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One hundred and thirty-five metres above London, with one of the most spectacular city views in the world as your backdrop, who could say no?

I now know who could say no.

Jade Toogood.

The girl I had called my girlfriend for four years. The woman who, until just a few moments earlier, I planned on spending the rest of my life with. The person who I am now trapped inside a glass capsule with, 443 feet above ground.

She could say no.

Rather, she had said no.

New Year’s Eve. The London Eye. The girl of my dreams. A ring. A future together.

What could possibly go wrong?

I planned everything so meticulously. It was all meant to be perfect. The perfect end to the year, the perfect start to the next. I spent months secretly scouring websites, magazines and shops, looking at rings, thinking of ways to ask, waiting for the right moment. It was only when Jade mentioned how much she wanted to go on the London Eye that I settled on it for the chosen place. The venue for the story we would repeat over and over again to our friends, family and future grandchildren.

The glossy brochure advertising the ‘Proposal Package’ certainly sold it – if you ignore the exorbitant cost, what could be more romantic than hiring a private capsule? The pages were full of joyous couples smiling, laughing, kissing. It featured beautiful-looking people shedding tears of happiness. There were high-definition images of the magnificent view. The word ‘magical’ was emphatically printed in bold type. ‘Special’, it said. ‘The perfect romantic setting’. There was no disclaimer declaring that it might not always be perfect. There was no small print proffering the warning she may say no. There was no money-back guarantee if she did. After all, as the tagline declared, who could say no?

We are not even high enough to witness the promised iconic skyline when it all starts to go wrong. We have only just boarded our capsule. Our private capsule which, for the next thirty minutes, is reserved for just us, a box of luxury chocolate truffles and a bottle of champagne. I don’t even like champagne. But what with the nerves, and the pressure of the situation, I down a glass before we even set off.

I pop both the bottle and the question too early.

If there is a playbook for London Eye proposals then I imagine it would instruct you to get down on one knee as you reach the highest point of the rotation, when you have the maximum impact of the spectacular 360-degree view. Not before you even leave the ground.

But I don’t wait.

Maybe she would have said yes if she had been faced with the wondrous sights of Big Ben, Wren’s baroque architecture and the modern metropolis of the City. Instead, as I utter the fateful words ‘Will you marry me?’, we are face-to-face with the London Dungeon. The question scares her more than the blood-soaked billboards.

‘No, Josh, no.’ Jade stares straight into my eyes. A horribly blank expression. She looks at me like I’m a stranger she’s never met, rather than the man she lives with. The man she is meant to love.

We met while working together in Bristol, the city in which I grew up and where we live. I took what was intended to be a temporary job at a hotel after studying History at King’s College London, simply as a way to tide myself over until I decided what I wanted to do in life. Jade started a few years later, after her father, the owner, found her a job as a receptionist. It wasn’t quite love at first sight, but just as we both fell into the career, we soon fell into a relationship. Four years later, after we’d been a couple for three and lived together for two, did she not think that I would ask soon?

‘Marriage, Josh? Really? What are you thinking? I said I wanted you to take me on the London Eye, not for you to propose to me on it.’

It can’t have come as too much of a surprise. Does she think you get champagne, truffles and a private capsule all for your standard £24 ticket?

‘OK, I’m sorry. Obviously I’ve got the timing wrong. But why would you not even consider it? Why are you so adamant we’re not ready? You know how much I love you, right? We want to spend our lives together? Isn’t this the next step?’

‘You can stand up now,’ she says bluntly, ignoring my questions, as I realize I am still on one knee, ring in hand. For someone who is usually so touchy-feely, she moves as far away from me as is possible.

I get back on my feet and look out of the capsule in disbelief. Just as the perfect moment is annihilated, so too are all the happy times I have spent around this area. Forever ruined in my mind. The childhood memories of family trips to the capital, when everything seemed bigger and brighter and generally more impressive, to the student days and nights spent catching an art-house film at the BFI, pretentiously perusing the stalls of the booksellers underneath Waterloo Bridge, or getting a last-minute discounted ticket to a play at the National, which I wouldn’t understand but I’d pretend to enjoy.

The South Bank has always been my favourite place in London. The paved street snaking alongside the river, encompassing so many of the city’s sights, full of tourists pulling suitcases and mums pushing prams, joggers navigating flocks of schoolkids, skaters weaving in and out of pigeons, couples holding hands, cameras and coffee cups. I know the area well. So well that I could tell you that the roof of the National Theatre is home to around 60,000 bees, or that the Shell Mex House opposite has the largest clock face in the UK. I could tell you all these things but I couldn’t have told you that my girlfriend doesn’t love me the way I love her. I couldn’t have told you she would say no. And that is now all I can think of. I now never want to see this place again. Most of all, I don’t want to be here right now. I want to be somewhere else.

Except I can’t. I can’t be anywhere else, not for another twenty-eight minutes at least.

I pace lengthways across the capsule. Even though the transparent pod normally holds twenty-odd people, it suddenly starts to seem very small with just two. I feel claustrophobic. Her Dior perfume, a smell synonymous with happy times, consumes the capsule and now suffocates me. Can they not just let us out? Or put the system into reverse? Is there not a panic button somewhere? There must be a way to escape in an emergency. And this really is an emergency.

Her words continue to echo inside my head and reverberate around the capsule, getting louder and louder as they bounce off the windows.

No. No. No.

What does no even mean? Is that a no for now? Or a no for ever?

I check my watch. Twenty-seven minutes to go. What is wrong with this wheel? Is it broken?

Jade is silent. She runs her painted nails through her bleached hair. She has been blonde for as long as I’ve known her, but her dark eyes give away her natural colour. Her hands stop when they reach the back of her head. She looks at me, exasperated. I can tell she wants to say something. I’ve seen that face before, when she broke the news to me that she’d accidentally smashed my favourite Bristol City mug.

‘I didn’t want to tell you this. Not now. Not over Christmas. I’m sorry, Josh. I’ve actually been meaning to tell you … well … I’m just going to come out with it, I actually think we should … break up.’

What?

‘I’ve met, I mean … I’ve been seeing someone else.’

Talk about sticking the knife in. I can barely breathe.

This can’t be happening. Is this a wind-up? An elaborate prank? It must be one of those candid camera TV shows.

I look around, trying to spot the hidden cameras.

There are none.

‘What do you mean, you’ve been seeing someone else?’ I nervously take a sip from my glass.

Despite the champagne, my mouth has gone dry.

‘I thought it was obvious we haven’t been working well recently. It doesn’t excuse my seeing someone else but –’

‘Who is …?’ I struggle to speak.

‘His name is … George,’ she stutters hesitantly back.

Who the fuck is George? George Bush? George Clooney? They are the only Georges I know of, and as far as I am aware she has never met, let alone had an affair with, either. How could Jade know any more Georges than I do? We work together. We live together. We have the same social groups. What other George is there?

‘Who is he?’ I repeat, wanting to elicit more information than just a name. As I ask it, I realize I am not entirely sure I want to hear the answer. ‘Do I know him?’

I’m surprised my voice doesn’t crack as I ask.

‘Umm …’ She pauses before delivering the fatal blow. ‘Yes, you’ve met him before, but you don’t really know him. He’s stayed at the hotel … Mr Henley?’

Oh God. George Henley. He is one of our regular customers. One of the businessmen who stay every week. The same routine, the same room. Smart, always in a suit, and I’m pretty sure married. Have they really been business trips? No wonder she has been getting such good TripAdvisor reviews. Those recently published comments race through my mind; the words friendly, helpful and attentive suddenly conjure up different connotations.

‘Look, I’m really so sorry, Josh. Obviously I didn’t want to hurt you.’ She rubs her hands over her face, holding them in front of her mouth, before fiddling with the necklace I bought her last year.

I wonder if she takes it off when she sees George? I wonder if he’s bought her a necklace too?

I try and shake these thoughts from my head.

‘I’m just trying to be honest.’

‘It’s a bit late for that now.’

How did I not realize? Why didn’t she tell me this before we spent Christmas Day together, cuddled up under the tree, kissing under the mistletoe, exchanging presents?

Oh crap.

Jeremy.

I got her a fucking rabbit for Christmas.

It was meant to be the start to our new modern family. Pet, engagement, marriage, kids. That was the life plan.

‘But what about Jeremy? How could you do this to him?’ I ask indignantly, speaking as if the rabbit we’ve had for a week is our seven-year-old son.

‘I guess we’ll have to sort that out. And the flat.’ She looks at the floor, not wanting to make any eye contact.

‘What am I going to do about work? I can’t carry on working with you now. Especially with him staying at the hotel every week.’

‘I’ll have a word with Dad and see what we can do,’ she says apologetically. ‘I’m sure he can pay you for your notice period,’ she adds, as if she has already thought all of this through.

Living in a flat owned by your girlfriend’s father and working in the hotel he owns is all fun and games until your girlfriend starts having fun with somebody else.

I want to be angry. I want to cry. But I can’t do either. I am just in shock. Physically shaking. I can’t look at her beautiful face. Instead I glance down below, at a London which now appears to be a toy set. Miniature boats float down the river as if they are remote-controlled, Hornbyesque trains shoot across the Hungerford Bridge. Black cabs and red buses play a game of Connect4 across the streets. Loved-up couples browse the German Christmas Market, sharing mulled wine and laughter. Young lovers hug and kiss. Terrys and Julies cross Waterloo Bridge. Why can’t that be us?

London falls silent for a moment, as if out of respect for our fallen relationship. I can just make out the music playing from the speakers down at ground level. With Now That’s What I Call Christmas! having been played on constant loop in the hotel foyer since September, I have heard nothing but festive songs for the last few months. Just from the few notes that penetrate the glass, I recognize it immediately.

‘Lonely This Christmas’.

As I stand there eating the truffles, trying valiantly to get my money’s worth, I can’t help but laugh. It is as if a DJ is playing a soundtrack to accompany my life. Jade doesn’t seem to find it as amusing. She, in what has been demarcated as her side of the capsule, sits down and begins to cry.

Why is she crying? It should be me crying. She has no right.

‘Get ready to pose for your official London Eye photograph,’ the tannoy announces with devilish timing. ‘Smile!’

When they publish their updated marketing brochures, I think it is highly unlikely the team at the London Eye will use the photo of us, standing at opposite ends of the capsule, Jade in tears, me laughing manically and stuffing my face with chocolates, to promote their Proposal Package.

In contrast to the happy couples and families in the other pods, who I can see laughing and joking away, enjoying the experience together, we don’t speak for the rest of the ride. There seems little point. Of course, there are more questions I could ask, more answers I want, but what would it change? I know it is over.

‘There you go, take that,’ I say to Jade, as I shove a plastic card into her hands when we step back onto solid ground.

‘What is it?’

‘The room key to our suite at the Sea Containers. It was all meant to be part of the surprise. We were going to see in the New Year watching the fireworks together from our hotel room, as an engaged couple. But that’s not what you want, apparently.’

I’d secretly checked in earlier while she was looking around the shops, but I don’t want to stay there now, not alone.

She waits, and pauses, and looks as if she is going to say something big and meaningful.

‘Josh, I can’t. I can’t stay there alone,’ is all that follows.

‘Why don’t you ask George to stay with you?’

I know full well that George Henley doesn’t even live in London. After three years, those are my parting words to the woman I wanted to marry.

She takes the key and turns left, walking away through the buskers and the human statues, past the vintage carousel carrying excited kids, through the various aromas of the Christmas market, past the repurposed double-decker bus selling frozen yoghurt and towards the hotel and our suite which was meant to be for the two of us, but now will sleep just one.

I watch her until she’s out of sight, the truffles still in my hands, before I turn right.

As I cross Westminster Bridge, I don’t take note of the iconic and illuminated buildings which line my peripheral vision. I don’t want to look up. It feels like everyone is watching me, judging me. As if they all know what just happened. Even the fish sculptures entwined around the lamp posts appear to be staring. I am all alone in one of the world’s busiest cities. Nine million people, and I have no one.

As I focus my gaze firmly on the ground, I notice a fifty-pence coin glinting in the descending darkness. I need all the money I can get to recuperate the cost of today so I bend down and pick it up. What was it Mum always used to say? ‘Find a penny, pick it up, all the day, you’ll have good luck.’

Does this mean I will get fifty times the amount of luck?

I have never been one for superstition like she is, but if I ever needed a change in fortune, now is the time. As I put it in my pocket, it jangles next to the ring box.

Why the fuck did I get the ring engraved? What am I going to do with that now?

I battle on against the hordes of partygoers walking in the opposite direction, bottles in hand, trying to secure the best vantage point for tonight’s celebrations. As the clocks tick closer to midnight and to the New Year, the world’s eyes turn to watch the London Eye. Images will be beamed across the planet of fireworks exploding from where we’ve just left. It will be a scene of jubilation, of triumphant celebration. Along the River Thames, hundreds of thousands of revellers will be singing and dancing merrily. Millions more will be snuggled up at home in front of the TV, all counting down. Counting down to sharing a kiss with their loved one. Ten, nine, eight …

That was meant to be me. I was meant to be mumbling along to ‘Auld Lang Syne’ and kissing my fiancée as we watched the spectacle from our perfectly positioned suite. Instead I spend the last few hours of the year squashed up next to an absurdly large man eating his Sainsbury’s Meal Deal on the Megabus back to Bristol. Back to an empty flat I have to move out of. Back to a job I have to quit.

The realization hits me. I’ve lost my girlfriend, my home and my job all in one evening.

Happy New Year indeed.
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‘Well, Josh, at least you’ve learned that if something sounds too good to be true, then it probably is.’

I wondered just how long it would take someone to come up with that witty remark about Jade’s surname. Eight minutes and thirty-seven seconds into the party was even quicker than I had predicted.

He has not even entered the house yet, but the honour goes to my uncle Peter. A man whose appearance suggests he has arrived not in a Mercedes 4x4 but a time machine straight from the summer of 1976. He looks like a member of Hall and Oates, the one with the dodgy moustache. His shirt, unbuttoned halfway down his chest, reveals a gaudy gold chain and a lawn of grey chest hair.

As he comes through the front door, he shakes my hand formally, and with a strong grip, as if we’re at a business conference rather than a party. Twenty years working in the City gifted him not only a healthy pension, early retirement and a fancy car, but also a knack for shaking hands with everyone he meets: train ticket inspectors, supermarket cashiers, toilet attendants.

‘Sorry we didn’t have time to change it,’ he says, showing no signs of regret or embarrassment as he bundles a gift into my hands. He gestures towards my cousins, Petula, Penelope and Percival, who are clambering out of the car and too busy with their new iPhones to look up.

I hate opening presents in front of people at the best of times. There’s always that moment, as soon as you’ve opened it, when you have to pretend to smile. Today, I won’t be smiling, or fake smiling, so as he stands in the doorway beckoning me to open it, I don’t have the energy or inclination to argue. I tear off what appears to be recycled Christmas wrapping paper to reveal a book entitled How to Plan the Perfect Wedding.

Brilliant.

The £1.99 sticker is still plastered on the front. I am not sure what is more insulting.

‘Sure it will come in handy one day!’

He chuckles and pats me on the back as he makes his way past me to shake hands with everyone else who has already gathered in the front room, and where the party is getting into full swing. Swing being the operative word. Think Sinatra and Martin, rather than Drum and Bass. Dad doesn’t like modern music, and he considers anything post-1960s as modern.

I stuff the wrapping paper into my pocket. I am still wearing the same clothes I had on in London last night. I decided I didn’t want to go back to our flat. Not alone. Not after everything. Fortunately, my parents live just outside of Bristol. And there’s no place like home at a time like this. Or so I thought.

My cousins follow their father in through the door, each greeting me with their own double-edged condolences, as if their entertainment for the drive was not listening to the radio but thinking up suitable comedic lines.

‘Jade Toogood? More like Jade Up-to-no-good.’

‘Clearly proposing wasn’t too good an idea.’

‘She was obviously too good for you.’

I do my best not to react.

Mum had got slightly over-excited when I told her I was going to propose and thought it would be a good idea to gather family, neighbours and seemingly a string of strangers together for a surprise engagement party. What could be worse than spending a day celebrating your engagement with people you barely know? The answer is spending the day mourning your failed engagement with them.

‘The invitations have already gone out,’ Mum said when I asked her if we could cancel. She looked at me as if well-wishers have been camped out in the street for weeks, and it wasn’t as simple as phoning round and telling people not to worry about coming over.

The ‘Happy Engagement’ banner, hanging across the front of our brick-clad 1960s house, had been felt-tipped over, rather creatively I’ll admit, with ‘Happy Homecoming’. It is certainly a novel spin to put on why I have moved back with my parents so suddenly. Most people would have just bought a new banner. Then again, most people would have just cancelled the party. My parents are not most people.

Mum has been waiting for this day, and a chance to show off to the neighbourhood, for ages. The last party she threw was when I became the first person in the family to get a place at university. She told everyone I turned down offers from Oxford and Bath, rather than Brookes and Spa. Showing off is the national pastime in this village. It is about all there is to do in Cadbury. While nearby Weston-super-Mare may have a pier, and donkeys you can ride on the beach, Cadbury has a fish and chip shop, a chemist’s, which unofficially doubles as the meeting place for the Weight Watchers group, and the ‘National Pub of the Year’, as the sign proudly states. Only in small print does it mention this accolade was awarded in 1987, with the establishment having had five different landlords since then. No one ever graduates from the village. I wanted to escape, to see the world, to learn about art and literature, to fall in love, but thanks to a series of bad choices I’ve been sucked back with nothing to show for it. No girlfriend. No career. Nothing.

I step away from the front door and peek into the lounge. Dad, as he does with any gathering of people, is using the event as a money-making opportunity. Dressed in a tartan shirt, and desperately clinging on to his last few strands of hair, he’s in the corner, conducting a sweepstake on which village resident will die next. If you select the person who kicks the bucket first, you take home the kitty (obviously after Dad’s taken a sizeable percentage cut). I’m not sure if this is worse than when he cashed in on my graduation ceremony by buying extra tickets and touting them for extortionate prices outside the Barbican.

Mum, meanwhile, is in her element, swanning around the room with platefuls of canapés as if she is a grand society hostess in 1920s New York. Having recently retired from her job as an estate agent, she helps herself to a few too many of the chocolate bites so she can attend the Weight Watchers group, which she sees as more of a social gathering and an excuse to have a good gossip. The only outlet she has otherwise is Graham, her therapist, who she has started to see every week and who claims to predict the future. Presumably he didn’t tell her this was coming.

Nan, who seems to be getting shorter and shorter every time I see her, is dancing and singing in the middle of the room, putting on a one-woman performance of The Wizard of Oz to anyone who will watch. She is the life and soul of any party.

Despite the gathering apparently being thrown in my honour, I don’t recognize most of the other people who are crammed into our front room. In fact, I barely recognize the room. Mum has decorated it with an assortment of furniture, ornaments and knick-knacks, which Dad will return to the shops tomorrow. For one day only, it looks like we live in a Good Housekeeping show home. The sofa is new. There are throws and cushions and pouffes. There are little signs with inspirational quotes such as ‘Everything Happens for a Reason’, ‘Keep Calm and Carry On’, ‘What Doesn’t Kill You Makes You Stronger’. Even the drinks coasters are telling me to ‘Live, love, laugh’.

Along the mantelpiece, there are a whole series of pictures of me through my school years, albeit all covered with the copyright imprint stretched across my face. Dad thought he was getting a bargain, and, more importantly, one over on the system, by framing the proofs rather than purchasing the ‘bloody rip-off’ 10x8 prints.

Of those people I do recognize, there is Madeline, the self-elected village mayor, who is usually chief organizer of such events and who, no doubt, will be firmly assessing this one. She is with her husband, Geoff, who has an anxiety disorder, meaning he hates any awkward situations and has a phobia of eating in public. Wanting to avoid any awkwardness, he is too polite to refuse a canapé when they are passed around, so by the end of the day he’ll have pockets full of cream cheese and smoked salmon vol-au-vents.

I turn around and spot our neighbour, Desmond, hitting on women half his age and telling awful jokes that never reach their punchline. Soon he will be snoring and choking on his false teeth. His wife, Beryl, is sitting in her wheelchair telling anyone who will listen that ‘she doesn’t want to talk about her health’ before regaling them with her entire medical history. It is incredible that, whatever medical issue anyone else has in the street, Beryl soon also develops it, as if dementia were contagious and then curable within one month.

The doorbell rings again, and I rush back to my door duty.

‘Oh, I’m really so sorry, Joshy,’ Karen, my childhood babysitter, says as she enters. Mum really did invite everyone. Karen seemingly fails to realize two decades have passed since she used to tuck me into bed, and Josh would suffice these days. She hands me a tub of Celebrations, which I pile on top of the rapidly growing mountain of other boxes, tins and containers of chocolates I have already been given. We probably gave these people the very same tubs last week, and they are simply returning them with just the Milky Ways and Bountys remaining.

‘Don’t worry, I’m sure you will meet someone else soon.’

‘Thank you,’ I say through gritted teeth. ‘If you just want to head that way.’ I gesture towards the front room, where Geoff is now starting to sweat profusely.

I am not sure what is worse, the jokes or the sympathy. I am not ready for any of it yet. I want to be curled up in a ball somewhere, bawling my eyes out, stuffing my face with all this chocolate. It has only been twenty-four hours. I am not worrying about meeting someone else, sooner or later. I don’t want that beautiful, alluring, currently enigmatic soulmate who everyone keeps promising me is somewhere out there in the big wide world waiting for me. I want Jade, I want the future we had planned, and I want my normal life back. And as if it isn’t bad enough that I have moved back into my parents’ house, it seems I’m now expected to be sharing it with the entire village.

Before I can welcome any other stranger from the past, I hear a shriek from the front room. As I rush to see what’s happened, I spot Geoff, now shaking and unable to breathe, having a panic attack. Whose idea was it to invite the world’s most anxious man to the world’s most awkward party? He is told to sit down on the sofa, but he forgets about the volume of cream cheese in his back pockets, which explosively smears everywhere. Mum grabs a wet tea towel and runs around manically complaining that the stain won’t come out. Dad’s face drops when he realizes he won’t be able to return the sofa to the shop and he may have to pay out on the sweepstake too. Madeline, far from being concerned about her husband’s welfare, looks suspiciously happy that this party won’t topple her summer soirée. Nan is insisting her one-woman show must go on. Beryl is feigning having a panic attack too. And Desmond is somehow sleeping through everything. With everyone else crowding around Geoff, there is nothing I can do to help, so I use this distraction as a decoy for my departure and escape to my bedroom. The last thing I see is Uncle Peter shaking hands with the paramedics as they arrive.

I haven’t lived here for ten years, and I couldn’t have been offered a more visual interpretation of going backwards in life. My room is surprisingly untouched. The teenage posters of David Beckham and Michael Owen still plaster the beige walls, there is a lava lamp on the shelf, and the Beanie Babies I collected as a kid are sitting on top of my cupboard. I half expected to find Dad had listed my room on Airbnb, but the only person in my room is my pap, who is sitting on my bed watching It’s a Wonderful Life on the TV, oblivious to the catastrophe and panic ensuing downstairs.

‘Sorry, Josh. Hope you don’t mind. Bit noisy out there for me.’

Mum definitely didn’t inherit her social gene from the paternal side of the family. Unlike Nan, who loves being the centre of attention, Pap’s never been one for social gatherings. In fact, he’s rarely seen in public. The only time he ventures out is to a weekly OAP dance class with Nan, and even then he is keen to leave as soon as the class finishes, while Nan likes to hang around, chatting to everyone. Aside from that, he spends all his time playing the organ they have in their cottage, or watching the TV. Yet, despite their differences, they’ve been married for almost sixty years and always look in love.

‘What do you think about it all?’ Pap always asks this question, and I’m never quite sure what he’s referring to.

‘The party? Put it this way, you’re not missing anything by being in here.’

‘Keep me company and watch the film with me, then.’ He beckons me to take a seat next to him on my bed.

I’ve seen this movie almost every Christmas I’ve been alive. It’s the only film that always makes me tear up.

We sit there in silence, watching the TV. Unlike everyone else, he knows I don’t want to talk about Jade. As George Bailey and Mary are about to be reunited on screen, Pap realizes that maybe this isn’t the best thing for me to watch either.

‘We all know how this ends. Do you want to watch something different?’ He goes to give me the remote control.

‘Don’t trust me to make that decision, I can’t get anything right at the moment,’ I say.

I wonder if he’s heard me, as he doesn’t respond for a good thirty seconds.

‘I think you’re being very harsh on yourself. There’s a girl somewhere in London right now who has made the wrong decision, not you,’ he replies eventually.

We both continue staring at the TV as we converse, bouncing our words off the screen.

‘Thanks, Pap, but seriously, look at all the choices I’ve made and where they’ve got me. I took the wrong job. I chose the wrong girl, certainly the wrong time to propose. Half the time, I don’t know what I want, and then when I do make a choice, it seems to be the wrong one.’

I look over at him. ‘Sorry to rant.’ I’ve been wanting to get these thoughts off my chest; they have been whirring around inside my head for the last twenty-four hours.

He places his hand on my lap.

‘You have to remember, when I was young, we didn’t have as many choices as you have, we just got on with it. I left school at thirteen and started working. Did I want to be a builder? I never knew any different. I’d have loved to have been a pianist, but it’s just what it was. Before my time, men would just go down the mine and marry the girl next door.’

‘Maybe that was better,’ I mutter, until I remember I’m claustrophobic, and the girl next door is the eighty-three-year-old hypochondriac downstairs.

‘Maybe it was, and I’m not saying it is better now or it was better then, but I look at your generation and think how lucky you are to have so many opportunities. You can do what you want with your lives. You just need to work out what you want and go for it.’

‘But how do I know what I want?’

‘When you find it, you will know, you’re a smart lad.’ He turns around for the first time, gives me a wink and ruffles my hair. ‘You’ve got much more time than me to work that one out too.’

‘I wanted Jade.’

‘I know, and I know whatever I say won’t change that. But there was a girl that I liked before I met your nan, and I was devastated when she went with one of my friends instead. It turned out it was the best thing that ever happened to me. A few weeks later I saw your nan for the first time. Just think, you wouldn’t be here today if things had worked out differently.’

I’ve seen old black-and-white photos of Pap as a young man and struggle to believe any girl would have turned him down. He still has the same side parting, but his hair is now white rather than brown.

He starts to slowly navigate back to the menu page to see what else is on, and I avoid the temptation to snatch the remote off him to do it quicker.

‘It looks like The Grinch and Home Alone are about to start?’ he says curiously as he scrolls through the movie listings.

‘I don’t mind which we watch.’

‘Why don’t we toss a coin? You got one?’ He checks his own pockets, forgetting that his coat and wallet are hanging up downstairs.

I rummage around in my pockets and pull out the contents. I stare down at the fifty-pence coin I picked up last night and the ring box. I notice Pap catches sight of the box but he pretends not to see.

‘Come on, let’s hurry up and flip that coin you have there.’

And then, just like that, as I flip the coin and watch it spiral into the air, the idea comes to me.

And it’s fantastic.
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Well, I thought it was a fantastic idea at least.

‘You’re doing what? Have you literally gone mad?’

If I’m being completely honest, it’s not quite the reaction I’d hoped for after telling my friends about my new approach to life.

I hadn’t even planned on telling them. In fact, I planned on quite the opposite. I was going to keep it hidden from them at least for a while. I knew what they would think. If I could just trial it first and then show them the benefits later, they would be more inclined to think it was a good idea. But as we stand beside the bar and I flip a coin to decide whether I want a Gem or a Thatchers, I’m forced to confess everything.

‘So, let me get this straight. You’re going to toss a coin for every decision you make for a whole year? Is that right?’ Jake asks, looking perplexed as we pay for our drinks. He is tall and thin, in a gangly way, and looks down at me through his horn-rimmed glasses as he combs his fingers through his floppy strawberry-blond hair.

Standing behind the bar, Big D, the sixty-year-old landlord with a 1980s mullet, who always attempts to hijack conversations, is looking equally confused.

‘Yes, that’s what I said, didn’t I?’ I give my answer to both of them as if I’m performing to a crowd. It feels like I’m on trial.

‘What is this, like, some kind of weird New Year’s resolution?’ Big D chirps in.

‘I suppose you could call it that.’

Even before I take the first sip of my pint, I realize I have made a mistake. I remember why I wasn’t going to mention anything.

We make our way from the bar to a table in the corner of the room where Jessie is sitting. A converted former bank lobby, it’s the same as all those fancy gastropubs where they serve pub food but at Michelin-star prices, where they have craft beer on tap and where the interior is dark, soulless and missing the sticky floors, wooden circular tables and a dartboard of yesteryear. Even the walls look confused, as if they’ve wandered into the wrong building. The century-long history of this Clifton building has been condemned and confined to a three-line blurb stolen from Wikipedia and printed on the food menu.

‘You do know that most people’s New Year’s resolutions are usually something like lose weight, give up smoking, stop drinking, right? Jessie, what’s yours this year?’ Jake asks as we take our seats next to her. Her dark hair is down, and even though she is as tall as me, it flows almost to her waist. She’s submerged in a padded orange fluorescent jacket and looks like she should be in St Moritz. She’s always cold and she is never subtle with her outfit choices. While Jake tries desperately to be hipster, Jessie pulls it off without realizing.

‘My resolution? I’m going to run the London marathon,’ she says, far too keenly for someone committing to that kind of torture.

‘OK, well that’s still somewhat crazy, but it’s a lot more normal than flipping a coin for every decision,’ he replies.

‘What’s this about flipping a coin?’

And now Jessie knows too. Great.

‘Haven’t you heard yet about this mad idea Josh has to flip a coin for every decision he makes this year?’

‘No, I haven’t, have you gone crazy, Josh?’

This seems to be the stock reply.

‘What I can’t believe is, we don’t see you for a few weeks, and in that time you manage to propose, break up, lose your job, move back home and decide to entrust your whole life to a coin. Is this what happens when I’m not here to advise you on everything?’ Jake rolls his eyes dramatically. As he says this, I realize my Christmas does sound as cheerful as a character’s on EastEnders.

‘It worked OK for Hewlett Packard. Did you know they flipped a coin to see which way round their names should go?’ I retort.

‘That’s true,’ says Jessie. ‘Packard Hewlett does sound more like an upmarket law firm than a tech company. But that was one decision, they didn’t keep flipping the coin, their computers aren’t designed by what the coin says.’

‘So you’re going to flip it for literally every decision? What socks to wear? What sandwich to eat? Flipping hell, that’s mental. Excuse the pun,’ Jake laughs.

‘Yes,’ I say, as I simultaneously realize I might not have thought all of this through properly. ‘I guess I just feel I’ve clearly not made the best decisions so far, so why not let fate guide me for a bit? Maybe the coin might actually be able to help me find myself, and love. What have I got to lose?’

‘Your dignity,’ Jessie sniggers under her breath.

‘No, no, Jessie, don’t ridicule him. It all makes perfect sense now he has explained it to us.’ Jake is being as sarcastic as ever.

‘I read last night that the average human makes approximately 35,000 decisions a day, that’s over one million a month, or twelve million a year. Think how long I deliberate about each of them, how much time I’m wasting and ultimately how many of them I’m getting wrong.’ The other two sip their drinks politely while I rant.

We are waiting for the weekly pub quiz to start at the Cricketers’ Arms; it is back on after the festive break. We all met when we started working at the hotel at the same time and use our weekly meet-up as an opportunity to catch up. Jake left the company a few months ago and is now managing another hotel in Bristol. It sounds good until you realize his hotel is ranked thirty-fifth of thirty-six in the city on TripAdvisor. Jessie left a couple of years ago and retrained as a primary-school teacher. Apparently even five-year-old kids are less annoying than hotel guests. They are both a year younger than me, which they never let me forget.

‘This coin flipping is all to do with Jade, isn’t it?’ Jessie has been stirring the straw in her drink for a while before she suddenly looks up as if she has just solved a great mystery.

Why does it have to become a therapy session? It’s got nothing to do with Jade. It’s about me wanting to do something different. Something better with my life.

‘It’s not about Jade,’ I tell them firmly.

It’s clear they don’t believe me.

‘Sorry, who is Jade?’ asks Jake’s new boyfriend as he takes a seat at our table.

This is the first time we’ve met. He is short, with light-blond scruffy hair, and works in social media marketing. He looks like someone who would go to a festival and wear the wristband for the rest of the year.

My break-up with Jade has had wider repercussions. Not only have I lost my girlfriend, but we have lost our fourth quiz team member. Josh, Jade, Jessie and Jake. We had been ‘the All-Jays’.

She gets to keep the flat, I get to keep the quiz team. Great.

It turns out that replacing her in the quiz team is much easier and quicker than replacing her in my life. Just like that, we’ve managed to find someone else whose name begins with J.

Jake.

Yes, Jake’s new boyfriend is also called Jake. It’s very confusing. I had been perplexed for the last few weeks as to why (original) Jake had started referring to himself in the third person. I would ask what he was doing over the weekend, to which he’d reply something like: ‘Jake has got a play on, so will go to that,’ or ‘Jake has to work, so nothing much.’ I presumed he had just developed a habit of talking about himself in the third person, and I began to mimic him in reply: ‘Oh, that’s a shame, because Josh was wondering if you fancied meeting up.’ It is only now, as he is introduced and leans across the table to shake hands, that the realization dawns on me.

‘So because you think you made the wrong decision with Jade, you’re going to flip a coin from now on for every choice?’ Jake’s Jake offers.

No, no, no. It’s not about Jade.

I don’t like Jake’s Jake already. I’m not sure why he, or the other two, are having such a tough time processing what I have told them. It surely isn’t that difficult to understand.

I’m going to flip a coin for every decision I make in life. What is strange about that?

‘Welcome back, guys, presume you’re all quizzing tonight?’ Little D asks as he goes table-to-table collecting entry fees. Little D is Big D’s son and the quizmaster. Ironically, he is two foot taller than his father and has lost all of his hair.

‘Here you go,’ I say, passing over our pound coins.

‘You’ve changed your team line-up?’ he asks.

‘Yep, something like that.’

Do I have to explain my break-up to everyone?

As Little D hands over the picture round, three bespectacled men in their twenties saunter past us, smirking.

‘I was hoping they’d still be on holiday,’ Jessie whispers.

‘They’re always here. They’ve literally never missed a quiz night in the last three years,’ I reply as they take their usual table by the bar.

‘Who are they?’ Jake’s Jake asks inquisitively.

‘Our main rivals. The Quizlamic Extremists. Three Bristol University astrophysics PhD students who win the quiz every single week, and I mean every single week. In the three years we’ve been competing, we have only ever managed to come second,’ Jake explains.

Our combined knowledge of Disney (Jessie has never grown up), Beyoncé (Jake goes to Beyoncé dance classes every Thursday) and my specialist subject of Bristol City Football Club circa 2001 to the present day is never enough to topple the Quizlamic Extremists’ all-conquering trivia skills.

‘Is this a fierce rivalry? What have you got me into?’

‘No, they barely ever acknowledge us. That’s the worst part. Clearly they don’t think we’re even rivals.’

‘Are you guys any good?’ Jake’s Jake continues.

‘I don’t think we’re bad, I just think they’re unbeatable,’ Jessie replies.

‘Like, I mean, if we went elsewhere, we’d probably win,’ Jake says.

‘Definitely,’ I concur.

I look over at their table as they hurriedly jot down all the answers to the picture round, while we struggle to put a name to any of the faces.

‘I reckon this is their main source of income. They just go round different pub quizzes each night of the week and rake in the winnings.’

‘It’s not very fair for everyone else,’ Jessie bemoans.

‘Let’s just hope they actually graduate soon and move somewhere else,’ Jake says hopefully. ‘Although it is funny each week how annoyed Josh gets that we don’t win.’

‘Jake, have you heard the story about Josh getting kicked out of a children’s party for being a bad loser?’ Jessie loves to repeat this tale to everyone.

What Jessie neglects to mention every time she tells this anecdote is that I was a child when I was kicked out of a children’s party. I am not an adult who still attends kids’ birthday parties and is asked to leave when I lose Pin the Tail on the Donkey. It is a somewhat subtle but extremely crucial difference that I have to pick her up on every time.

‘OK, guys, we are going to get started. Everyone ready? Question 1 …’ Little D stops Jessie from embarrassing me any more.

‘In reverse order, we have Big Fact Hunt with forty-seven points’ – Little D is careful with his pronunciation of that one – ‘Universally Challenged with fifty-two, Trivia Newton John with fifty-four …’

Has he forgotten to mention us? Surely we dropped significant points on the music round. Little D performed the songs on a kazoo, and we couldn’t tell if he was playing Jim Morrison or Van Morrison.

‘And we have a tie for first place!’

We’re leading? Surely not.

‘The All-Jays and the Quizlamic Extremists are level on fifty-nine.’

He must have miscounted!

The Quizlamic Extremists look across at us, most perturbed.

‘OK, give me two seconds. There’s going to be a tie-break question to see who wins this week’s jackpot.’

Little D clearly hasn’t come prepared for such an outcome and is frantically trying to find a tie-break question on his phone. An awkward silence descends on the room, with the only noise coming from the kitchen. Despite the smell of the cooking drifting across the pub, I’ve yet to get my appetite back after the shock of the break-up. Jessie, meanwhile, has been nibbling away at her fries all night, and Jake’s Jake has devoured his quinoa burger.

Of course, he is vegan.

‘OK, so … Please can you write down your answer on a scrap of
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