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Epigraph

But of all these friends and lovers,

There is no one compares with you.

— In My Life, John Lennon & Paul McCartney
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PROLOGUE

Three months earlier

‘YES!’ I say to Jack.

Perhaps too enthusiastically.

We’re three days into our first holiday together. Beside a chaotic dual carriageway, an old lady lays out pop-up gift cards – intricately handmade and just thirty baht each – on the entrance steps to a modern shopping mall. The mall towers above us, LED-screen advertisements for international brands beckoning us to come inside. Jack and I gaze at one particular familiar logo. There we stand, stationary, as thousands move frantically around us. We’re caught in a time lapse. The hot sun scorches through hazy white clouds. I haven’t even held Jack’s hand today; I’m just too hot and bloated. My pounding head and racing heart is a constant reminder that we hit it too hard, and now our bender is laughing back at us and yelling, ‘I told you so!’

It’s safe to say that Bangkok’s intense speed has knocked us sideways.

‘Yes,’ I repeat. ‘Please.’

‘You sure?’ Jack asks. ‘I mean, we’re on the other side of the world and I don’t want you to think I’m not very cultured—’

‘I’m sure,’ I snap, before he talks us out of it.

‘Really, Chloe?’

‘YES!’

The golden arches lure us in. We order a feast. As we eat, we comment on how immaculate the restaurant is, how piping hot the fries are, how although it’s McDonald’s, it somehow just tastes better here than it does at home. Yeah, that’s how hungover we are. I finish my meal by scooping up a fallen droplet of Big Mac sauce with my finger. Jack sips the dregs of his Coke like a child, releasing a burp for his grand finale.

‘S’cuse me,’ he says.

‘We’re disgusting,’ I say.

He’s laughing at me, and I know why; my Liverpool accent has come out in full force, as it does when I’m tired – or in this case, hanging. Mocking me, he scrunches up his face, and, making his voice high-pitched, repeats the word ‘disgusting’.

It’s a terrible – inaccurate – impression. I narrow my eyes.

‘Feel better?’ he asks, in his own voice. He calls it ‘Home Counties’. I call it posh.

‘So much better.’

Last night, in between haggling at Patpong night market for fake designer boxer shorts and swerving ping-pong shows, we had done shots in bars. Back at our hotel room, Jack had raided the minibar while I ran a bubble bath. We had had sex in the bath, followed by sex on the balcony. Dressed in fluffy white robes, I had blended aquatic shades of blue onto Jack’s eyelids with my eyeshadow palette and finished them off with a flick of black eyeliner. His tremendous bushy beard had made the overall look grotesque, but to me, he was beautiful. It must have been three in the morning, yet the moon shone on, so out we had wandered again, eating pad thai from a street food vendor who also happened to serve beer. I had bought (another) small wooden frog from a young boy loitering, selling a tray of trinkets.

‘We’ve got about twenty minutes to get back to the hotel before the junk food crash hits us,’ Jack says, his infectious smile creating a deep dimple in his left cheek. ‘We need our bed.’

He leans across the table, reaches out his hand and tenderly wipes something from my chin. It might have been a dab of salt, or it could well have been a huge dollop of ketchup, but I don’t care. The simple touch of his thick skin on mine makes me fuzzy, almost giddy. There’s nothing more appealing than the thought of getting into bed with him right now, stripping off my dress – which is more of a loose cotton rag with holes cut out for my head and limbs – and pressing my body against his strong, sandy-haired chest, nuzzling into his neck.

‘Come on, hun. Let’s go,’ I say.

Back outside, I rummage in the embroidered pouch slung across my bare shoulder on a long shoelace strap. It’s from Patpong and the perfect size to carry around holiday cash and lip balm. I fish out one hundred baht, hand it to the lady selling cards, and pick out three designs. The lady throws in a fourth card and bows her head. I repeat her actions and thank her very much.

‘Chloe, over here!’ Jack calls.

A small crowd has gathered a few feet away. ‘Look at this bloke,’ he says.

Sitting inside a discarded supermarket trolley is a local man, unamused. His feet are bare, but his shirt and trousers suggest a blue uniform of some sort, perhaps for service at a hotel. Directly behind the man is a larger-than-life statue of Ronald McDonald with his giant yellow hands pressed together in the wai greeting, his red smile as bold as the food sitting heavily in my gut. The man seems to have found a perfect little spot to take a break, although he’s interrupted by a couple of passers-by who ask if they can have a selfie with him. He nods repeatedly and they all pose tight, gesturing double peace signs.

‘I’ve got to get a pic of this,’ Jack says. He digs into his khaki canvas man-bag, another Patpong purchase and one that he has not stopped admiring, wondering why he’s never bought anything like it before. I can already see it being slung into his wardrobe, never to be seen again; because believe me, he won’t be using that commuting on the London Underground.

Jack ushers me to get into the picture.

‘No way,’ I cower behind his broad back. ‘Leave him be.’

But raising his hands, Jack frames the picture in portrait and … snap! I glance over Jack’s shoulder and he’s nailed it. Clear, colourful and precise; not a photo bomber in sight. The man is looking directly into the lens. Ronald McDonald looms in the background, a God-like presence. Bangkok has been captured: a moment of honesty within the bizarre.

Jack shows the man, who gives a thumbs up, and then he shows it to me properly. It’s a truly great photograph.

‘That could win a prize,’ I say.

‘We should get it printed and hang it on our wall,’ Jack says.

Stopping amidst the choppy sea of fast-paced pedestrians, he’s head and shoulders above most, his thick sandy hair a foot above my recently bleached bob. He slaps his hands high onto an imaginary wall, pretending to see his photographic creation hung up there.

‘Our wall?’ I ask.

‘Let’s live together.’

In the short time I’ve known Jack, I’m used to his outspoken thoughts, his confident remarks. They’re never arrogant, yet always strong, supported by his big physique and naturally bellowing voice. He’s the big, friendly giant, and it seems like my innermost desire is coming true; he’s mine.

‘A couple of months ago we didn’t even know each other,’ I remind him, but there’s a chuckle in my voice. I’m making him aware of what others might say, rather than airing my own concerns. To be honest, I don’t have any.

‘Move in with me, Chloe.’

‘You want me to move to London?’

‘We’ll save a fortune on train fares.’

‘How romantic.’

‘And we’ll see each other seven days a week.’

‘Hmm. I might get sick of you, hun.’

‘Doubt it. I’m far too adorable.’ Oh, how true this is. ‘I mean, what’s the worst that could happen?’ Jack booms, announcing this question to the whole of Bangkok, his arms outstretched like a preacher. I take the opportunity to cuddle into him, sliding my arms around his back as he wraps me up completely. We squeeze each other tight. It’s a done deal.

Jack and I are going to move in together. This isn’t a pair of kids making an immature decision, swept up in the magic of youthful lust. We’re in our mid – well, late – thirties. We know what we want.

‘I reckon I love you, Chloe Roscoe,’ he says, not for the first time.

‘And I reckon I love you, too, Jack Carmichael.’

We meander back to the hotel, a mellow glow encasing us. We have absolutely nothing to do today. And there’s nothing better than doing nothing with Jack.

Nothing at all.
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I’m rinsing the shampoo out of my hair when I hear the front door slam.

‘In the shower!’ I yell, stating the obvious. Our flat is small and our shower is noisy. We don’t have a bath. I have to brush my teeth sitting on the loo to avoid feeling claustrophobic: yeah, that’s how small it is. But we have perks. Our fridge has an inbuilt ice machine and our kitchen door opens out onto the low-level shared patio, making ours the only flat in this redbrick Victorian house with direct garden access.

I don’t know where Jack’s been. He wasn’t home when I got in from school a couple of hours ago and he’d left his phone by the blue Marrakech dish where we keep our keys on the bookshelf in the hall. Wherever he’s been, I hope he’s brought me a Kinder Bueno. Or a Magnum. Perfect weather for a Magnum.

I apply conditioner and leave it to work its magic while shaving my legs and under my arms. It’s a lot of effort to look effortless when it’s hot, but needs must. The whole country is experiencing a heatwave and we’re heading out to sit in the basement of a pub in Greenwich. I can’t imagine there’ll be any air-conditioning and sweat will be dripping off the walls, so I need to wear next to nothing. We’re going to a comedy night – one of the comedians on the bill is a best mate of Jack’s. I’ve not met this mate before, but apparently he’s close to the bone: you either find him hilarious or utterly offensive.

Through the transparent shower enclosure, I see the bathroom door open just a little.

‘Where’ve you been?’ I ask, making the mistake of rubbing my eyes with shaving gel on my fingertips and squirming at the sting. ‘Jack?’

Jack doesn’t respond.

I rinse my face, turn the water off and grab a towel. The bathroom door is slightly ajar.

‘Jack?’

As I wrap the towel around myself, wet hair dripping onto my shoulders, the screech of a bar stool against the laminate floor tells me he’s in the kitchen. Maybe I should drop the towel, give him a proper welcome home surprise: do a little shimmy-shake. But I expose myself involuntarily when I scream and the towel falls to the ground.

‘Who are you?!’ I hear from the man standing before me.

I scramble to cover myself, shaking.

‘Who the hell are you?!’ I manage.

He’s about twice my age, edging on seventy, but in good shape and a little taller than me. Smart, silver-haired with an impressive hairline, cleanly shaven and wearing a light blue shirt with tailored shorts, he’s pale, but doesn’t look ill. His mouth is hanging open so wide that I can see his gold and silver fillings. I’ve seen his photo – it’s on the fridge, beside where he’s standing now, held up with a magnet of the Leaning Tower of Pisa – except he’s decades older in real life. The shape of his green eyes behind his spectacles is eerily familiar. I know exactly who this man is. He’s Jack’s dad.

Gripping the towel around me with a tight fist, I wipe my free hand dry and offer it. ‘I’m Chloe.’

John seems reluctant to accept at first, and we exchange the flimsiest of handshakes as he looks around the flat at anything other than my almost naked body. His focus falls upon last night’s dirty dishes. Jack made bolognese. I’d made a lame attempt to start washing up, filling the saucepan with soapy water and letting it soak: remnants of minced beef and chopped onions float around like dead fish.

‘Sorry, the place is usually a bit cleaner than this,’ I say.

‘It’s not a problem,’ he mumbles, a soft northern lilt in his voice, although I know he’s lived the majority of his life down south. He removes his specs, rubbing his eyes with just his thumb and index finger. ‘Uh – who did you say you were again?’

‘Chloe …’

‘Ah, yes. Chloe.’

‘It’s nice to finally meet you; although I wish I was more suitably dress—’

‘Wait. I – I can’t recall knowing about a – erm – Chloe.’

‘Jack never mentioned me?’

‘He … He – erm – never …’

‘Are you okay? Mr Carmichael?’

‘It’s John. Call me John, please.’

I go to the sink, turn on the tap and fill a glass that’s been draining on the side. ‘Drink this,’ I say.

He thanks me with a nod and drinks fast, dribbling onto his shirt. I pretend not to notice and turn around to look at the photo on the fridge: Jack on his dad’s shoulders on a beach in Majorca.

‘It’s such a coincidence,’ I say. ‘I went to the same resort with me mum and dad when I was little, so I recognised that beach straight away. Jack said you stayed in a villa, but we were on a package holiday. Imagine if we were there at the same time, though. Wouldn’t that be hilarious? It was 1989, I think. Can you remember when this was taken? Jack’s rubbish with dates, isn’t he?’

‘Chloe,’ John says, solemnly. ‘Jack’s dead.’

‘Y’what?’

I’m still looking at the photo. An uncontrollable rush of giggles empties from within me. I don’t know how to stop them spilling out of my mouth. Did he just say that Jack was dead? Dead? How is that even possible when his bolognese leftovers are still stuck to the plate by the sink?

‘I’m sorry to break the news,’ John says. ‘I presume you were his – erm – girlfriend?’

‘I am,’ I catch my breath. ‘I am his girlfriend. What’s going on? And why don’t you know who I am? Is this some sort of prank?’

‘It’d be a pretty cruel prank, my dear.’

I must turn around. I must stop looking at this fucking photograph.

But when I do, I don’t like what I see in John’s face. It’s broken. And this is nothing to do with age. Tears are streaming from beneath his specs, rolling down his cheeks. He dabs them with a white cotton handkerchief. I love how men from that generation always have a handkerchief.

‘Jack’s dead?’ I ask.

John nods.

‘I promise I didn’t mean to laugh just then.’

John nods again. He knows.

A breeze floats in through the open window above the sink. On a day as hot as today, it should be embraced, but I begin to shiver. John steps forward – perhaps to try and comfort me, or maybe he’s decided to close the window – but his foot knocks one of the two bar stools. A stack of textbooks lying haphazardly on the seat falls to the ground between us, loose papers fluttering down in slow motion like white birds. I go to pick them up, but hesitate to ensure my dignity is intact. John gets to the books first. He lays them on the breakfast bar, one by one, reading the titles quietly aloud.

‘Macbeth, Blood Brothers, An Inspector Calls …’

‘They’re mine,’ I tell him. ‘For work.’

‘You’re an actress?’

‘No, a teacher.’

‘Ah, English literature?’

‘Drama,’ I say, apologetically. I don’t know why. ‘I’m covering someone on mat leave.’

John puts the books into a neat pile and hands them over to me, but I don’t accept them, keeping my hands tight onto my towel. He returns them to the stool. Every second that passes feels like an hour, a year.

‘So, how did …’ I attempt, but I can’t find the words to continue.

‘An accident. Hit by a van.’

‘Oh!’ I laugh again.

‘It happened on this road, just a few yards from here.’

‘But, how? I mean, Jack’s unmissable. He’s a massive, hairy bear.’

An almighty din startles me and I gasp, my heart now plunged into the pit of my stomach. My phone is ringing. It’s on the breakfast bar, dancing to the vibration. John and I both stare at the device like an alien has invaded, the single word ‘Mum’ lighting up the screen. It rings and rings and rings, and then it stops. I release a sigh, as does John, who looks as if he’s about to say something. Then a message alert interrupts him.

‘Sorry, John,’ I say, snatching my phone.

The message contains a photo of a wicker laundry basket lined with beige gingham cotton.

Isn’t this lovely? Shall I get it for your new flat? Mum x

My flat isn’t new. My mum hasn’t been to visit yet because she lives in Liverpool and I only recently moved in. My suitcases aren’t even fully unpacked yet: the Ikea drawers we purchased last weekend are still flat-packed. Jack, however, has been living here for three years. He has the laundry sorted. Had the laundry sorted. Fucking hell, must I resort to past tense already? Over a wicker basket?

I type back.

Thanks Mum but we’ve got one. Xx

She replies straight away.

It’s only 8.99 you know.

Caught in a freakish crossover of past and present, I ignore my mum’s persistence and notice that another message looms for me, unread, received at 11.33 this morning. It’s from Jack.

Pizza at Dough-Re-Mi before the comedy? X

Yes, I want to reply. Yeah, definitely. But Jack’s phone is on the bookshelf in the hall and he has no way of coming home to get it because he’s been—

‘Hit by a van?’ I ask John. ‘Seriously?’

‘Shortly after lunchtime.’

‘Why has nobody told me until now?’ Why does my voice sound so normal?

‘We didn’t know about you.’

And yet I know about John. About how he grew up on a farm in Lancashire and moved to London when he was twenty-two. He married his wife, Trish, and they settled in Berkshire, had three sons, Jack in the middle. I know that he’s retired now, but he used to own a company that made stationery. He sold it for a good amount, but not as good as he’d hoped for. I know that he supports Manchester United, although, unlike Jack, he’s never been to a game, and that he’s a huge Barry Manilow fan – like, borderline obsessed.

But John – he didn’t know about me. Seems Trish didn’t – well, doesn’t – either.

‘Jack’s driving licence still has our house as his permanent address,’ John tells me. ‘I was home today when the police came to inform us. He was killed on the scene.’

This can’t be true. We’re going to a comedy night.

‘I’m here to find Jack’s phone,’ John continues. ‘His work, his friends need to – erm – know.’

‘I was hoping for a Kinder Bueno,’ I think, perhaps aloud.

‘Sorry?’

‘Or a Magnum. Perfect weather for a Magnum.’

I stare at my phone, at the last communication I’ll ever receive from Jack; except it’s interrupted with another message from my mum, followed by another photo.

Chloe look! Cushion covers to match the wicker basket. Aren’t they lovely?

My phone slips out of my hand and crashes to the floor. John’s arms envelop my bare shoulders and I freeze, allowing this stranger’s embrace to hold me together so I don’t crack. I’m completely naked beneath this towel and I can hear Jack’s king-size laugh bouncing off these basement walls at the sight of his dad and his girlfriend being pelted head-first into a top-notch awkward moment.

Except I can’t hear Jack’s laugh, can I?
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I arrive at Beth’s in a taxi.

It would’ve been much quicker to get to Islington on the Overground from Brockley, but that’s far too much normality to follow the news I’ve been hit with. John has stayed behind in the flat, waiting for Trish. They want to spend the night there together, because apparently Trish doesn’t like the idea of Jack’s flat being left abandoned. I did remind John that I would be there – you know, because I live there – to which he said, ‘Ah, that’s right’. By the time I’d replaced the towel around my body with actual clothes, he told me that Trish was arriving in about twenty minutes. If that wasn’t a cue to leave – well.

‘Oh, go fuck yourself!’ I overhear Beth scream.

I’m on the front step of her mid-terrace house, thirty quid down thanks to the rush hour surge, my finger hovering over the doorbell. We’ve known each other since high school and despite her living in London for the past decade, Beth hasn’t lost a smidgeon of her Liverpool twang. A door inside slams and the front door swings open.

‘Chloe?! Didn’t know you were coming.’

Beth’s husband Fergus is holding a large bin bag, bulging to match his muscles. Last month, when we went out for Beth’s birthday, Jack described Fergus to me as Garfield on steroids. He had a point.

‘Chloe?’ Fergus asks again. ‘You okay?’

I look to his grumpy face as he waits impatiently to lob the rubbish into the plastic bin beside me. I manage some sort of polite closed-mouth smile, confusing him further, and he sidles past to complete his chore.

‘She’s in the lounge,’ he says, with a sharp flick of his neat, ginger hair.

I float through their hallway, not really present, yet somehow here. I pass by the brass-framed art deco mirror, the stylish coat rack, the three canvas prints of their wedding day. My worn-out Converse barely make a sound on the monochrome tiled floor. I linger by the wooden dining bench at the end of the knocked-through lounge-diner, carefully placing my second-hand leather satchel onto the table. It might as well be a used paper bag from a greasy bakery in these surroundings. Everything in Beth and Fergus Douglas’s house is shiny and expensive, and although the house itself is small, it’s got three bedrooms so worth a fortune in this neck of the woods.

As always beyond seven o’clock, Beth’s in her pyjamas; she starts stripping off her corporate daywear before she gets her key in the door. Tonight, she’s wearing little chequered shorts and a matching t-shirt. Her smooth, tanned legs are crossed over; she’s slouching into the soft white leather sofa, surrounded by various metallic cushions, scrolling through her phone. Her caramel hair extensions are wound into a high bun sitting on the top of her head, her makeup still immaculate from the morning, a pedicure gleaming from her restless little toes.

‘Hiya,’ I say.

Beth performs a double take, then screams. ‘Bloody hell, Chlo! What are you doing here?’

I shrug.

‘I mean, is everything alright, babes?’ Beth’s hand grasps her chest. ‘You didn’t tell me you were coming … Or did you? Am I going mad? Did you message me? Did I tell you to come over?’

Beth scoops her phone off the sofa and taps the screen.

‘No, I just decided to come,’ I say.

‘Y’what?!’

In my haste, I happened to forget how much of a modern-day sin it’s become to show up at a friend’s house unannounced. I even forgot to dry my hair and apply makeup, although the latter isn’t much of a problem since I wear the bare minimum – a bright-red lip on a good day is my only major essential – but Beth doesn’t hesitate to point out my state.

‘Babes. You look. Like shit.’

‘Cheers, pal.’

‘And your roots need doing. Badly.’

Fergus returns from outside empty-handed, not acknowledging either me or Beth, and goes into the kitchen. He shouts, ‘Brew?’

Beth rolls her eyes and falls back into the sofa, ignoring his question.

‘Please,’ I shout back.

Creeping towards Beth, I sit delicately on the bold, pink armchair, smoothing down the cotton floral dress I threw on before leaving my flat. Well, I say I sit delicately. What I mean is, I try. Unlike Beth, I’m not particularly delicate or graceful, and attempting to be either takes a lot of effort. I notice a button missing from my dress, right in the middle, exposing the milky-white flab around my belly button. I cross my arms and lean forward.

‘Are you and Fergus alright?’ I whisper.

‘Oh, me and Fergie?’ Beth responds, loud enough for the whole street to hear. ‘Yeah. We’re amazing. Fucking fabulous. Aren’t we, Fergie babes?’

I hear a mug slam onto a marble work surface, followed by another.

‘He’s going on another “work” night out on Friday, aren’t you, babes?’ Beth goes on. ‘This time, it’s the casino. I mean, how exciting. How many times have you been the casino with your colleagues, babes? Once? Twice? Thirty-five thousand fucking times?’

‘Give it a rest, Beth,’ Fergus says, placing a mug of tea onto a coaster for me. I won’t get offered a biscuit, though; they’re both too health conscious to keep refined sugar in the house.

‘Rest? Oh, why would I give it a rest?’ Beth says, playing the innocent. ‘It’s so exciting. I mean, it just so happens that you wanna go out on the exact day I’ll be ovulating. Isn’t that a coincidence?’

I really should have rung her first. Or gone to my local pub.

Fergus takes a seat on the opposite end of the sofa to Beth and takes out his phone, scrolling and tapping. When he’s not in his corporate suit, he always looks as though he’s either about to hit the gym, or he’s just been. Right now, I wish he’d go to the bloody gym. They have one in the spare room.

‘Do you have to sit there?’ I’m relieved to hear Beth ask.

‘Yep,’ he grunts. ‘My sofa, too.’

I sip my tea, even though it’s still too hot, and wonder how I’m going to break the news to them that my boyfriend died today. Beth’s unfertilised eggs might not have any sympathy for me.

‘You’d think he didn’t wanna have kids,’ she goes on, as if Fergus isn’t there. ‘And I mean, it’s not me putting all the pressure on, is it? It’s his bloody mother. The amount of times she’s pestered me, asking me when I’ll give her grandkids so they can play in her massive garden-slash-field. I wouldn’t mind, but every time we’ve been up to Scotland, it’s pissed it down. I mean, I don’t want any child of mine catching pneumonia.’

‘She means well, Beth,’ Fergus says, his eyes glued to his phone.

‘So stay in this Friday.’

‘No. Why don’t you go out? You love going on the piss with your pals.’

‘Not when I’m ovulating.’

‘I told you. It’s a work thing.’

‘Does Jack devote his entire life to “work things”, Chlo? Or is just my fella?’

I don’t know how to answer these questions, but I also don’t think Beth is expecting an answer. She might be talking to me, but everything she’s saying is aimed at Fergus. She’s so wound up that she’s forgotten about being freaked out by my unexpected arrival.

‘What’s Jack’s line of work again?’ Fergus asks.

‘For fuck’s sake, Fergus. How can you not remember?’ Beth snarls.

‘I’ve only met the bloke once.’

‘So’ve I.’

‘Well forgive me for forgetting what he does.’

‘He’s a project manager, isn’t he, Chlo?’

I open my mouth, but nothing comes out.

‘What does that even mean? A project manager?’ Fergus asks. ‘What project does he manage?’

‘Video games,’ Beth huffs. ‘I had a whole conversation with him about it.’

‘And I suppose you’re expecting a medal?’

‘Fuck off, Fergus. Just because I take a genuine interest in people, especially important people, like the fella me best mate’s falling in love with. Do you know how long it’s been since Chloe said the “L” word to anyone? How long’s it been, babes?’

I blow out my lips and shrug.

‘Exactly. It’s been a long, long time. And this fella, this Jack, he might be the one.’

‘Steady on, Beth. She’s only been with him for five minutes—’

‘Months,’ I blurt out, interrupting Fergus. ‘Five months.’

‘Oh my God, has it been that long?’ Beth asks, her mouth hanging open. She does some calculations on her manicured fingers. ‘Wow. Time flies. How come I’ve only met him once? Bloody hell, Chlo. Where’ve you been hiding him?’

This is stupid. Beth knows that I only moved in with Jack a few weeks ago. Before that, I was living in Liverpool and Jack was coming up to visit me at weekends, or I would come to London, or we would meet in the middle somewhere and stay in a hotel. We even managed a holiday in Thailand for two weeks. And anyway, if memory serves me, Beth kept Fergus a secret for a year before she introduced him to anybody. But none of this matters now. This whole conversation is moving at such a pace, it’s like I’m on a train and completely missed the stop where I’m supposed to announce why I’m really here.

‘Before you know it, twelve years’ll go like that,’ Beth clicks. ‘Beware, babes. You might end up like me and soft lad.’

‘Well, I won’t get the chance to find out,’ I say.

Beth’s hand clasps her mouth and it dawns on her why I must look so dreadful.

‘You split up?’ she asks, high-pitched like a violin. ‘Is that why you’re here?’

I shake my head. Fergus finally sees this as a reason to leave the room and mutters something about leaving us ‘ladies’ to it, but Beth orders him to sit back down.

‘You’ll only ask me what happened later,’ she says. ‘Be supportive, Fergus.’

‘I’m sure Chloe’d rather just talk to you.’

‘You don’t mind Fergus staying, do you, babes? I mean, he can give you the male perspective.’

I lean forward, rest my elbows on my knees. I guess now is the time to—

‘Did he leave you?’ Beth asks. ‘Or was it your call? Was it just not working?’

Oh, it was working fine, wonderfully. But thanks to a spanner being thrown into the works – one the size of a delivery van going fifty-two on a road with a twenty-mile-an-hour speed limit – it had come to an abrupt end.

‘No, it’s none of those things,’ I say, each word slow as I build myself up to say it.

‘Shit, is he married?’

‘Is he gay?’ Fergus pipes up. Beth throws a metallic cushion at him.

I take a gulp of tea. I can’t imagine telling Beth – or anyone, for that matter – that Jack Carmichael – the fella I met at the opening night of a terrible musical just five months ago, the man who turned on a light within me and made me believe he’s a species in his own right, a unique and brilliant individual with the ability to make me feel everything that is pure and good – is dead.

‘We had breakfast together this morning,’ I find myself saying. I’d last seen him sat at the breakfast bar, fixated on the canvas print hanging above the cooker, a photo from our holiday in Thailand; the man in the shopping trolley. As usual, Jack was pondering about what the man was actually doing there, as I half-listened before dashing out to work myself. ‘We never have breakfast together during the week. He leaves for work so early …’

But he had a day in lieu.

Fuck.

Jack would still be alive if he’d just gone to work today. He would never have left our flat in the middle of the day, crossed the road and … oh. I think I know what happened now. Jack must’ve realised he’d left his phone behind, by the blue Marrakech dish. So he’d run back; crossed the road again without thinking.

‘What a fucking idiot!’ I say. Or perhaps yell.

‘That’s the spirit,’ Beth says, standing up and cheering. ‘Fuck him. If he can’t see how fucking fabulous you are, you’re better off without him. I mean, at least you only knew him for five minutes—’

‘Months,’ Fergus corrects her.

‘Whatever. Fergie babes, go and make yourself useful and open a bottle of wine, will you?’

‘I don’t want wine,’ I say.

‘Whiskey then. Get Chloe a glass of that good stuff, the one your boss fobbed you off with after you thought you were getting a pay rise. Now, Chloe. Either tell me everything, or tell me nothing. If you don’t wanna say the name “Jack” ever again, that’s fine by me. I’ll make sure you’ve forgotten he ever existed in no time.’

‘No,’ I protest. ‘I’ll never forget.’

‘Oh babes, what the hell did he do? It’s not like you to be so … crushed.’

I wince. I haven’t had a chance to think about what physically happened to Jack yet, but oh God, what if he was crushed? Did every bone in his body break? Did he bleed to death?

‘Did he hit you?’ Fergus asks, his tone low and solemn.

‘God, NO.’ I stand, joining them.

‘Because if he did, I’ll kill him for you. I will, you know. I’ll kill the bastard.’

Fergus clenches his fists.

‘That’s right, Fergie my love,’ Beth whoops, giving her husband a supportive pat on the back. ‘Let’s kill him!’

‘No, you don’t understand.’

‘I do. I do, babes.’ She edges towards me, shooing Fergus away like a pigeon and reaching out to give me a hug. ‘Ah, you really liked him, didn’t you? You thought he might be the—’

‘Beth, no, don’t hug me!’

‘Whoa. Okay,’ she jumps back.

‘I’m sorry,’ I try again. ‘He’s …’

I’m trembling. I notice it in my knees, particularly the left one. God, it’s trembling so hard that it’s going to dislocate. I slap my hands down, trying to control it. My hands are clammy, yet cold. I might be sick.

‘Can we get some air?’ I ask.

Fergus has already started doing burpees in the back garden. I follow Beth out front and sit on the brick wall, staring at the grey pavement, and at Beth’s dainty bare feet.

‘We should be in Greenwich,’ I say, catching my breath.

‘So why are you here? In Islington?’

‘It’s that comedy night. You know, Jack’s mate? The crass one?’

‘I dunno …’

‘Ross Robson?’

‘Never heard of him.’

‘No, you don’t get it. He’s, he’s,’ my breathing is shallow; my voice is cracking; ‘he’s dead …’

‘Yep!’ Beth goes in for the hug I told her not to do. She squeezes me and pulls my face down onto her shea-butter-scented shoulders. Like a mother consoling her child, she strokes my hair and kisses the top of my head, repeating her words as if whispering a lullaby, ‘He’s dead to you. Good. Good riddance. You said, it. He’s dead. Dead to you—’

‘NO,’ I break away, my eyes heavy with tears. ‘Beth. He’s dead.’

Beth’s eyes pop out; her complexion drains. Her sharp fingernails dig into my upper arms. Beth won’t be grief-stricken. She won’t even be sad, not really, because she didn’t know Jack; not enough to grieve him in any way. She’s simply in shock. Because things like this don’t happen. Not in real life.

‘Beth …’ I say, desperate for the horror of this moment to pass.

Her nails dig deeper.

‘Beth, you’re hurting me.’

She pauses, then her thumb strokes my arm.

‘What happened?’ she asks, gently. ‘When?’

‘Oh God, I need to go, just be on me own.’

‘Chlo—’

‘No. I’m begging you, pal. I don’t know anything other than …’ and I clam up again.

No. I simply cannot say what happened to Jack today. This is all too surreal. Beth’s road is spinning around us, the terraced houses dancing in zigzags around the parked cars, the evening breeze warm and sticky and making me gag. So, taking advantage of Beth not wearing any shoes, I break away from her, whisper something about being sorry, and run.
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The day Jack gave me a key to his flat, I responded badly.

It wasn’t in a little red box or tied to a fancy ribbon, but he did get down onto one knee and, throwing his arms to the gods, pretended he was in some sort of amateur dramatic Shakespeare production. He then took the key from his shirt pocket, held it up like a prized chalice and shouted, ‘TA-DA!’

‘Oh, I’ve already got one,’ I said.

Back during one of my early visits, I’d nipped down the road to the Sainsbury’s Local to buy some chocolate and Jack had given me the spare key to let myself back in. I’d just forgotten to give it back to him.

‘Well, you could just play along,’ Jack said quietly, gritting his teeth.

‘Sorry, hun. I meant, OH YAY!’

Standing outside our flat now, that same key in my hand, I hesitate to open the door. Jack didn’t own this flat; he rented it. From his parents. I was due to contribute to the rent and bills, starting from this month, and my landlords were to become the very people who are inside right now, perhaps watching the telly, taking a shower, making a coffee. The people who never knew I lived here.

A warm glow filters from the tall lamp in the lounge out onto the flower bed beside the driveway, yellow and purple petals highlighted like miniature stepping-stones. Our neighbours, the couple who live in the second-floor flat, are the keen gardeners, not me or Jack. They keep the front of the house looking delightful with hanging baskets and kindly mow the communal back lawn, too. I wonder if they know about Jack yet. There’s no flicker from the telly or noise that I can make out, so John and Trish must be in bed. Our bed. My bed.

I check my phone is on silent and notice a reply from Beth. I’d sent her a message after subconsciously arriving at the tube station, telling her I was sorry for running off like that but that I just wasn’t ready to talk about it yet.

I understand babes. I’m here for you whenever the time is right. Love you xxx

I slide my key into the door and open it with minimal disruption.

He’s there; everywhere. Jack.

The musty smell of his parka. The dried mud from his giant wellies that he never cleaned after last year’s Glastonbury. The hints of aftershave that always linger from his overspray in the morning, leaving me to get dressed within a cloud of manly spice. The lemongrass candle from Thailand that we only light on Friday nights when we’re both home.

He’s just here.

I tiptoe along the narrow hallway in the dark, cursing each creaky floorboard beneath the weathered Persian carpet runner. The bedroom door is closed, so I turn in to where the lamplight greets me. The small lounge and kitchen are open-plan, separated by the breakfast bar. This room is one of the things I love about this cosy place. I throw my satchel onto the L-shaped sofa and notice an imprint in the seat belonging to Jack. It’s too big to be John’s and although I haven’t met Trish, I know she’s a petite woman. She happens to be a celebrity journalist and I’ve seen her on the telly, talking on panel shows.

‘Where are you?’ I whisper. ‘I know you’re here. You have to be here.’

I kick off my Converse. There’s a chill in the room, a reminder that the heatwave is temporary and summer will be inconsistent as usual. I pour myself a glass of water. I drink it thirstily in one go and catch a glimpse of the canvas print hanging above the cooker; the man in the shopping trolley.

It seems mad that only this morning, Jack was staring at this man’s nonchalant face as he ate Rice Krispies without milk. Neither of us remembered to buy milk yesterday. He was spouting off, delving into all kinds of deeper reasons why the man was sat there, refusing to believe he was just a fella sat in a trolley. He said how one day we’d go back there, find him and ask him. Of course, I was unaware that Jack’s last words to me would be, ‘What’s behind the picture?’ All I’d replied with was, ‘Gotta dash. See ya later.’

I place my glass down and see the sink is clean and empty. The dishes have been done. They aren’t even draining: they’ve been tidied away, meaning there isn’t a trace of Jack’s bolognese remaining.

‘Agh.’ A painful, single cry escapes me.

I clasp my hands across my mouth. The beat of my heart is heavy: a dull bassline, drowning out the natural rhythm of the night. My eyes are closed, fighting back tears. If I cry, I’ll be admitting defeat, buying into this ridiculous notion that Jack is no more. He’s here. I can feel him.

I grip the edge of the sink; take a deep breath; turn around.

And smile.

I can see Jack as clearly as I’d seen him this morning. He’s wearing the shirt he wore the day he gave me a key. It’s off-white and baggy, hanging out loose over jeans. His beard is wild, his hair in need of a trim; exactly how it was this morning. His presence in the kitchen is huge as usual, in this tiny flat. He looks at ease; at home.

‘I knew you were here,’ I mouth.

He points to the sofa and I nod. Taking the red bobbled throw, I wrap it around me like a giant shawl and curl up. I rest my head on the cushion shaped like the head of Rudolf the Red-nosed Reindeer. I know it’s not Christmas, but this cushion is so soft, so dreamy, that Jack considered it a crime to keep it hidden for eleven months of the year.

Closing my eyes, I will Jack to lie here beside me: to smooth down my hair; to stroke my cheek. I’m expecting him to suggest we watch another episode of the true crime documentary we’re currently bingeing on, although he’ll fall asleep within the first ten minutes and I’ll have to re-watch that ten minutes all over again at the next sitting. Unless we’re at the pub, he can’t keep his eyes open beyond nine-thirty. Rudolf always gets the blame.

‘Jack?’ I whisper.

I can feel him. He’s here.

He’s definitely still here.
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I open one eye, and the wall clock above the telly tells me it’s just after six.

The hissing chatter in the kitchen didn’t wake me up, though. I never truly slept: the events of yesterday pressed hard into my subconscious and wouldn’t let me drift off. But they think I’m asleep, John and Trish. They think I can’t hear them.

‘Did you know she was coming back?’ Trish is saying. Even in a whisper I’d recognise that biting tongue; that clipped, over-articulated, media-trained voice. You can almost hear her saliva singing.

John is grumbling and inarticulate.

‘Oh, Johnny, I can’t deal with this right now. If she’s got a key to let herself in whenever she fancies, how many more are there? How do we know Jack didn’t dish out keys to all his friends? All his girlfriends?’

I close my eyes tight like a child wishing to turn invisible.

‘Jack wouldn’t do that, love,’ John says. ‘Not in his nature.’

‘What isn’t? You’re forgetting what happened with Florrie!’

I open my eyes. Who the fuck is Florrie?

‘He was young,’ I hear John saying.

‘Don’t make excuses. He knew how to control himself, Johnny.’

‘Keep your voice down, love. She’s asleep.’

‘She has a name … What was it again?’

‘I can’t remember, love. Erm – Clare?’

‘Well, how do we know that Clare was really his girlfriend? It can’t have been serious, Johnny. Jack would’ve introduced us before shacking up with her.’

‘Would he?’

‘Don’t act as if I don’t know my own son, Johnny!’

Now this is great. Jack’s parents don’t want me here and I really need to wee. Obviously I’ll have to get up at some point. I can’t just stay on the sofa like a fat cat. But I don’t know – should I wait until after I’ve used the toilet to tell them that my name isn’t Clare? Or stand up and tell them right now that erm, sorry, but my name is not fucking Clare?

‘Did you see the suitcase, Johnny?’ Trish spits. ‘Doesn’t feel very serious, does it?’

She’s upped the volume slightly because the kettle is boiling and it would be a travesty for John not to hear her every word. Wouldn’t it?

‘What are you suggesting, love?’ John says. I imagine he’s rubbing his eyes with his thumb and index finger, just how he did yesterday when we met.

‘That we tell her – kindly – to leave. I’m sure she won’t mind. We’ve got so much to do, so much to deal with, and I wouldn’t be surprised if she wanted to get out of here faster than even we’d appreciate. She only needs to zip up her bags – there’s nothing at all that suggests she’s a permanent fixture around here. Jack was probably just casually shagging her.’

‘Trish, please. Let’s not discuss our dead son’s sex life.’

I hear Trish gasp, and a long, sorrowful moan follows shortly after.

‘Our dead son,’ she says, muffled. John must be holding her close to him.

She’s crying hard, uncontrollably, giving me no choice but to rise.

‘Excuse me,’ I say, and immediately wish I hadn’t. ‘Sorry.’

Darting into the bathroom, I lock the door and sit on the toilet, pushing the walls either side with my hands. Not a permanent fixture, Trish? Well, what about my electric toothbrush right there in the holder next to Jack’s withered cheap one? Or the fact that the hanging caddy in the shower contains salon-recommended shampoo and conditioner for bleached hair? And coconut butter body scrub, mango shower gel and three used – yes, used – Venus disposable razors because, oops, I just forget to throw them away? Does (I’m sorry, did) Jack look as if he ever used a fucking razor in his life? Did he? And tampons. Yeah, there’s a little box of opened tampons: clearly mine. Unless Jack went through a phase of using them for earplugs, or butt plugs, you know, something I wouldn’t know about. Like Florrie.

Who the fuck is Florrie?

I wash my face, brush my teeth. I can see Jack in the mirror, grinning over my shoulder.

‘It’s not funny,’ I say through a mouthful of toothpaste. ‘You’re not even there.’

Jack pretends to be offended, dropping his mouth open, splaying his hand across his heart.

‘Well, for a start, if you were here you’d tell your mum that we aren’t just shagging.’

Oh, he finds that hilarious. His jolly presence fills the whole bathroom. I struggle to lean over and spit into the sink, banging my forehead on the mirror.

‘Ouch!’ I turn around.

He’s gone.

I wipe my mouth on my arm and barge into the kitchen, annoyed at myself for …

I don’t even know why. I’m just annoyed.

John and Trish are both sitting at the breakfast bar, staring into mugs of instant coffee. At least I’m dressed. Sort of. I’m still wearing the floral dress with the button missing, and although it shouldn’t be an achievement, I’m wearing knickers, unlike yesterday’s parental meet and greet. I took my bra off though, somewhere between sleep and disbelief. The underwiring was digging in and it now lies on the coffee table on top of last Sunday’s Observer Food Monthly. I’d like to think that a pair of grieving parents wouldn’t notice something like a discarded bra, but it’s just the sort of thing Patricia Carmichael would spot and rant about, turning it into a political debate.

‘Morning,’ I manage.

John stands. He’s still dressed in the same clothes as yesterday. His tailored shorts and light blue shirt are now creased, and everything about him is off-colour. Trish elongates her neck, straightens her posture. If I hadn’t known that Jack’s mum was Patricia Carmichael, I mightn’t have recognised her. She isn’t wearing any makeup and her short, spiky hair hasn’t been styled. She’s wearing an oversized t-shirt printed with a cassette tape across the chest. I know that t-shirt. It’s Jack’s. He bought it from Spitalfields market about a month ago. No – in fact, I bought it. The stall only accepted cash and he only had his card. I had a twenty quid note.

‘I’m Chloe,’ I say, avoiding eye contact with John and going straight for Trish.

Trish rolls her red, swollen eyes to John and raises one eyebrow. I give a little wave with my hand. Not intentionally, believe me. An abundance of questions dance around my mind, all of which John and Trish might have the answers to. Firstly: is this all real? Is Jack really dead? And how exactly did he die? What are the finer details, because are they sure, I mean absolutely sure, that he isn’t perhaps almost dead? Did somebody get it wrong? And why did Jack never mention me to them? Or did he, and they’ve forgotten; in the same way that John forgot my name?

‘We’re leaving shortly,’ Trish says.

‘There’s a lot to do,’ John says.

‘Help yourself to tea, coffee …’ Trish tells me.

‘Thanks,’ I say.

I don’t want to boil the kettle. It feels too much like intruding, pottering about behind them while they sip their own hot drinks. It’ll give off the wrong impression entirely if I open the fridge and pick at the grapes, the first thing I usually do in the morning. And if I go back to the sofa, I can’t go back to sleep or turn on the telly. So what should I do? Sit there with my hands on my lap awaiting instruction? In my own home?

The plays, now in a small pile beside the fruit bowl, are my saving grace. John knows they’re mine. I lean across, slide them towards me and God, I’m relieved to have something in my hands. Shit. I have to teach practical drama to Year Nine in a few hours. Am I expected to go to work today? Even if my boyfriend died yesterday? Auditions for the school musical are tomorrow. I have to be there. But that’s not right, is it? Or is it?

A breeze floats in from the back door, slightly ajar. Empty bottles of Peroni that need taking to the recycling bin shake, humming a gentle tune. They’ll still have Jack’s saliva around the rim.

‘Have you finished with that, Johnny?’ Trish asks.

John allows his wife to take his half-empty mug. She shuffles over to the sink.

‘I can do that,’ I say. ‘The mugs. I know where they go.’

‘It’s no trouble,’ Trish says, the water already running.

I exchange a look with John, which is both comfortable and embarrassing all at once. We give each other our gentlest smiles, laced with sadness. Trish is doing a good job with the mugs, scrubbing every tea stain clean, not a brown mark left in sight. She throws her head back and laughs: a hint of that wicked, infectious sound I’ve heard on the telly, only the cameras aren’t rolling and she’s got washing-up liquid on her hands.

‘What’s so funny, love?’ John asks, twisting around on the bar stool.

‘What do you think’s funny?’ she replies, her laugh on the verge of splitting into a cry. ‘Jack, of course. Jack.’

‘And what’s triggered this?’

Trish steps back and theatrically, her short legs planted strong, she sticks out her chest and tilts her head upwards, throwing out words like, ‘bonkers’, ‘brilliant’, ‘bizarre’, in no order, repeating them over and over. She’s looking at the man sat in the shopping trolley and John is nodding, his mouth curled. This is proving too much for him to cope with. He begins to cry, silently.

My throat tightens. Aches. But this is not my turn to cry.

‘I got that printed for Jack,’ I say. ‘A moving-in present. Except I was the one moving in. So I guess it was a thank you present, for asking me; letting me. Anyway, it was something he really wanted.’

‘Ah,’ Trish catches her breath. ‘But it’s so … random.’

‘Love …’ John reaches his hand out to her.

‘No, I know what you mean,’ I say, a singsong in my voice that always pipes up when I’m trying to impress somebody. I definitely would’ve used it had I been given the chance to meet Jack’s parents prior to yesterday. ‘Out of context, it’s a very bizarre – to use your word, Mrs Carmichael – photograph. I can see how you think it’s random. But to Jack and to me, it represents a special moment, and also a boss holiday, and provides us with endless laughter, still.’

‘You went to Thailand with Jack?’ John asks.

‘Yeah. In March.’

Trish swivels from left to right, her arms folded. She’s still looking at the picture, but she isn’t laughing any more.

‘In fact,’ I continue, no stopping me now. ‘We always kind of joke about how one day we’ll go back there, to that spot, and find that man. Or go to the place where he works, because can you see he’s wearing a uniform and there’s a badge, see? Top right of his shirt. We just wanna meet this fella – say a proper hello! Ask him what he was doing in the shopping trolley. Find out his name; shake his hand.’

I’m expecting some sort of response, but I get zilch. The thick silence sits in the triangle between us all. I realise I just talked at John and Trish using Jack in the present tense. I hadn’t meant to do that, but they naturally picked up on it, loud and clear. I hug the paperback plays tight; feel them squash against my braless chest.

Trish stretches out her arm and taps the breakfast bar three times. This must be some sort of code for them to leave, because John stands up, puts his hand to the small of Trish’s back and picks up her orange Michael Kors handbag, carrying it for her. They float past me like ghosts and disappear into the hallway.

‘Look, I’m so sorry for your loss,’ I call after them.

They pause by the bookshelf, a particularly creaky floorboard beneath their feet. John looks over his shoulder and gives me a pained, but kind, smile. Trish is frozen, the back of her head facing me.

‘Take all the time you need, Chloe,’ she says. ‘We won’t be coming back here today.’

And she opens the door and leads the way outside, John following, his head bent low. He closes the door behind him gently, but the flat seems to shudder, just as it does every time a double decker bus trundles past the road. Oh God. I want to run after them, ask them seriously, what the fuck happened? Who is to blame? There’s always somebody to blame, isn’t there? And how … how did he actually—

SLAM!

I run into the kitchen. Jack?!
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