depressing as it sounds. I’m pretty sure that’s why Paloma – my work best friend – and I decided to make the most of the free drinks. It’s very rare for us to get anything free from our company, so on the occasions they splash out – even for four drinks per person – we like to take full advantage. But the level of hangover I’m currently experiencing is substantially more than four drinks’ worth. What happened last night? I never get blackout drunk. Well, hardly ever. Actually, it’s something I do more regularly than I’d like to admit, even to myself.

As I’m pouring the hot water into the two mugs I’ve prepped with instant coffee, I have a sudden and unwelcome flashback of not-quite-cold white wine being poured into not-quite-clean plastic glasses and I feel that horrible vomit pre-cum gathering in my mouth. Knowing that a full-scale puke is only seconds away, I gather my hair up in one hand and rush to the sink just in time to watch half-digested kebab and salad – and chips by the look of things – saturated in a white wine and who-knows-what-else marinade clog up the drain.

I’m sick a total of three times before my stomach finally stops clenching and hating me. The sink is completely blocked and I know Posey, my flatmate who has the patience of a saint usually, is going to freak if she gets up and my regurgitated night out is the first thing she sees. My eyes are watering as I make a grab for the kitchen roll, to cover my hand while I pull the chunkiest bits out of the plughole. I’m so hungover and generally unable to get my brain and body working in harmony that I accidentally knock one of the mugs over with my elbow. It spills like an oil slick over the worktop, soaking everything in its wake. Tea towels, bills we’ve left after opening – and my phone. I reach for it, but it’s too late. It’s already a half-dead seal pup. I sigh heavily and swipe out the tub of rice which we keep especially for these moments and shove my phone in, hoping I’ve rescued it in time. I then have to take a few moments, letting my back slide down the wall, until I’m sitting on the floor. The temptation to lay my poor head on the cold, cold tiles is too much and I manoeuvre myself into a child’s pose, letting my forehead rest on the soothing smoothness of parquet.

It only helps for about three seconds though and my head starts swimming and pounding again. Miserably, I hoist myself onto my knees. Pain shoots through them. I’m too young to be getting joint pain, surely? I peek under the hem of the dress I’m still wearing from last night and spot a nasty graze on one knee. The skin around the wound is already darkening and I can tell there will be a bruise by lunchtime. Skirts will be out of the question for a week or so, then.

I shift myself onto my bum and inspect my other knee, which is in a similar state of ruin. I must’ve fallen over and landed on them. A flashback of me on my knees and drunk on some London street flickers in some part of my brain but I don’t know if it’s a memory, or if I’m imagining what could’ve caused my injuries. Anyway, it’s gone before I can get a proper handle on it. I hoist myself up, quickly make another coffee to replace the one I spilled and head back down the hallway to my room.

‘It’s Jack,’ he tells me as I hand him a mug, almost burning my hand off as I hold it towards him so he can take the handle. ‘I thought I’d help you out as you’re being such a gracious host.’ He’s out of bed and sitting on the edge of it now, also fully dressed. He’s wearing a pair of black jeans and a black sweater, which looks like it could be cashmere. I want to rub my face against it. Instead, I sink down next to him on the bed and hold one of my hands to my aching head.

‘Hi, Jack,’ I say.

‘No, no. I came here of my own accord.’ He grins. I groan.

‘Too early for dad jokes. Too hungover.’

He gives me a look of concern which may or may not be genuine. It’s hard to tell when my vision is showing two of him.

‘Do you have any painkillers or anything?’ he asks. ‘I think you should probably take something. You look like you’re suffering.’

‘I was sick in the kitchen,’ I confess.

Jack eyes his mug and puts it down on the bedside table, gently pushing it away with his fingertips.

He rubs my back, almost tenderly, and for a moment I want to throw myself against his chest and wrap his arms around me, beg him to stroke my hair. I must be super hungover to be feeling this needy.

‘Poor you,’ he says. ‘So from what I could gather, when I found you wandering around Vauxhall in tears, was that it was a big work night out?’

Oh Jesus. ‘Tears?’ Why was I crying?

‘Yeah, you were pretty upset about something, but I couldn’t work out what. Did you argue with someone?’

A flicker of something flashes in some neural pathway or another deep in my brain. But again, it dissolves into nothing before I can reach it.

‘Maybe. And I was in Vauxhall? Alone?’ This makes no sense. We were out in Soho. And I’d already agreed to go back to Paloma’s with her. She lives in North London. We usually tag team like that on a night out so neither of us has to travel home alone. One of the many delights of being female in a big city. God, maybe I fell out with Paloma and that’s why I’m here with a stranger instead of at her place, letting her feed me buttery toast. I rub my face. I don’t want to go to work today. I wonder if I can call in sick but suspect it would be too obvious. Why do workplaces insist on having parties on weeknights?

‘Yeah. Just sort of wandering around. Wailing. Near my house,’ Jack says, giving me a weak smile, but the shame is already creeping up through my skin, coming out of my pores along with the alcohol. ‘I couldn’t just leave you like that. Anything could’ve happened. And you were actually quite delightful and charming once you’d forced me to buy you a kebab.’

‘And chips,’ I say.

‘Oh, you remember the chips?’

I twist my head towards the kitchen. ‘The clue was in the sick.’

BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP BEEP

We both jump as the alarm on my Echo Spot goes off furiously. Well, Jack jumps. I cower like a wounded animal.

‘Ah, I suppose that’s your cue to get up?’

I shake my head miserably. ‘That’s my cue to leave the house or I’ll be late. It’s the cue that I slept through my phone alarms.’

He pulls a sympathetic face. ‘And my cue to get going too in that case.’

I stand up to see him out but he waves me away. ‘Don’t worry about manners, Molly Monroe. Get ready. Get some paracetamol and get to work.’ He makes his way to the door.

I stare after him, mutely, wishing I had the brain capacity to think of something clever and/or funny to say. I can’t. Then, just as I’m about to go and cry in the shower, he turns around.

‘My number’s in your phone by the way.’ He smiles. ‘Under Jack.’
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*

I don’t cry in the shower, as it turns out. Jack’s smile and suggestion that I should call him – I mean that’s why his number is in my phone, right? – have made me feel a bit better. Not massively better, I’m still horrendously hungover – possibly still drunk – but better enough to propel me into my en suite. And enough to make me smile a little as I rinse the soap, booze and shame down the drain.

I come out of the en suite – ‘en suite’ is really upselling what’s basically a hose in a cupboard – dry my hair with a towel and look around for something vaguely clean to wear to work. As I’m grabbing a pair of leggings off the floor, I hear the front door close softly; Posey must have just left for work. It’s quite late for her but I guess she might be interviewing someone or meeting a source or something. Whatever the reason I’m just thankful that I don’t have to face her yet and have an awkward conversation with her about my drinking/the mess in the kitchen and/or bringing strange men back. I know, she’s got a point and male violence against women blah blah blah, but she acts like she’s never done anything like that in her life. And I can say as an on-the-ground eyewitness that she has. At uni she was probably worse than me. I’ve definitely had to scoop her off the floor a few times after too many £1 shots. You’d never think it to look at her now though. I can picture her disapproving face as she lectures me about keeping myself safe. I love Posey, and we’ve been friends for a long time. But she’s not been the party girl I know and love since her big promotion a few months ago. Or maybe she’s just finally behaving like a grown-up. Or maybe it’s something to do with the fact that she didn’t lose her mum at the age of twelve.

I look at my Echo. It’s almost 9am. I’m supposed to be at my desk at 9.30. Even if my bus is running on time and traffic is good, it takes at least forty-five minutes door to foyer. I’m going to be late anyway and everyone else will be too, so I sit down in front of my dressing table to blow-dry my hair and put some make-up on. I might feel like something the dog coughed up, but I don’t have to look it.

Twenty-five minutes later and I’m ready. I’ve even managed to run my GHD through my hair and give it a bit of bounce. There’s not a great deal I can do about the shadows under my eyes or the very specific alcohol pallor I’m sporting, but whatever. I’m just going to be sat in the same office, seeing the same people I see every day. I feel a wave of anxiety roll around somewhere inside me as I remember Paloma and our probable argument.

I need to check my phone. I scream with frustration when, after five minutes of throwing pillows and clothes around in a panic at not being able to find it, I remember it’s sitting in the rice box in the kitchen. I go and grab it, gritting my teeth as I realise it’s still absolutely dead.

‘For fuck’s sake,’ I hiss, reaching for my bag and my coat. I’ll have to hope for the best when I get to the office. I slam the door behind me, silently cursing myself for not checking my keys are in my bag first – I’ve caught myself out like that many times before. I scrabble around in my bag for a moment, slight panic rising in my throat, until I feel the cool metal beneath my fingers and the reassuring weight of the novelty willy keyring Paloma ‘Secret’ Santa’d me. It’s only then that I realise our next-door neighbour is standing outside his door, vacantly staring at me over the little wall that divides his house from ours. I jump slightly, spooked.

‘Oh, morning, Patrick,’ I say.

He doesn’t reply though, just continues to stare in my direction, not actually at me, more through me. A few too many beats of silence pass before he says, ‘Molly. Sorry, yes, good morning. I was miles away.’ He smiles, suddenly, and his face settles into middle-aged laughter lines, but he has shadows under his eyes. He’s one of those men who suit ageing, usually, but he looks pinched and strained this morning. Who am I to talk though? He’s some sort of big-time lawyer and even though his face looks worn, his designer suit is immaculate.

‘Were you up with the kids?’ Patrick and his wife, Trudie, have a daughter who is about three and newborn twins but I’m not sure if they’re boys or girls. They like to wake up early. Obscenely early. It’s why I have earplugs. He frowns slightly at me, as if he can’t make out what I’m saying and tugs his shirt collar. ‘The kids?’ I emphasise. ‘Did they keep you awake?’ God, this is hard work.

‘The kids. Yes. They did. Sorry, I’m barely with it this morning. I need coffee, urgently. I’ll let you get on.’ He smiles apologetically before letting himself into his house and closing the door. Thank God he didn’t want to hang around and chat. I like Patrick and Trudie, as much as anyone likes their neighbours in London, but my God they are dull. Trudie always has a look on her face that reminds me of a small prey mammal. She only ever talks about how tired she is or about the children. I got stuck next to her in the queue at Sainsbury’s at the train station once and it was enough to make me swear never to have kids. Patrick’s not much better. He isn’t a great conversationalist, which makes me wonder how he’s such a successful legal person. Don’t they have to like give big speeches in court and stuff? I think Posey has a bit of a crush on him, but I can’t see it myself. He’s attractive in that successful older man way but he hardly oozes charisma. It’s strange actually. On the surface they have it all. They’re living the dream we’re all sold. The big house in a nice area, two cars (which is just ridiculous in London because you don’t even really need one), a litter of gorgeous kids, money, bifold doors. But they never seem to be very happy at all.

It’s bitterly cold this morning so I shrug on my coat, pull the hood up and shove my hands deep into my pockets.

I shouldn’t be too late if everything moves through town like it should. Although the ice which has made the ground slick doesn’t bode well. Oh well. I blow out a cloud of air and start my trek to the bus stop.

It’s not until I’m halfway down the road that I realise Patrick was going into his house in his suit. He doesn’t work from home, that I know. And even if he did, why would he suit up for it? He probably just forgot something indoors, I decide. Being an adult doesn’t make you immune to that kind of thing.

I should know.

*

It’s so cold I find myself weirdly hoping that someone will sit next to me on the bus so I can siphon some body heat off them. I wish I could afford to get the train in. Even being squashed against someone else’s armpit, but with proper heating, sounds luxurious right now. Or maybe I could be one of those super-fit people who cycle everywhere. There’s zero chance of that ever happening though. I’m so accident prone, I’d last about two days before being mowed down and killed at a roundabout. The bus pulling into the stop breaks my thoughts up and the driver gives me a look which says, Well, are you bloody getting on or not? I step forward and wait for the doors to open and the heat from inside to warm me up.

I tap my card on the reader and look around. The bottom level is standing room only, so I drag myself up the stairs. If I get a seat up here I can maybe have a little snooze before I get to work. I sit down and pull my phone out of my bag before clicking my tongue loudly when I see the dead screen and remember – again – it’s out of battery. Or drowned.

Never mind. I’m not really in the mood to scroll through social media and see that yet more of my friends are getting engaged, married or pregnant. Or promoted. I sound bitter. I’m not bitter. I know my time will come eventually and, until then, I’m quite happy to enjoy the last hurrah of my youth. Not many of my friends would be able to have a night like last night these days. Can’t bring a fit man back when you’ve already got a partner/fiancé/spouse installed at home. And you can’t roll into work late and hungover when you’re head of a department. I’m just not ready for those responsibilities yet, or I’d have them. I firmly believe in divine timing.

I settle in my seat, propping myself up against the window and decide to daydream about Jack instead. I hope he’s really as fit as I thought he was and I don’t have some lingering beer goggles or something. It’s also a very good sign that we didn’t have sex. I’ve been in situations like that before where I’ve woken up knowing I’ve had sex, even though I can’t remember it. So it shows he’s a decent guy. Something gnaws at the back of my consciousness, reminding me that it’s infinitely depressing considering a man not having sex with you when you’re too drunk to consent as decent. The bar really is fucking low.

After about fifteen minutes the bus has filled up a bit more upstairs and I can see a gaggle of teenage girls out of the corner of my eye. They all seem to be looking over at me and whispering, raising perfectly shaped eyebrows in my direction every so often. It’s a particular type of hell being a teenage girl, but it’s also quite disturbing being surrounded by them. I must look like an old mess. They’re all in the plaid skirts and blazers which indicate they go to the expensive private school nearby. Urgh. I’d hate to be that age again. But I also hate that I can feel the weight of their stares and hear the occasional laugh. I really wish my phone was charged. I want nothing more now than to slip my earbuds in and sink into Spotify and oblivion. They’re not really laughing at me anyway. It’s just that horrible hungover anxiety. I’m feeling bad because I can’t remember last night and can’t access my phone to find out what happened which led to me being alone and in tears in Vauxhall.

I try to block out my paranoia by focusing on what I can remember. It’s a grounding exercise I was taught by a therapist once, not long after Mum died and I was having regular panic attacks. What do I know for sure? What is fact? I remember arriving at the venue with Paloma, everything was fine then. We’d got ready in the office and then walked into Soho because we missed the bus that the company had provided. We stopped at a pub near Bond Street station for a quick drink because as Paloma said, ‘The idea of walking into that viper nest stone-cold sober is enough to give me the runs.’ We each downed a large glass of Sauvignon Blanc. And we got the rest of the bottle free, so we necked that as well. We were both tipsy when we arrived at the mock-Tudor pub whose basement function room our company had hired. Nothing says the season of goodwill quite like a pub basement, after all.

‘Putting the fun in function room,’ Paloma had murmured as we checked in our coats and collected our drinks vouchers.

‘Dysfunction room more like,’ I’d replied, staring at our co-workers out of situ and feeling a snaking sort of terror coil around my insides as I spotted middle-aged Carol from human resources spinning around on the dance floor, totally alone, in her flat, comfortable work shoes.

Paloma snorted. ‘Putting the HR in HRT.’

I remember laughing at that. I remember swapping our drinks vouchers for those plastic glasses of not-quite-cold-enough white wine. There was a beautiful young bartender who made me feel frumpy and old.

But everything else is a blur. The memories are there, but like a bar of soap in a bath. Impossible to grasp. I hope Paloma and I didn’t fall out. I want to tell her about finding a handsome man in my bed this morning. I want to tell her about Jack.

I squeeze my eyes shut, willing my brain to work a bit better as the bus grinds to a stop, stalled by a traffic jam.

‘Urgh. Come on,’ I hiss in frustration, which causes the teens to shriek with laughter. Grow up.

But the laughter dislodges something in my brain. A grain of a memory where there’s laughing and bright lights, not the dysfunction room though. Hands on me. Shot glasses being clinked. The memory of sambuca is so sharp I can almost taste it.

And then it’s gone. Back into the impenetrable depths of my psyche.

I huddle deeper into my seat, trying to make myself smaller, less.

The giggles and whispers of the girls are causing my anxiety to rise and fall so much I feel like I’m on a particularly turbulent flight and not the 137 bus.

I need to get off.

I stand up and stagger slightly in my rush to press the bell to make the bus stop.

As I half walk, half fall down the stairs, I swear I hear someone say: ‘Slag.’

God, I need to stop drinking. I can’t handle this morning-after paranoia.

I’m two stops from where I need to be, but I don’t care. I get off the bus and greedily breathe in the smog of Central London in morning rush hour.

‘Breathe, Molly,’ I tell myself. ‘Everything’s fine.’

*

I spend the ten-minute walk to the office trying to remember other grounding CBT stuff I’ve been taught. What can I see? What can I hear? What can I smell? Buildings, cars and petrol. Probably not quite the holistic ideal behind the technique, but it keeps my mind occupied as I make my way to my office building. It’s nestled away on an unremarkable side road near Hyde Park Corner between the goods entrance of a chain hotel and a bakery that claims to be French but produces a depressing amount of instant coffee and thick tea in polystyrene cups. There’s always a smell of detergent and cooking outside. Our company, Sparkle Media, used to have all five floors but we’ve been reduced to just two over the past year. I’m not even sure what the other floors are used for now.

Nausea tumbles in my stomach as I rush into the building and swipe my security pass. I’m alone in the lift to the fourth floor – where Girl Chat lives – which I’m pleased about as I’m in no mood for small talk. I breathe deeply – in and out, in and out – like the app on my dead phone would tell me to if it could, in an attempt to calm the storm in my gut.

I have a weird feeling as I’m making my way through our semi-open-plan office to my desk, almost like I’m doing the walk of shame not just coming in to work on a normal, if slightly hungover, Thursday morning. It’s more like I’m stumbling home, reeking of stale wine and disgrace, my knickers in my bag, while everyone else is still in bed.

I’m getting too old for this.

Paloma is already at her desk. Her eyes widen when she sees me and she immediately shuts down whatever she was doing on her computer. She looks up at me, guiltily. Was she talking about me with someone? Fuck. I wish I could remember if we fell out. And if so, what it was about.

‘Hey,’ I say, carefully, like pressing a bruise to check if it still hurts.

‘Molly,’ she says. I can’t work out her tone. Is she being cold with me? She sounds more surprised than anything. ‘I didn’t think you’d be in today.’

I attempt a laugh but it comes out strangled. ‘I was seriously drunk but it would have been too obvious to pull a sickie today.’ I pull out my chair, trying to appear casual and nonchalant and not like my heart is punching its way out of my chest.

‘No, it’s not that, it’s—’

‘Listen.’ I sit down and wheel myself over to her on my chair. ‘I really can’t remember anything. Like, total blackout. I’m really sorry if we argued. You know what I’m like. Can’t keep my mouth shut when I’ve had too many wines.’ I’m certain I hear a stifled laugh from somewhere in the bowels of the office. I look around but everyone’s heads are down.

‘We did argue a bit but it’s not that—’

I wheel in even closer. Oh, God. Something in my core liquifies. ‘I can’t remember getting home,’ I go on. ‘And there was a strange guy in my bed this morning. Well, not strange, he was actually very nice. Hot, too.’ I shake my head. ‘Not that that’s important. Nothing happened. He just made sure I got home. Which was really very nice of him . . .’ I trail off, aware I am babbling.

‘Shit, Molly.’

‘What? What is it?’

‘You don’t know, do you? Seriously?’

I shake my head again, slower this time, dumbly. And for a few seconds I have that lost-footing lurching sensation deep down inside me, because I know something terrible has happened. Something that can’t be undone. The terror that’s been lurking inside me since I woke up takes its chance to get me fully in its grip and I’m beginning to spiral. What is it? A terror attack? Has someone died? Has some mad world leader pointed a nuke at us? I feel completely sick again and take some deep breaths. ‘What’s happened?’ My voice is a whisper now.

‘Haven’t you seen your phone?’ Paloma is looking at me like I’m a bomb.

‘No.’ I reach down and pull it out of my bag. ‘I didn’t charge it when I got in last night and then it got wet, so it’s been in the rice box. Paloma, please. What’s going on?’

She hands me her charger and I plug my phone in while she inhales slowly, bracing herself for something as we wait for my phone to come to life.

But she doesn’t get the chance.

Just as my phone starts to come back from the brink of death, the door to Robyn’s – she’s the editor of Girl Chat – office swings open. Carol from HR is in there with her.

I gulp, involuntarily. Loudly.

‘Molly. Can we have a quick word, please?’ Oh, God. A ‘quick word’ is passive-aggressive office-speak for ‘you’re massively in the shit’. Or ‘we’re letting you go’. A thousand possibilities race through my mind at once. Am I in trouble for my too-many sick days? Robyn had wanted to talk to me about that. Or was I a complete mess at the party? I shouldn’t mix alcohol with my anxiety meds.

Paloma’s eyes are back on her computer and she doesn’t look at me as I walk into Robyn’s office, feeling like I’m heading for the gallows.
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@anonymouse: How can you give a blow job when you ain’t got no lips?

*

Robyn doesn’t look happy.

To be clear, she never looks happy. She’s got one of those faces that always looks a bit pinched and pissed off. Resting chewing-on-a-wasp face, Paloma calls it. But this is different. The rage – and something else, something I can’t place – is emanating from her and I desperately want to scurry back out and hide behind my computer. Or, better still, in the loos.

Meanwhile, Carol is looking down at her shoes – are they the same flats as last night? – and tapping her pen on her knee. Another fragment of memory comes back to me and it’s something to do with Carol and she’s turning her back on me. But then, like before, it’s gone. Only this time I can feel its shameful residue bury snarly roots deep within me.

‘Sit down please, Molly,’ Robyn says, indicating the empty chair in front of her desk. Carol’s slightly to the right of it and still won’t look at me directly. Like I’m the Medusa or something.

I sit down, right on the edge of the chair, tucking my feet underneath. Neatly. Like that will make any difference to whatever this situation is.

‘I don’t think I need to explain to you why you’re in here, do I?’ says Robyn, then kinder, adds, ‘Molly, what were you thinking?’

I look at her. She’s trying hard to keep her voice level. ‘I don’t know . . . I don’t remember.’ I look at my hands, which are wringing each other tightly in my lap.

‘Molly. This is serious. I can’t believe I’m having to tell you this.’

‘I don’t know what to say,’ I tell her, not looking up. ‘I’m guessing I was drunk and inappropriate and upset a lot of people?’ I brave a look at Carol, who can’t move her eyes from me now, her expression unreadable. ‘Did I upset you, Carol? I’m so sorry.’

‘Well, you were quite unkind at one point actually, Molly, but that’s not what this is about.’

Oh. God.

Robyn perches on the edge of her desk and examines me for a moment, assessing. She sighs, deeply, and I think I hear her murmur ‘fuck’ under her breath but I’m not sure because the blood that is suddenly rushing into my ears is deafening.

‘Okay, Molly,’ she says. ‘You need to brace yourself, because I’m going to show you something now. And it’s not going to be very nice for you to see.’ Robyn’s initial fury has dissipated and she’s now looking at me with something like concern as she spins her computer screen around to face me.

At first, I don’t know what I’m looking at.

It’s a grainy video that looks like CCTV footage, but I can soon tell from some sniggering and dodgy camera work that it’s been filmed on a phone. It’s almost dark but I can make out the outside of a pub or bar. There are a few people milling around, smokers, stragglers, whatever. And then the camera zooms in and the image hits me like a fist.

A woman on her knees in a busy London street.

A woman kneeling in front of a man.

A woman with a man’s hands on her head, in her hair, as she bobs backwards and forwards at his groin.

And that woman is clearly, unmistakably me.

My head spins and I clutch my stomach, feeling like my bowels might drop out of my body. And it’s bile pumping through my veins now, not blood. I clutch Robyn’s desk and try to remember my breathing exercises as I watch my knuckles turn white. But I can’t even remember how to breathe and I’m gasping for air while Carol gently puts one of her hands over one of mine. I’m fascinated by it for a second, transfixed by her wedding band, a liver spot, nude manicured nails.

‘Molly, come on. Breathe with me,’ she’s saying. ‘You’re having a panic attack. Breathe in and out slowly. Come on. It’s okay. Could you get her some water?’ She’s talking to Robyn like she’s the boss and Robyn is doing what Carol is telling her and it’s all
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