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For Ben. Maybe one day you’ll finish reading a book
I’ve written before the next one comes out. I’ll not hold
my breath. But I will hold your hand til I die.
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Description

It’s been nearly a year since everything happened between Magnolia Parks and BJ Ballentine on the steps of the Mandarin Oriental, and it seems like everything has changed.

Magnolia has a life in New York now and BJ appears to have finally let go and moved on.

But when they both wind up back in London and are thrust together once again, they find themselves asking their age-old question: How many loves do you actually get in a lifetime and, most importantly, are they each other’s?


Winds in the east, mist coming in

Like something is brewing and about to begin.

Can’t put my finger on what lies in store

But I feel what’s to happen all happened before.

– Bert from that movie starring
BJ’s second favourite girl


PART ONE


ONE

Magnolia

Hipsters aren’t my favourite people. They used to be my least favourite kind of person, but they’ve actually been usurped.

They’ve been replaced by — arguably — a subset of the hipster that is worse than what came before, like a mutation of a virus that’s a bigger pain in the arse than the original. This subset is often a lot more grubby and, unfortunately, usually at least semi-naked. I think they’d call themselves ‘free-spirited.’

I see them standing topless in fields that they’re probably trespassing on because they can hardly own property by working four hours a week as an artisan barista. Their arms usually seem to be thrown up in the air, there’s knots in their unkept hair, and they’re probably holding sparklers as they use grainy, overexposed filters to make it look like their photos weren’t actually taken on what I can only imagine is a cracked iPhone 7 but instead some old-timey camera they traded a poem for.

When I see them I just want to pop on some latex gloves, hand them a shirt, give them a good shake and yell, “WHAT ARE YOU SMILING ABOUT YOUR JEANS ARE FROM H&M FOR THE LOVE OF GOD.”

I’ve met a lot of these people in New York, actually. Many a free spirit on the subway — which I’d never take. There’s a stop by my apartment though, so I see many a miscreant pass by.

It’s lonelier here than I thought, and I did think it would be lonely.

It couldn’t have been any other way, I knew that — leaving it all behind. Leaving him.

No packing up, no goodbyes. Just the first flight out of London to get as far away from it all as quick as I could.

It’s been nearly a year. Not exactly, but almost.

And everything is different now.

There’s an incessant knocking at my front door.

I live on the top floor of 995 Fifth Avenue. I chose to live here because it looks like London, or about as much as a 16th floor apartment in Manhattan can look like London.

The knocking is louder and more insistent than the standard knock-knock-knock a regular person would make. This is an aggressively bright and rhythmic knock. Knock-knock-knock. Knock, knock. Again and again.

It’s obvious who is on the other side of the door before I even open it. What isn’t obvious is why she’s here or how she got upstairs without me buzzing her in.

I swing open the door and there she is — arms folded over her chest, brows knitted behind her Cartier Trinity cat-eye sunglasses in the tortoise shell which she then shoves on top of her head and glares at me.

“Took you long enough,” Taura Sax growls.

“I was upstairs,” I shrug. “And I wasn’t expecting company.” I stare down at her feet. “Do you really dare wear those Balenciaga monstrosities in my presence?”

“I know, I know,” she groans.

I shake my head at her wildly. “They look like—”

“—Geriatric shoes,” she jumps in. “I know.”

“Have you no pride, Taura? No sense of self-worth?”

“Alright—” She rolls her eyes. “I’m wearing a shoe you don’t like, I didn’t sell my baby…”

“I might have preferred it if you did.”

“They’re just very comfortable.” She shrugs as though she’s innocent.

“So is nudity, Taus, but there’s a time and a place. And for these—” I stare pointedly at her Triple S Clear Sole logo-embroidered leather, nubuck and mesh sneakers. “—that place is a rehabilitation unit for the elderly after a nasty fall.” I cross my arms and eye her with suspicion. “What are you doing here, anyway?”

She pulls in her little Brics carry-on and follows me to the kitchen.

“I thought you’d need me,” she shrugs.

I wrap my white Juliet cashmere cardigan from Khaite tighter against myself. “That’s very thoughtful.”

“Yes.” She gives me a smug smile. “I am quite thoughtful when you don’t think I’m a raging slut.”

I give her a look. “You are a bit of a slut though.”

She laughs brightly. “Yeah, I am.”

“I’m here to fly home with you,” she tells me.

I frown at her. “Why?”

“Because.” She shrugs. “You haven’t been back in a year, and there’s the wedding, and your mother’s basically a contestant on her own personal version of Love Island.” I roll my eyes at her, though I know it’s true. My mother has taken my father marrying my childhood nanny like an absolute champion, if we consider champions today as high functioning, trollop-y alcoholics.

“You’re still not talking to Jonah. BJ’s dating someone now.” She watches me closely as she says this and I avoid her eyes, looking down at the checked stretch sports bra that I’m wearing from Burberry. He’s dating someone new. That’s the one everyone’s worried about. I don’t let it show, not even a flicker on my face, and you can bet your bottom dollar that the beast I’ve beaten, bound and buried for the better part of a year is so restrained and controlled and sedated that not even a whisker of emotion breezes across my poised little face.

I cock my eyebrow in defiance of her — she of little faith, waiting for my heart’s knees to buckle at his name.

Never again.

“It’s going to be a hard couple of weeks for you,” she tells me cautiously. “I’m here to bring you home because that’s what best friends do.”

I glance over at her. “Are we best friends now?”

She perches up on the kitchen island and I hand her a glass of pinot gris.

2014 Hans Herzog. Peach blush tint. Dry but not overly tart. Refreshing tannins.

I was sleeping with a boy here for about a month whose family owns vineyards all over — Napa, Burgundy, Champagne, Marlborough.

The alcohol was an important component of the relationship.

During that time I picked up some obnoxious, sommelier-adjacent qualities which were the only real takeaways from the relationship.

“Are we not?” She frowns. “Who else would your best friend be?”

I shrug. “I don’t know. Henry? My sister?”

“Sisters don’t count.” She rolls her eyes. Very blue. They’re quite like sapphires. I used to hate them, but now I’m rather fond of them.

“Why?”

“Because I don’t have one, so it’s not fair.”

“Fine.” I roll my eyes. “Besides Bridget and Henry, you’re my other best friend.”

“Don’t tell Henry.” She gives me a look which I mirror.

I could never.

I’d never hear the end of it.

The day he turned up in New York with Taura Sax I could have thrown him in front of a taxi.

I’d been here maybe five months then.

Henry was visiting me every few weeks. Still does. It was his seventh trip and I knew they liked each other by then because he’d told me they were sleeping together when I met him in Cannes and we’d had a fight over it already. We’d never had a fight before, not really. Well, besides the time he was upset when he found out that Christian and I were together, but that was a one-way fight and it only lasted the length of the drive home until I told him about what BJ had done and then it was back to regularly scheduled programming — so fighting in Cannes was big. Cannes in general was big for other less-ideal reasons, so I’d left early with Rush without saying goodbye and then a few days later he turned up in New York with her. Can you believe it? He’d just brought her here with him.

To New York.

To my apartment. To stay. In my house!

I stared at him in the lobby, blinking until it made sense.

He approached me with placating hands.

“Don’t freak out—” he started. “Or be a twat.”

I gave him a dark look. He shook his head as he hugged me extra tight.

“I just thought… you two would be friends now…” He raised his eyebrows in hopeful expectation. “Now that you know it wasn’t her who fucked Beej.”

Big, awkward smiles from both of them.

I glanced over at her for a few seconds — unimpressed — then back to Henry.

“Yeah, but she did fuck BJ, so…”

“Yeah.” Taura rolled her eyes. “But who hasn’t?”

Henry froze.

I stared at her for a few seconds.

And then I snorted a laugh. Figuratively, obviously. I don’t actually snort.

And that’s how it happened. That was how Taura Sax wormed her way into my heart and to self-professed best friend territory.

She jumps off the bench and goes fishing in my fridge.

It’s mostly just a lot of wine and olives in there because I still don’t cook, but I am on a first name basis with half the Uber Eats drivers in this city.

Taura bleakly pulls out a jar of pickles, bites down on one.

“How’s Tom doing?” she asks and I scowl over at her.

“How should I know?”

She shrugs innocently. “You might talk, I don’t know.”

In case you don’t know, here are the bones of my last few months:

I left London and I flew here.

Tom flew out the next day to meet me — just to be there for me, because he’s like that. And then we were back together. Until we weren’t.

It was hurting him. I was hurting him. We weren’t just in the foxhole. He was more like a shield and a security blanket and a pacifier and bandage and a stitch for my broken heart.

I wore him like a flak jacket. He bore a lot for me, I can see it in retrospect. He took many, many bullets. Actually, I suspect that one of those bullets nicked his little heart too, the one that deserves so much more than I could ever give it.

He stopped it. It was sudden.

I didn’t see it coming.

He flew in, we had sex, we had a fight, he left. It was bad, and so out of the blue.

I don’t do so well on my own. I never have. And that night — afternoon if we’re being specific, because I remember the tiny bit of light bending around the blackout blinds we’d pulled down because I don’t like to have sex in daylight — we fought about a film and then he just left. He grabbed a few things from the apartment that technically was just mine but really we shared — a phone charger, a watch in a drawer, his spare passport — and then Tom was gone.

Him leaving was akin to finding oneself in the middle of the Arctic Circle with nothing but a light cardigan.

Searing pain, head to toe.

It was like being back in the Mandarin all over again.

I couldn’t see properly, I couldn’t breathe.

Dying, probably just metaphorically, but maybe also literally?

My neighbour Lucía found me. Dragged me to a bar where I proceeded to make many, many mistakes with Rush Evans in a cloak- room.

Rush and I continued to be on and off whenever he was in town.

I don’t know if it was shittier of me or him. Me, the ex-girlfriend of his best friend. Him, the best friend of my ex-boyfriend.

“Technically, Sam was my best friend,” he’d sometimes say to make us feel better after we’d done it. It never worked.

He went away for a month to shoot a movie and I stumbled literally and drunkenly into the arms of Stavros Onasis, the son of the oil tycoon. That didn’t last so long, which was fine because by then Rush was back. Then he left again for reshoots, and I found that vineyard boy, Dieter Van Lauers.

Not much more to say than that, I don’t think we lasted a month.

Briefly there was a boy from South Africa — a man, I should say — Addington Van Schoor, a school teacher at Nightingale Bamfords. Very handsome, but not much there. Just chemistry and a dead end. All of them are dead ends though. I guess that’s the point.

Rush and I, we drifted back and forth as friends with a lot of benefits. He was a mess and I was a mess, we both knew it and didn’t hold it against each other. We did often hold one another though. He became one of my closest friends, actually, though it cost him a dear one in the process. Rush never ordered a Negroni in front of me, he once told a girl to fuck off because she smelt of orange blossom, he fought an old boy from Varley when I told him he started a rumour about me back at school, he’d take me shopping and let me dress him and he turned the other way at night times, pretend I didn’t have to spray Dark Rum by Malin + Goetz to fall asleep.

Rush and I properly called it around August, a bit because it was well overdue — we started to get complicated. I think there’s only so long you can be what you were before certain things start creeping in —possessiveness and feelings and stupid things like that — so we called it. We also called it because of Jack-Jack.

Jack-Jack was his housemate ways ago. We met through Rush and accidentally kissed one night while he was out of town. He was sort of cross about that, but then not really because we really were technically ‘ just friends’, but anyway after that happened Rush said we had to be really done because Jack-Jack is a hardcore romantic and Rush could tell that he was already all-in. Unfortunately for Jack-Jack, I’m never going to be all-in again.

“Are you ready to tell me what happened with Lover-Boy?” Taura asks with a pointed look.

“No.” I snatch the wine from her hands and throw it back. “No, I’m not.”



TWO

BJ

She blows air out of her mouth, nervous, shrugs it off.

Like she’s about to walk into a cage fight, that’s how her face looks.

I try my best not to laugh but I smirk a little. She frowns and smacks me in the arm.

“It’s not funny.” She glares. I smile more but it’s just because of her accent. Australian. Pretty hot.

“They hate me,” she tells me.

“They don’t.” I roll my eyes at her.

Hate is a strong word, and my parents definitely don’t hate her. They don’t hate anyone. Don’t even think my mum could hate Mussolini, let alone Jordan Dames, the only girl I’ve ever brought home for her to meet besides… well, you know who. So Mum definitely doesn’t hate her.

My siblings though…

“Jordan!” Mum sings as soon as I open the door and J holds out some flowers and a bottle of wine. She insisted on both. Pointless though because Mum already likes her and I can see Madeline rolling her eyes in the corner of the room. (“Kiss arse,” she whispers to Dad, who elbows her quiet.)

Mum takes the flowers, kisses my cheek and walks away.

“Don’t you just look beautiful!” Mum calls back at her as she puts them in a vase.

She does. She is. Black hair, blue eyes, big mouth for a white girl. Kind of like a hot Snow White.

“Sit, sit — we’re just about to eat,” Mum tells us.

Jordan sits between Mum and me.

Smart.

Protection on both sides.

Henry sits on my other side, nods his chin at her as a hello. He’s pretty reserved with her, always has been — probably has to be, I reckon, but at least he doesn’t pile on like our sisters. Not to her face, anyway.

Madeline sits directly across from Jordan though.

I pour her wine. Pour some for myself.

“Jordan.” Mads gives her a cool smile.

We met through Jonah’s stupid-hot cousins from Australia who came over for the dregs of Europe’s summer. Two sisters, Scotland and Taylor Barnes — I’d go there if I could, but I can’t. Not worth the drama though. Anyway, the girls brought Jordan with them.

We hooked up one night after Man U fucking creamed Bristol and we were on the good foot and then she kind of just stuck.

Decided to stay for a bit. Deferred her final year at university, got a job here in PR, covering for someone on maternity leave.

I didn’t ask her to be my girlfriend. Heard her refer to herself once at a dinner, and then the next day I woke up and it was fucking everywhere. I like her, it’s fun. Felt like a heavy conversation to tell her that I wasn’t in the market for a girlfriend so I didn’t have it and now it is what it is. Second relationship I’ve been in in my life and I fell into it.

It’s good. She’s good. She’s easy. In the good way, not in the other way. It’s easy with her. And she came at a good time, even if it was a pretty unplanned arrival. I was better when she came, but actually, that had nothing to do with her and everything to do with this article The Sun ran back in September.

Magnolia at The Met, BJ back in Blighty, drunk and alone.

That was the article title.

They got me half-right. Definitely drunk, seldom alone though.

I knew Magnolia would have seen that article, knew she would have seen that photo of me sunk back in the chair, eyes blurry and shit. I know she knows my mouth better than anyone else ever has or ever will and I know she’d know from that photo I’d been kissing someone. I also know she’d know that I was fucked up. High as shit. Forget that Parks was on the cover of the magazine too, glistening away on the arm of Rush fucking Evans, forget that it made me sick to my stomach where his hand was on her waist; without even a word from her, I knew in the centre of myself how she would have felt when she saw me like that. I hated the feeling of her being ashamed of me, and I knew she would be. She would have looked at that article, swallowed heavy, then flipped it over and tossed it away. She probably piled it under a bunch of other magazines, trying to bury the truth of what I’d become because she’d be embarrassed to be associated with me when I was like that — and we’re always associated, even when we haven’t spoken in nearly a year.

I stopped taking drugs after that photo ran.

And then the therapy, I’d already been doing that a while — Bridget Parks’s doing, I’d bet my life on it. She’ll deny it though.

Bridge hasn’t spoken to me directly since it all went down, but around June, the day after a particularly damning article about me ran in The Mail, ten prepaid sessions with one of London’s top psychologists arrived in the post with a note that just read Or lose her forever.

Four and a half months of weekly therapy sessions and I can tell you this: I probably have lost her forever.

And a bit of that might always feel like a punch in the gut, but it’s okay, I think.

I fucked up.

For a lot of reasons. Some of them might even be valid, some of them might even wash what I did away, but I still fucked up. No one else made me do what I did.

And I was always going to lose her with the way I was going…

Don’t know why I kept it from her for so long. She was always going to find out, and whenever she did, there was at least always a chance that she would be done with me right then.

That killed me for a bit.

That maybe we were always going to end no matter what…

But when I sort of accepted that — that maybe we were starcrossed lovers, or whatever — you know, fire and powder, dying in our triumph, all that shit — I was more okay than I thought.

I started therapy to get her back, wanting to grow into the kind of person she’d want to be with, be good enough, be the sort of person worthy of a girl like Parks. I definitely wasn’t before and maybe I won’t ever be — even if we’re dead in the ground for good, can’t hurt to try to be good enough anyway.

I put my arm around my girlfriend.

My girlfriend. Weird to say. Fresh to say too.

Only been about a month since that article ran and I just rolled with it. Been hanging out a bit longer than that though. Met at the end of August and started hooking up late September.

Now here we are. Nearly mid-November and I have girlfriend number two at the ripe old age of twenty-five.

“Where’s Taura?” Allison asks Henry brightly.

Henry squashes a smile, pretends he doesn’t notice the stark difference between their interest in Taura Sax and their complete disdain for Jordan.

Mads has always been weird about the girls I hang out with. Allie and Jemima are usually fine, but none of them are fine about Jordan. It’s like they’ve all been possessed by the ghost of my ex-girlfriend who lived in Holland Park and wasn’t very friendly to new people.

“New York, actually.” Henry nods. “Flew out two days ago.”

“Oh.” Dad nods. “What for?”

Henry clocks me, nervous. Licks his bottom lip. “Uh, to bring Magnolia home.”

“What?” Jordan sniffs, amused and confused. “She can’t fly by herself?”

And the look Henry gives her… If I was a better boyfriend, I’d call him out on it. I mean, fuck, if someone ever looked at Parks like that I’d hit them. But Jordan’s not Parks, so I just give my brother a look.

“She didn’t grow up here, Hen.”

“They can be quite mean to her,” Jemima says, taking a sip of wine. Jordan frowns, confused. “Why?”

“Because she’s beautiful.” Jemima shrugs like she’s not just merrily tossing grenades about.

“My god, did you see her at The Met?” Al shakes her head.

Maddie rolls her eyes. “With Rush Evans again? She’s so lucky—”

“Her dress was perfect.” Jemima sighs. “Versace?” she asks no one in particular.

It was definitely Gucci — I shouldn’t know that but I do. Plus, felt like it might have been for me. Not for me, at me, maybe? A solid ‘fuck you’, red carpet edition. I miss all her chatter about clothes. How much she loves them made me love them. She looks good, she always does though. Sometimes her photos just pop up. Algorithms and shit, you know? Also, I love her, so sometimes I peek. Bit weird, probably shouldn’t, but her face is her face and it begs to be looked at.

“People can be quite cruel to beautiful things. For no real reason at all.” My mum gives Jordan a thoughtful smile, but her face shifts and I can tell she’s missing the same girl I’m always missing even though I shouldn’t any more. Mum shakes her head, shakes it off like I should too. “Public fascination for Magnolia has always been a private burden.”

“Why do people care about her so much?” Jordan asks, and I think it’s a genuine question, even though Henry hears it as a sulk.

“Because she’s Magnolia Parks,” Madeline says. If Parks ever heard this specific sister of mine defending her she’d probably die happy. Wish I could text her, tell her, make her day. Hopefully Henry will because I know I can’t. She wouldn’t reply anyway. Wrote her a bunch of letters for months. Don’t even know how many. Never heard back.

I top off Jordan’s glass and look over at Henry. “Bit of a circus, then?”

“Of course it’s a circus, BJ.” Allie rolls her eyes impatiently. “She hasn’t been home since—”

“—Allison,” Mum growls.

“What?” She shrugs impatiently. “He knows he cheated on her. Everyone knows.”

“Allison,” Dad says this time.

“Are they expecting a lot of press?” I ask my brother, ignoring the rest of them.

Henry nods.

“Lots of people flying in for it.” He shrugs. “You know Harley.”

“Right.”

“They’ve booked her on a BA flight, told a loud-mouth travel agent she’s flying in on the Monday but she’s taking the jet on Sunday.”

“Smart.” I nod. I want to ask if she’s okay, but I can’t — can’t or shouldn’t? I don’t know — both, probably.

“So why is she coming, anyway?” Jordan asks brightly.

Madeline chimes as she pulls a face. “Awkward.”

I breathe out, shoot my youngest sister a look. “Her dad’s getting married.”

“To their childhood nanny,” Allie adds theatrically. “She used to come on vacations with our families. It’s so crazy—”

“I think I caught them once,” Jemima announces.

“You did not.” Mum rolls her eyes at the same time the young ones collectively gasp.

“Yeah, when we were in the water and he was helping us all back up, his hand was on her behind but when they saw me see it they just laughed and said something about it being slippery!”

“Gross!” Madeline scrunches her face up.

“Anyway, the wedding’s next week,” Allie announces. “We’re all going.”

“Well,” Madeline tosses Allie a bitch look. “Not all of us…”

“Madeline,” Dad growls.

“What?” She shrugs like she doesn’t know. She knows. Madeline is an A-grade manipulator. “She’s not…”

“Thanks, Mads.” I toss her a look and Jordan flashes me an uncomfortable smile.

“Anyway,” Henry jumps in. “She’s not staying long either way.” He looks from me to Jordan, and I can’t tell whether he’s tossing me a line or trying to make a point. Hard to tell with him sometimes, so I drink my wine.

It’s fine, by the way. I’m fucking fine.

I knew she was coming back, and Henry’s right. It’s just for a bit and then she’ll be gone again. Then everything will go back to normal.

Or at least go back to this — whatever ‘this’ is, I guess.

Parks is gone. That’s normal now.

Jordan’s pretty quiet for the rest of the dinner after that and we don’t stay for long, a bit because my sisters keep hounding Henry for every shred of information he has about Magnolia and Rush, and he won’t tell them so they’re getting more and more annoying, and I don’t want to hear it anyway so we thank Mum for dinner and leave pretty quick.

We walk a few houses down before Jordan stops on the street and looks up at me, squinting. “Why aren’t you taking me?”

I give her a look. “It’s my ex-girlfriend’s dad’s wedding. I can’t bring my new girlfriend.”

She shakes her head, annoyed. “Then why are you invited at all?”

“Because,” I shrug, “it’s London high society and shit. I wouldn’t be completely surprised if her mum was invited.”

She gives me a look, but I think she sees my point. Hopefully, anyway.

Her face softens a bit. “Why didn’t you tell me?”

“Because it’s not a big deal.” I shrug dismissively.

That’s a lie. Can feel it in my chest as I say it.

Jordan rolls her eyes. “Sounds like she’s always a big deal.”

“Yeah?” I slip my arms around her waist. “And how would you know?”

She gives me a look. “Everyone at my work asks about her all the time, like I’d actually know about her dating whoever that guy is in those stupid movies…” She rolls her eyes.

By those ‘stupid movies’ she means the highest grossing film franchise in the world, but yeah, ‘stupid movies’ works for me.

It annoys her, all this. A bit because she doesn’t get it and that’s hard, and a bit because at least once a week we’ll be out and about and some little sixteen-year-old will come up to me, ask Jordan to take a photo of me with them and then usually they’ll ask me if Magnolia and Rush are really together. The press releases say they’re just friends, and Henry says that’s true. I think he’s telling the truth. Don’t know why he’d lie about that.

I asked him once if they’re sleeping together and he said nah, but I don’t know — that photo at Cannes with Rush’s hand on her waist, there was something about it. So maybe he’s covering for her in a way I don’t think he would for me.

Jordan sighs quietly but I hear it.

“Look, Jords—” I shake my head to placate her. “She probably won’t even talk to me. Avoid me like the plague.”

She looks hopeful. “Really?”

I nod.

“She hates me,” I tell her. I even manage to deliver the line without the Super Mario Bros. death sound effect playing out across the universe.

This relieves her, I can see it on her face.

“And Hen’s right — she’ll be in and out. You won’t even know she’s here.”

This is also an obvious lie but it works for me because Jordan’s never known a London where Parks and I exist in it at the same time.

She doesn’t know. Doesn’t get it. Doesn’t know about the eyes and the photos. Doesn’t know what we’re like if we’re in the same room. How we’re magnets, how we look at each other, how we find each other.

She doesn’t know that I’m a wolf and Parks is the moon whose name I’ve howled since I was fifteen.

Jordan doesn’t know how me and Parks are.

Were.

I mean were.

She smiles more, relaxes, takes my hand in hers. Kisses it. I press her up against my car. Kiss her. It’s conscious but I don’t think of Parks when I kiss her, if you can believe it.

Don’t think of Parks when I sleep with Jordan either. Try not to, anyway. Harder to do sometimes than others — like now — when we’ve been talking about her.

Let me be clear: Jordan’s so hot.

Probably easier that she’s nothing like Parks too, even in the dark. Their bodies feel so different. Jordan’s athletic, boobs and butt and curves. And she’s cool and approachable and easy-going. She’s fun. Level-headed. Drinks beer. Wears denim. Puts her hair in one of those girl buns on top of her head.

She’s no fuss.

She trusts me.

Guess I haven’t given her a reason not to trust me though.

I’m kind of nervous about seeing Parks if I’m honest.

Nervous she’s going to fuck me up a bit. Don’t tell me she won’t, she always does — even if it’s in ways I like.

It’s just easier dating someone who doesn’t rip your heart out of your chest all the fucking time. And Parks always will. She can’t help it. One look at her stupid eyes and I’m undone. Or I used to be — I shake my head at myself, staring at my girlfriend.

Not any more.

For fuck’s sake. Please, not any more.




THREE

Magnolia

My sister flings herself into my arms as soon as I walk through the door.

I see her all the time. She flies to me or meets me somewhere in Europe for my work trips, but it’s been a bit more than a fortnight since the last time we’ve seen each other.

She picks me up off the floor even though she’s shorter than me.

“You’re home!” She lets out a squeal of excitement and I peel her off my body, frowning a little.

“That’s much too much emotion, Fridget. And you’re crushing my dress.”

Ballerina Style Tulle Dress from Miu Miu with the cut-out flower pumps from Dolce & Gabbana.

My sister rolls her eyes and smacks me in the arm. “How was the flight?” She pulls one of my suitcases inside and throws me another look. “How many of these are there?”

“Hmm?” I look over at her mindlessly. “Oh. Twelve perhaps?”

“You’re here a week.” She blinks.

“Actually,” I glance from her to Taura, “I’m here just under three.”

“Oh.” Taura schleps in another bag before we all give up and leave them in the courtyard. Is this not what fathers are for? I wouldn’t know, I suppose. Mine’s been terribly useless thus far.

“Three weeks?” Henry asks, poking his head out of the study. “What for?”

“Couple of work meetings.” I shrug and it’s a bit of a lie but what else can I say? December 3rd?

They’d never understand, not even Henry.

I skip over into his arms and he wraps them around me as he kisses the top of my head. He sniffs me. “Your hair smells weird.”

“Oh.” I frown. “It’s the Philip B White Truffle shampoo — do you not like it?”

He gives me a look. “Why would you want your hair to smell like a mushroom?”

“It’s very expensive.” I frown at him.

He shakes his head. “That doesn’t answer the question.”

“I use Clairol Herbal Essences—” my sister announces.

I give her a look. “Don’t brag about that, Bridget.”

Henry grabs her by the waist and sniffs her hair. “Brag away, Bridge. You smell like a fucking meadow.”

I link my arm with Taura’s and glare over at them — my sister specifically.

“This is what you wear for my big homecoming, you terrible wench?”

She looks down at herself in her matching green tracksuit and then back up at me, frowning. “I have those stupid puffy Chloé slides on you bought me.”

“I like it.” Henry throws a defensive arm around my sister.

“I’m quite sure you would.” I eye him in his Wild Thang tee from Golf Wang with the black logo-print track pants from Vetements. “Tell me, did you two make some sort of tracksuit-wearing pact to lower morale or has everything just fallen entirely to the wayside in my absence?”

My sister tries to kick me and I swear at her in Ukrainian, dodging her dumb, gangly leg because I don’t want my white dress to get dirty.

“Where is everyone, anyway?” I’m semi-miffed that my sister, my lifelong best friend and my new best friend are the only welcoming committee for my big London return.

I don’t know who else I was expecting. Christian, maybe? I haven’t spoken to Jonah since. Having Marsaili out here with some flowers and a banner would have been nice though, don’t you think?

“In here,” she nods at the dining room door, then stops. “Dinner’s on the table. You’re almost an hour late — so typical of you.”

I shrug, unperturbed. “Harley should have sent me the G700 then and not the Bombardier, and that’s just a consequence he’s going to have to bear.”

Taura stands in front of Henry and he slips his hand under her Get Back printed cotton-jersey jumper from the Stella McCartney x The Beatles collaboration.

“And what consequence might that be?” She blinks. “The potato gratin gets a bit cold?”

I frown at her playfully. “What’s a potato?”

Henry slings an arm around me. “It’s where vodka comes from.”

Bridget looks across all of us, blocking the path.

“So look, on the other side of this door is a lot of family drama…”

I roll my eyes. “Great.”

“Bushka isn’t talking to Marsaili—”

“—Why?” I interrupt.

“Because Marsaili won’t let her be a bridesmaid,” Taura tells me.

She spends a bit of time with Bridget, I’m told. That’s nice. I’m glad they have each other here in my absence.

“Mum’s new bottom’s here—”

“Bridget!” I poke her in the ribs. “If you insist on creating an acronym out of Boyfriend Of The Month, I beg of you, please, don’t say it phonetically.”

Henry starts laughing.

“Dad hates the BOTM…”

Henry tilts his head. “Interesting.”

“Keeps asking why he’s here—”

“Seems fair,” Taura considers.

“Then Mum is angry because Uncle Alexi’s hurt that he’s not invited…”

“Your mum’s brother is angry that he’s not invited to her ex-husband’s next wedding?”

Bridget shrugs, helpless. “I’m just here with the facts.”

“Wow.” I blink. “I really was the glue around here, wasn’t I?”

“Yeah.” My sister gives me a glib look. “That’s what it is.”

And then Henry pushes through the door.

My mum is first up.

Hands on both my shoulders, kiss-kisses each of my cheeks by bumping them with hers.

“Welcome home, darling.”

“I’m not home.” I smile at her politely.

My father stands, gives me a hug that’s rigid and uncomfortable for us both.

“So glad you’re home, darling.”

“I’m not home,” I say again with a curt smile.

Marsaili touches my face with her hands and smiles tenderly before hugging me.

(“Welcome home, Magnolia,” she whispers. “I’m not home,” I whisper back. She gives me a look. “Yes, you are.”)

I sit between Henry and Bushka, squeezing her arm hello.

“Where you been?” She gives me an annoyed look.

My face falters. “New York.”

“Since when?” She frowns.

I glance around the room uncomfortably. “A year almost.” I give her a little look. “You visited me last month? We drove to Bedford to visit Martha Stewart? She made you special Moscow Mules?”

Marsaili gives me a look. “Perhaps one too many?”

“To be fair,” Taura shrugs, “she’s got a heavy hand, that Martha. Loves a good pour.”

“Who doesn’t?” Mum nods appreciatively. “Oh, Magnolia, darling, Henry — this is Enzo.” She gestures to her BOTM who’s just been sitting there, smiling pleasantly.

Just chuffed to be here, old Enzo.

Sort of handsome, I suppose. If you like Euro-trash and bratwurst. I don’t know exactly what I mean by that, but it is apt.

“Magnolia,” he sings my name in a thick Italian accent. “Isa great pleasure to meet the famous tree girl—”

(“What?” I whisper, blinking at my sister, who shakes her head, rubbing her ear. “He’s not excellent at English.”)

Enzo stands to hug me but I hold my hand out to stop him.

“Oh, no, no—” I shake my head as I instead pat his arm gingerly. “Thank you, Enzo. We don’t need to hug. But I’m very happy to meet you—here. Now. On my very first night back in London, at an intimate dinner with my family and best friends.” I give him a cordial smile.

He does a little bow.

Marsaili and I catch eyes.

“Enzo’s number…” my dad starts, counting off on his fingers.

“Harley—” Mars growls.

“восемь,” Bushka says at the same time Bridget says, “Eight.”

Mum drinks her wine with tall eyebrows and flaps her hand once to dismiss them all.

“So, have you heard from BJ, darling?”

“I have not,” I tell her, my nose in the air. “Nor shall I.”

Bridget rolls her eyes but I catch it.

“What?” I scowl. “I haven’t. And I won’t. And I hate him and, actually, our love is dead—”

“—Oh!” sighs Mum’s BOTM remorsefully.

“No-no, Enzo—” I shake my head at him, flashing him a quick smile. “It’s not a sad thing, it’s an empowering thing.”

“Is it?” Henry tilts his head and I elbow him quiet.

“I’m very empowered. It’s like that part in that film, with the love fern? And it dies. And she’s fine. Relieved, even—”

“Your plant die too?” he asks, a bit devastated.

Taura shakes her head. “Doesn’t she go mental when the love fern dies in the film?”

I shoot her a look.

“Uh — no. No, everyone listen. I, metaphorically—” I try to clarify just for him, “dropped the — metaphorical — plant of our love into the desert and willingly abandoned it there. So, to just elucidate — not sad—” I give Henry a stern look. “Very empowered.”

I give Taura an exasperated look.

Bridget thinks for a few seconds. “Out of curiosity, what sort of plant was it? Your metaphorical love plant?”

I blow a raspberry and shrug off her stupid question before giving her a stupid answer. “I don’t know — something super boring like an ugly shrub. Like a… like a Sprinter Boxwood. Super ugly.”

“Oh.” She squints over at me. “You mean an evergreen? The plants that never die?”

I look up at her, alarmed.

“What?” I shake my head. Hen glances at me, amused. “No! I mean— no, that’s no — I understand the implications of that and no.” Fuck. “I’ve changed my mind. It’s an English rose. Very fragile, stupid flower. Can’t survive shit.”

“Oh.” She nods sarcastically. “So the metaphorical plant of your love is only the most iconically beautiful flower… ever.”

I blink at her.

“What the fuck, Bridget? Are you a fucking botanist in your spare time now?”

Taura starts laughing.

“And also no… Even though yes, but no.” I give my sister a stern look. “Sure. Maybe it’s very pretty on the outside but it has a lot of thorns. Very thorny. Also it’s in the desert now. Where no one can see it. Or water it. No chance in the desert. It’s done for out there, for sure. One-hundred-percent dead. And there’s no such thing as rose ghosts, so that’s great.”

I drink my wine quickly and then Henry’s too and keep my head down for the rest of dinner.

My room is how I left it.

Preserved perfectly and it feels like a hundred paper cuts all over my heart for a second — all the ways my room makes me think of him — and then I throw back some more wine and it washes those feelings away.

Or drowns them out.

Bridget lies down on my bed right where he used to.

“You okay?”

I blink a few times, probably a couple too many because probably I’m not, but I lie anyway because it’s easy.

“Grand.” I nod.

She nods back and I know she knows I’m lying.

And then she smirks. “Rose ghost…”


Henry
9:52PM

You feeling okay about seeing him?

Who?

…

…

Let’s not do this

Agreed

Just answer my question

No, I am not feeling okay about seeing him

Is he feeling okay about seeing me?

Don’t break the rules.

Sorry.

I’ll see you tomorrow.

It’ll be good.




FOUR

Magnolia

I helped plan a lot of the wedding from afar.

The colour palette, the flowers, the dresses — Marsaili has two sisters, both are bridesmaids as well — the older one who somehow managed to secure the title of maid of honour over me has the style of Christopher Walken and is about as visionary as a brick. The younger one — or ‘the shit one’ as Bridget and I have come to call her — is also useless.

Bridget is too. She tried to be helpful, but she suggested roses and ranunculus in the same bouquet so she was obviously an absolute and immediate dead end.

But all the planning was good for me. Kept me busy. Because as it turns out, I used to spend a lot of time with my friends in London, and in New York I didn’t have that many people who were around all the time.

There was Rush whenever he was in town. And Lucía Nieves-Navarro, my whacky telecom-heiress neighbour from Mexico who shared my floor with me. Then there were others I met throughout the year, but New York is so transient.

I still travelled a lot for work — I was busy, I had things to do. I guess I just hadn’t consciously realised how much of my time I had filled with BJ and Paili.

She’s living in Spain now, I heard. I’m pretty sure the Spanish Flu is fairly under wraps now, but if it’s not, I do hope she catches it.

Anyway.

The wedding’s at St George’s. Obviously. Like there’s anywhere else to get married in London besides St Paul’s Cathedral, but that’s where I want to get married so I made sure to steer Marsaili away from that venue.

We arrive in Hanover Square twenty-five minutes after the wedding was supposed to have started but that was barely my doing and was primarily on account of London’s hideous traffic and also just a little bit because Bridget decided to ‘do her own make-up,’ which if you’ve ever seen her try to do her own make-up you’d understand why we’re late and you too would have wrestled that dark fuchsia, high pigment travesty from her colour-blind little hands.

Marsaili’s dress is gorgeous.

From Pronovias’s SS2022 The New Oasis Collection — the Kufra dress.

Asymmetrical neckline with one long sleeve, one sleeveless, a form fitting mermaid cut with some light beading and a subtle but rather lovely train.

The maid of honour is in a dusty blue ruffle-shoulder embellished gown from Marchesa that on my mother would look like an Oscars gown but on this lady it’s just sort of a mess. Like she’s going to the Yule Ball at Hogwarts.

The Shit One’s in a simple silk cape gown from Valentino that’s very classy, sort of a subtle… I don’t want to say lilac because lilacs are stupid, but not not lilac.

I wrangled Bridge into this gorgeous baby blue Tony Ward gown with a flowy tulle skirt and these gorgeous puff sleeves and coerced her into the Anilla 100 crystal pumps from Jimmy Choo and, to be honest, she looks a bit like Cinderella and I’m nearly jealous but I can tell she feels beautiful so my jealousy simmers at a health 30%.

And me? A dress from the Elie Saab Spring 2011 Couture runway that I asked him to recreate for me. Nice, pastel, bright purple. Sheer, lace paneling, figure hugging, subtly belted with draped silk crystal organza that I’ve paired perfectly with the Carrie Crystal Bow Mule 75 from Aquazzura.

We’re all holding hydrangeas, lavender and white rose bouquets and the colour theme for the wedding is to die for, if I do say so myself.

I’m nervous, standing out there, waiting to walk in.

Bridget first, then me.

I know I’m going to see him. I know he’s going to be here. It was a big thing — a big discussion in our family. Everyone flew over to talk to me about it.

Took me out to Nobu to butter me up. Bridget thought it was deeply inappropriate that he be invited. My father and my mother both said he had to be invited because they were inviting the rest of the Ballentines, and then my father said my mother needed to bugger off and what was she doing here anyway? And then Bushka said he has a great arse and to pass the rock shrimp tempura. Marsaili said it would be rude not to and that if I’m as over him as I tell everyone I am, that I should be fine with him being there, but that if I insisted he not come, she’d insist it too.

So they invited him because I couldn’t tell them that actually he is the drain in the centre of me where all the happy things fall through and that I feel his absence in everything. Everything. Breakfast time, cups of tea. Bumblebees. Honey. The stars. Gucci. The Discovery Channel. Long drives. Driving in general. Willow trees. Uno. Old Skool Vans. Tiffany’s. Maserati’s. Boys with tattoos.

And now here I am, standing on the steps of St George’s with a thudding heart in my throat and eyes that don’t know where to look because I’m afraid they’ll find the thing they’re dying to see.

Henry and Taura appear at the top of the stairs and then he jogs down them, throwing his arms around me.

“How good is it having you here in London?” He picks me up off the ground, jostling me around.

I give him a wry look and straighten his bow tie. Blue and cute from Tom Ford. I know, I picked it out. Giorgio Armani classic tuxedo suit, little blue crescent moon and star cufflinks with Elkan Penny Loafers also from Tom Ford.

“Well, you mustn’t get used to it,” I tell him as Taura curls her arms around my neck.

Sky Rocket Maxi Dress (The Vampire’s Wife) in oxblood. Very classy.

If she wasn’t (apparently) my best friend and if she wasn’t sleeping with my actual (other) best friend, I’d be insecure about her.

She looks me up and down. “Are you trying to kill him?”

I put my nose in the air. “I don’t know what you mean.”

She ignores me. “Nervous?”

I look over at her, my eyes flick from her to Henry, and I nod.

She slips me a little bottle of vodka.

“Drink this one now, and this one,” she slips it into my bouquet, “after.”

She gives me a little wink as she backs up the stairs. “We’re on your Dad’s side. Middle-front-ish. Towards the left.”

“I don’t care—” I lie.

“He didn’t bring her,” Henry calls as he walks backward up the stairs.

I pause. “I still don’t care.”

He raises an eyebrow and points at me. “Bullshit.”

Then they dart back inside.

“Well, that’s interesting,” Bridget says, sidling up next to me.

“No, it’s not,” I tell her quickly.

She glances at me, annoyed and intrigued.

“No girlfriend?” she repeats.

I ignore her.

(“Very interesting,” she says under her breath, but she’s a mouth breather so it’s very loud.)

The music swells. Ave Verum Corpus.

Bridget starts walking down the aisle.

Then me.

And my eyes are frontward. They do not veer left, they do not veer right. And still, I can feel his eyes on me — he’s to the right of the church, not just because the right side is traditionally the groom’s side, but because I just know it.

That pull we have, the undertow of the universe always dragging us back towards each other, it has to mean something, don’t you think? That great magnetic force I’ve spent the better (or worst) part of a year fighting and defying and I feel it still, my legs trying to walk me back into his orbit — I think it means something.

Or maybe it doesn’t and I just want it to because that would give all our pain a purpose.

I don’t listen to much of the wedding sermon.

They’re all sort of the same, don’t you think?

Love is patient, love is kind. It does not envy, it does not boast, it’s not proud. It doesn’t dishonour others, it’s not self-seeking, it’s not easily angered, it keeps no record of wrongs. Love does not delight in evil but rejoices with the truth. It always protects, always trusts, always hopes, always perseveres. Love never fails.

But it’s shit. It’s all a lie.

We weren’t any of those things but don’t you for a second try to tell me we weren’t in love. I loved him more than anything and at the end of everything, it’s all we had and it did not persevere. It failed.

The reception’s at the Royal Hospital Chelsea — beautiful, of course.

I make the rounds — put in some face time with my godfather, as well as Bridget’s. (Graham Norton. I know, I’m jealous of that too.) Lots of people flew in from America. Chris Martin, the Timberlakes, Usher. The whole thing’s shamefully star-studded, but Marsaili and my father look pleased, so that’s good I suppose. If we insist on looking on the brighter side, I suppose it’s good they’re happy… They’re just gross old people in love now. They don’t like it when I tell them that though. “Save something for the speech, darling.” My father gave his new bride a look.

“Oh, I’m not giving a speech,” I say. “The Shit One is.”

“Would you stop calling her that?” Marsaili huffs. “That’s my sister.”

My father gives her a look. “She is a little bit shit though…”

“Harley!” Marsaili growls.

“Question—” I interrupt, giving them both a look. “Arrie Parks is here…”

I stare over at my mother who is dressed in the brightest outfit at the whole reception: two-tone pink floor-length dress by Carolina Herrera. Marsaili gives me an impatient look. “That’s not a question, Magnolia.”

“Bit of a sticky wicket, her being here, no?” I glance between them.

“No,” Marsaili says at the same time my dad says, “Absolutely.”

We all stare over at her arse being squeezed by Enzo like it’s a fucking lemon in the back corner of a reception there’s no doubt in anyone’s mind that he shouldn’t be at.

Marsaili waves her hand through the air. “It would’ve been rude not to—”

“Would it?” my father and I say at the same time and I don’t care for the synchronisation.

And then there’s a tap on my shoulder.

I’m nervous to turn around but I do it anyway because I’m brave like that, but I should have known from the tap it wasn’t him.

I’d feel it if it was.

It is someone else I love though.

“Well,” grins Gus Waterhouse. “If it isn’t my favourite heartbreaker…”

I frown at him playfully. “Mean.”

He gives me a look. “True.”

I roll my eyes at him.

“You holding up okay?” he asks tentatively.

“It’s not my best day.” I shrug breezily. “It’s not my worst either though—”

Gus nods. “Seen him?”

“No.”

He tilts his head. “Intentionally?”

I give him a look because he’s annoying like this. “Yes.”

He gives me a small smile, pleased his assessment was correct.

I take the drink from his hand and sip at it. “How’s Tom?”

“Good.” He nods. “Yeah, good. Better.”

This makes me happy. He deserves to be good. “I’m glad.”

“He loves Hawaii.”

“He would.” I smile as I think of him. “All those mountains to climb, the surf—”

“—The girls.” Gus gives me a pointed look. I think he’s trying to make a point, to make sure I know that Tom is fine without me.

I never thought he wouldn’t be. Tom is Tom England. The most wonderful, whole, beautiful man to ever grace the planet. He never needed me and I was never under the impression that he was lucky to have me; I always knew it was the other way around. What happened after he left proves that I was right. My eyes pinch at Gus because I think it’s rude he’s hitting me with a softball at my own father’s stupid wedding.

“You haven’t visited me in a while,” I tell him and he tilts his head and cocks his eyebrow. “Hawaii calling?” I guess.

Gus breathes out through his nose. “He is my best friend…”

“And what am I?” I frown, offended. “Chopped liver?”

“Nah—” He shrugs coolly. “Just the girl who broke his heart.” He flicks his eyebrows up. “And fucked his heterosexual best mate.”

Ouch.

I deserve it, I guess.

I did and it’s true.

Clara helped (with the breaking, not the fucking), but it was a lot of me in the end, I think. Me and BJ. Me and Rush.

“I should get back to my date,” he tells me, nodding his head over towards someone I recognise who gives me a small, overwhelmed wave.

“Jack Giles?” I blink. He’s so gorgeous — chocolatey eyes that are always smouldering like he’s wearing eyeliner even if he isn’t, sexy pushed back brown hair and a sensational jawline — he makes me wish I were a gay man. Or he were a straight one. “I didn’t know…” I shake my head. “When?”

“It’s recent.” He nods, blushing a little. “Let’s get a drink before you fly back out. I’ll catch you up—”

He kisses my cheek.

After that, the speeches are spoken and there’s a father-daughter dance that I dodge by hurling my sister into my father’s arms and making Henry dance with me instead. I stick close to my Safe Three because everyone in the world wants to talk to me about New York and Rush and why I disappeared in the dead of night the way I did.

Like they don’t all already know. Everyone knows.

It was everywhere. The whole of the Rosebery heard it. There’s videos of it on the internet. Do you have any idea what it feels like to have everyone see your maybe worst moment, where your heart broke on your face in front of the entire world for all to see, only to have them then use it for small talk at parties when the conversation lulls?

I make my way to the bar.

“Can I have a martini, please?” I ask the bartender. “Vodka.”

And then I feel a body saddle up next to me.

Feel it.

Even though he’s not touching me at all, I feel it in my bones. A curious, deep ache and a mild episode of SVT.

He leans against the bar.

“How’s the weather, Parks?” he asks and I don’t turn to face him.

I can’t. My heart’s going too fast, it’s run up into my throat.

I try my best to steady my breathing.

I take a long sip, don’t look away from my glass. “Do you remember Geostorm?” I reply coolly.

He sniffs but I think it’s a laugh.

“Yeah, you walked out of it.”

I still don’t look at him. “Well, it was terrible.”

“You’re avoiding me,” he tells me, looking for my eyes.

“Yes,” I say. And now I look at him.

Oh my god. He’s beautiful.

It hits me in my chest, spreads through me like a spider web. He looks different but the same all at once. Older, I think. But healthier, maybe?

Some new freckles.

More scruff on his face than when I last saw it. Just a tiny bit.

My favourite forget-me-not bow still on his thumb.

I fight the old urge to push my hand through his perfect hair — an urge I thought I shook but I guess you can’t ever really, not with a boy like him.

And his stupid pillow mouth rips at the seams of my resolve not to love him how I worry I always will, and my mind falls through an infinity of memories I’ve had with him and thought I’d have with him and worry I won’t ever have with him again.

I swallow. Count to three, breathing through my nose.

I won’t let him know he does this to me still. I’d sooner die.

“I am.” I look up at him and nod slowly. “Thank you so much for respecting my wishes and not approaching me—”

He smirks and goes “hah” and I miss him.

“Come on,” he chides with a half-cocked smile. “Had to say hello. Rude not to…”

I take a sizeable sip of my drink. “I suppose.”

Peak-Lapel wool suit and the Pre-Tied Silk-Satin Bow Tie, both from Tom Ford. White Formal Button Up Shirt from Dolce & Gabbana with the Jordaan Horsebit Gucci loafers. I love him in a suit.

BJ licks his bottom lip and tilts his head to look at me. “Oi, are you in lilac?”

Fuck. I purse my lips for a second and then roll my eyes.

“I didn’t pick the colour palette.” I shrug demurely.

“Yeah right,” he scoffs. “You’re gonna tell me Marsaili picked out this monochromatic masterpiece on her own?”

I get the feeling he’s trying to flatter me but I roll my eyes anyway because I don’t want to make anything easy for him.

He nods at me playfully. “What’d you call the Pinterest board?”

“Nothing,” I tell him, my nose in the air.

“Tell me—” he presses.

“No.” I cross my arms over my chest.

“Violet Supernova?” he guesses.

I squint at him, equal parts amused and annoyed.

“Amaranthine twilight,” I concede.

His face cracks wide into a smile.

I frown, not feeling like being teased by anyone today, least of all him. “I look good in lilac.”

His face softens a little. “Yes, you do.”

Our eyes hold.

“I know,” I tell him, my nose in the air.

He goes “hah” again and the years whistle around our ankles like leaves in the wind and we’re lovers in autumn under a tree raining orange and regret, and in that moment we’re still each other’s and time wraps around us in the infinity we thought we had but we don’t anymore because he broke us.

He smiles a little, watching me closely. “You good?”

“Yes.” I give him a glib smile. “I’m simply thrilled to be here celebrating a love birthed in the canal of infidelity.”

He laughs and for some reason it sounds like I’m ringing the doorbell of the home I grew up in.

“Here for long?” Not letting go of my eyes.

“Just a few weeks.”

“You staying til—”

“—Yes,” I cut in.

He nods, I nod. I feel dizzy. I grab my drink, take a few big sips to steady my jitters.

“So,” I take another drink, “I hear you’ve got a girlfriend.”

His face pulls funny. Strained. Uncomfortable? Remorseful? Disappointed? Frustrated? Maybe none of the above — maybe he’s just sorry for me.

He nods once. “I do.”

Have we lost touch? I wonder. The thought makes me feel panicky. Has a year apart changed our channels? I don’t think I can hear his thoughts anymore.

“She’s not here.” I glance around.

He shakes his head. “Felt like that might be inappropriate—”

“—And yet, here you are.” I give him a curt smile as though I’m not hanging on to every word he’s saying.

“I was invited.” His eyebrows flicker in defence and he shrugs a little. “Mum made me,” he lies.

And I can tell he’s lying — his mouth falls at a particular angle when he’s lying. I don’t even care that he is, I’m just glad I can still tell. Glad to have not lost him completely.

“Besides,” he shrugs again, “I didn’t want Mars charging down the aisle and tackling her. The society papers have been surprisingly drama-free in your absence,” he tells me with a look.

I roll my eyes.

“Are you seeing anyone?” he asks and I wish I could say yes. I wish I had a boy I could wear like a hard hat for my heart, but I don’t.

“I was,” I say because it’s fractionally less pathetic than a plain old no.

“What happened?”

I give him a cool look. “None of your business.”

He nods once. “Do I know him?” he asks after a few seconds of silence.

I think about it for a second — everyone knows Rush, but that’s not who I’ve been dating. Not for a while, anyway. If you were going to call what we were doing ‘dating’ — which I wouldn’t, though my grandmother might. Rush and I, we’ve let them think that we’re together because people always talk and sometimes it’s easier to have them talk about the wrong thing. It gave me a minute to work out if the other thing was the right thing, but it wasn’t. He wasn’t. I don’t think anyone else will ever be. It doesn’t matter anyway. I shrug with both my shoulders and my mouth.

“I’m not sure — I don’t know. No, probably.”

He nods again, relieved a bit, maybe, and my eyes snag just below his right thumb.

I nod my chin towards it, which makes me feel strange because once upon a lifetime ago I would have reached over to touch him just so I could touch him. “Is that a tattoo of two dead bees?”

He looks sprung and covers it with his over hand, flashing me an apologetic smile and my shields slide on up.

“Yeah.” He shrugs like it’s silly and not callous.

I nod once. “Right.”

He peers down at it, mouth pulling a bit strangely. “Someone
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