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For my mum and dad,

best friends who got married





Be patient toward all that is unsolved in your heart and try to love the questions themselves … Do not now seek the answers, which cannot be given you because you would not be able to live them. And the point is, to live everything. Live the questions now.

Rainer Maria Rilke






ONE

Nora is on the train home when Bren emails her, after months of nothing. It is the same day that Robin has asked her to marry him, and she is still dazed, and full of celebratory butter cake, and feelings she cannot quite name. Sugar down her top. Sun already set, because it is winter; dark even before she leaves work.

It is normal to go for such stretches without hearing from him. Why today, though. Why now. LIFE CHANGED, says the subject line, and Nora stares at it for a full minute before she opens the email. Train swaying from side to side as she reads.

His entire message is just a short paragraph. Something to write home about, he opens with; she can hear his voice in her head, see his freckled hands as he taps out the words. He’s found a chocolate bar in New Zealand that’s changed everything. Whittaker’s, it’s called, the Coconut Block. Big news, is she writing this down, he can’t have her moving through the world for another moment without tasting it. Then he tells her about the spare room he’s renting, the silhouette of the mountains in the morning, the colour of the water in the lake. He doesn’t actually describe these things, because he is no poet, pretends there is no sentimentality about him. But Nora reads between the lines, as always. Glimpses the lyricism that she knows is there.

He signs off with his name, a single kiss, and Nora reads it three times while the train passes through stations that are not hers. Heartbeat slow, almost stalled.

Bren, she types back, before congratulating him on the chocolate. While she appreciates his insistence that she try some, an online search shows you can’t buy it here in England, oh well, there will always be Cadburys. She keeps her message light, as ever. Does not say the things she wants to, does not ask the questions that hang in her heart like dark fruit whenever they exchange messages like this, which is not often, but often enough, before things go quiet again.

She finishes her reply just as the train slows into her stop. She mentions her mother, and his mother, as fellow commuters file for the door. Tells him about the workshop she’s running next week. Tells him, too, about the storm, the train disruption, how three people have died due to the winds and the falling trees.

I don’t know why we give storms names now, Nora types. That Alwen is too charming a name, surely, for something that has killed people in their own back gardens, or while they walked their dogs in the park. Living out ordinary days, until they’re the opposite. Something you’d never see coming.

She does not tell him, in this email, that Robin has proposed to her.

Or, by extension, that she has said yes.

Three times, in fact. Yes, yes, yes.

_

Off the train, she climbs the stairs with the dozens of others alighting for home; jostled by damp coats and umbrellas as they cross the bridge to the ticket barriers. Into the night air, wet pavements but no rain, making her way across the car park to the small supermarket on the corner. Taking a wire basket, wandering the aisles as she muses on what to have for dinner. Has to be Robin’s favourite, surely, after a day like today. Tomatoes firm in her hand, block of extra mature Cheddar. Expensive chocolate she’d usually only buy at Christmas. Hot coffee from the machine, too, which she hands to Joe on her way out, the man with the Staffie who sits by the sliding doors on a tattered blanket. Who always gives her a smile, says thanks love, with such familiarity it makes her kind of sad, because coffees change nothing, ongoing kindness seems to do nothing, except it’s not nothing, her mother would argue, it’s something. And the world is built on small somethings.

Her fingertips brush Joe’s as she passes him the paper cup, and he says you take care now, and she says yes, you too. Lingers, scratches the soft head of his Staffie. Wanting to tell Joe – or anyone – her news. Wanting to say, my partner proposed to me today. Crazy, right. Except it’s not really, seeing as we’ve been together for nine years, lived together for seven. Long enough that she’d not expected any huge surprises, only small ones, like the text he’d sent her, earlier that day.

Big news, Robin’s message had said, at noon, interrupting her review of the spring events calendar, her tea half drunk on the desk. I’m on lunch and in the vicinity. And so she met him at the deli, the one they always liked to go to when they were both in London; would order bagels, one poppy seed, one everything, to share. He was already in the queue when she arrived. A head taller than everyone else, his dark hair hidden beneath the hat she’d knitted him to stave off the January chill. Long coat, smart shoes, because he was working for a new client that month. Or perhaps he’d dressed for the occasion. For her.

Nora thinks about this as she climbs the steady hill behind the supermarket. Silver light from the street lamps, shopping bag heavy in her hand. How they’d found a bench by the water, looked out at the boats and buildings as people walked by, on their phones, looking at their feet. Just her and the man she shared her home with, shampoo bottles and tea bags and a corner sofa they’d picked out with the care normally reserved for children’s names. Silent chewing between conversation. Crumbs on their coats, brushed from their knees.

And then it happened. He’d said he had to get back to his shoot, so he stood to hug Nora goodbye and she’d put her hands in his pockets because she was cold, and her hands brushed against something so she pulled it out and looked down at this small black leather box, and her heart swelled and her stomach plunged, like she’d fallen off something tall.

She feels that in her, now. As if it’s happening all over again as she crests the station hill and turns down an alleyway. The way everything had slowed. Strangers, passing, by the river. White noise of cars, an overground train.

And she’d flipped the box open – because he didn’t say she couldn’t – and there was a ring, even though they’d always said there wouldn’t be, that they didn’t need one or agree with it necessarily, the cost and the pomp and the paperwork. But there it was. Untraditional and asymmetrical, like her eyes, an emerald stone set in gold, and she looked up at Robin and he seemed hesitant, as if he wasn’t sure she was going to like it, and before he could say anything or even ask the question she had said yes, three times, and she did not think of Bren as she said it. Just as she won’t think of him when anyone asks for the proposal story, which, presumably, people will.

She turns now into her street, to the large house split into two-bedroom flats. Robin is not home yet; their lower-ground flat still in darkness as Nora lets herself in, slips off her shoes, flicks the lights on. Her own shadow passing the frames on the walls as she heads for the kitchen. Heating on, windows steamed up as she boils water, slices tomatoes. A little music at first, but her thoughts are loud enough, so she’s turning it off just as her fiancé – weird, wondrous – is through the door, saying sorry, sorry, there was this one shot we couldn’t quite get, ah, something smells great, as he crosses the kitchen, hands on her waist. Kissing her. All other thoughts, loud or otherwise, melting away.

What a day, Robin says, his forehead on hers.

It’s about to get better, she says. I’m making pomodoro.

And Robin does an actual little dance right there in the kitchen, says can he do anything, no, a quick shower then, he’ll be back, and Nora nods, keeps cooking. Scatters fresh basil like confetti once he returns, and they have spaghetti then sex, in that order. Pasta simmered and devoured, richly red and flecked onto the table as they twirl their forks and relive what has happened. Bowls abandoned without washing up, slow, full-tummied move to the sofa after they’ve eaten. Too full for such a thing really, laughing, soft mouths, light breath. Heavy, dense warmth as he lies on top of her afterwards, her hands trailing along his back. Small crater of a scar above his coccyx.

Getting married, Robin says, as they break off the good chocolate with their fingers, later, in bed. Yes, says Nora, as she leaves the cocoa on the back of her tongue, not Whittaker’s Coconut Block, but delicious, all the same.

Who’d have thought.

_

Not me, says Shay, the next morning at the art café. It is a Thursday, and they start early on Thursdays; host a morning qigong class before they open to the public and serve breakfast. I was thinking about it last night, Shay tells her, as she raises the blinds, grey light touching the objects on the shelves. Ceramics, dried flowers. Bronze writing implements that nobody ever buys but look alluring, all the same; Nora harbours a secret desire for the sashiko needles, gold plated and imported from Hiroshima.

No? Nora says, as she flicks on the coffee machine. Engagement ring gleaming as she does it, a strange new weight on her finger.

It shouldn’t be a surprise, Shay says, but it is because you’ve been together so long. I figured you’d have done it, by now, if you were going to. And Robin’s like, kind of old now.

Nora laughs, knowing that Shay would say that to his face, if he were here, which somehow makes it okay.

Is thirty-seven old?

Old enough that I figured that ship had sailed for him, Shay says. For you, too. All the hen parties we host, here? All the wedding invites you make? And you’ve always said you’re not the least bit interested.

And I’m not, really, Nora says. She takes a duster to the shelf and sweeps around the ceramics, careful not to nudge them out of place. But I felt something, when he asked me. Out of nowhere, it just felt … right.

She turns on the spotlights, then, and the pot plants throw shadows around the room.

I had that with Horace, Shay says. All those years insisting I was a cat person, and then there he was, with his spindly legs and his slobbering chops and I was the proud owner of the Greatest Dane in all the land, buying squeaky toys and butternut boxes and a mattress bigger than mine.

I remember.

So soon you’ll be floating down an aisle in a frothy white dress, Shay says. Throwing tantrums about seating plans and lobbing a bouquet at me, your last single friend –

None of that, says Nora, but Shay says just you wait! Everyone says they want something casual and then gets swept up in diamond shoes and hand-embroidered napkins and salmon babies on crumpets.

Blinis, you mean.

So you were thinking about hand-embroidered napkins?

That’s hardly off brand, for me, Nora says, just as the door dings open and the qigong master, Colleen, walks in, stamping the slush from her boots.

What’s off brand? she asks, and Nora offers her a cappuccino; Colleen says she’s a gem.

She has a gem, Shay declares. On her finger.

Thanks for sharing, Shay, Nora says as she pours milk into a jug, and Shay says well you wouldn’t have said anything, and Colleen looks like she’s not following, so Shay points at her own bare finger and then at Nora, who is hiding behind the coffee bar. Glint of gold, as she raises the steamer wand; a gasp, then, from Colleen.

No, she says.

Yes, says Shay. Colleen claps her hands, her leather gloves making a light smacking sound before she strides across the room, pulling Nora into an embrace.

To Robin? she says, and Nora blushes, both thrilled and embarrassed to be rammed against Colleen’s breast pocket, as Shay laughs, says come on, who else?

_

Quite the normal Thursday ensues. Coffee-making, a calligraphy class. Nora sells a Jesmonite vase and some soy candles and a bouquet of dried flowers that cost more than the flowers she won’t be having at her wedding. None of that, she repeats, to Shay. No white dress, no chair covers or family drama. And then it rolls round to half five, and she knows the actual drama she’ll have to deal with is imminent. Robin is shooting on location, won’t be back for dinner, and she has to face her mother sooner or later.

Good luck, Shay says, as she pulls on her hat and gloves, just as Robin texts her the exact same thing. Thanks, Nora says. I’ll need it.

Outside, there are still Christmas lights strung above the traffic despite the fact that it’s the end of January. She dawdles the short distance to the train station, buys a different ticket to usual and gets on a different train. Puts her headphones in, chews her thumbnail as she watches the lights of London melting into suburbia, going over what it is that she’ll say. Then half an hour has passed and she’s off the train, over the bridge, past the pub she used to get served in, underage. Flash of the time she sat so close to Bren his thigh was wedged against hers. Smell of stale smoke in the upholstery. Bag of crisps shared, salt on the film of the open packet, their friends, his friends really, laughing and joking. Salt-vinegar of their breath as they all talked until closing, the two of them alone, still talking, on the last bus home.

This same bus, right here. She sits in her preferred seat at the back and watches as the kebab shops and traffic lights give way to a mass of fields and night sky, a place with no street lights, cottage windows glowing gold. And then there is the duck pond and the village hall, the cottages she knows by name. Nora wants to stay sitting on the bus, loop back into town. But instead she thanks the driver, steps off and heads across the grass, barely acknowledging the memories that rise as she passes the swing set on the green. Summers spent scuffing their shoes on the tarmac, too grown up, then, for swinging back and forth. Watching the sunsets and the house martins. Stretching out the hours before Josie would call Bren inside, and she herself would go back to Freya, because there was no point sitting there without him.

Edge of the green, now, where there are two semi-detached cottages standing separate from the others. Shared gravel driveway, hanging baskets. Both living room windows with their curtains drawn, pink-patterned on the left, velvet on the right. Shadow of Jon in the driveway with his buckets and rags, there she is, he’d say, as she crunches past the two parked cars. Dirt and grime visible now on both bonnets in the moonlight, because he was the only one who ever cleaned them.

At the door, she lets out a long, steadying breath. Then pushes open the unlocked porch, so that her mother calls out, Josie?

It’s me, Nora says, as she steps over the gardening magazines piled on the floor.

Darl! her mother cries when Nora enters the kitchen. The oven is on, the fan whirring, and the usual jam jars are everywhere, filled with pulses or pebbles, spider plants sprawling from the shelves. A lucky cat waves on the window sill as Freya glances round from her place by the sink, dressed in a carmine tracksuit, her hair tied up with a head scarf. Just you?

Robin’s on location, tonight.

And to what do I owe this impromptu visit?

Oh, you know, Nora says, her heart pounding in her throat. Boredom.

Touching, Freya says. Make yourself useful then, will you? Good haul today. I nabbed some velvet shanks, would you believe! Winter chanterelles, too, and some other interesting specimens that I can’t quite identify … could be delicious, cooked in a bit of garlic butter, or they could temporarily blind the poor sod who decides to eat them.

Risky, Nora says.

Worth it, I reckon, Freya says, as she holds one up to the light. They’ll go nicely with dinner, if they’re safe.

Oh yeah? What’s cooking?

Turkey dinosaurs, her mother says, which makes Nora snort and say wow, what a throwback.

That’s the second time I’ve heard that term this week, Freya says. Romi says it’s something we should do at the hospice. Throwback Thursdays, or some such nonsense. Remind the residents of the good times.

What’s wrong with that?

What’s wrong is all they bloody do is sit in their beds and throw back! They’re dying, for Pete’s sake. Lying there just waiting for death. We don’t need a day marked for throwing back to the good times; we should make this day, this very moment, a good time.

They both reach for the same mushroom, fingers touching; her mother’s scratched from foraging, Nora’s calloused from her sewing.

Seize the moment, Freya goes on, as Nora chooses another. Let them live, because lord knows people don’t, before they realise they won’t be able to. Eat the cake. Drink the champers. Fart long and recklessly between the bed sheets, which some of them do, mind.

Nora knows this is funny; knows she should laugh. Instead she scrubs harder at her mushroom so that it comes apart in her hand, splits the soft cap from the stalk.

On that, Nora says.

Farting between the bed sheets?

No, she says, and she does laugh at that, a little; Freya too, the sound fluttering, like a shuffle of papers. I, uh. Have something to tell you.

Freya doesn’t look at her; keeps scouring. Nora takes a breath, but then her mother cuts across her, says she’s sensing that this is a moment for the greenhouse.

No, it’s not, Nora says. It’s fine.

Don’t fight it, darl. Sanctuary awaits.

Freya, I –

Your wellies are where you left them. Let’s go and be with the tomatoes.

I don’t need to be with the tomatoes! Nora says, but Freya is already out of the kitchen, pulling on her gardening shoes in the utility room and wrenching the door open. It’s ruddy freezing, she calls out. Grab your coat!

Nora looks at herself in the dark glass of the kitchen window and sighs. Her mother had always insisted on having emotional conversations somewhere grounding – somewhere you could step outside of yourself, be at one with the earth. Feel your emotions, yes, but only somewhere sealed off, and appropriate. So she shrugs on her coat and follows her out, pulling on her once-fuchsia, never-before-cleaned wellington boots. The oak tree looms at the end of the garden, fanned black against the night. The river flowing beyond it, silent and unseen. Stars out, now. Rain threatening.

Nora braces herself, ducks into the greenhouse – which is heated, through the winter – and Freya slides the door shut.

Now, she says, taking her hands. Close your eyes, daughter of mine, and breathe with me. In through the nose, out through the nose, that’s it. And again. Now, isn’t that better?

Nora knows it is best to go with it. Keeps her clammy hands in her mother’s rough ones, breathes as she is told to. The sodium lamps are off. The greenhouse smells verdant, a little damp. The tomato plants are –

Frey, Nora says. What’s wrong with your tomatoes?

You’re supposed to have your eyes closed!

But they look –

Like a Kandinsky painting, I thought? But don’t be taken in by aesthetics, Nora. It’s Spotted Wilt. A killer, if you don’t step on it post-haste.

So have you –

Nora, her mother says, an edge to her voice now. The tomatoes are fine. I am fine. Are you not fine? Because I’m sensing something’s off.

Light filters through the greenhouse from the back door, everything dim and shadowy, like a high-grain photograph. Nora looks at her mother, dirt streaked on her brow; her vegetables all around them, hanging like baubles in the silver-gold light.

I’m engaged, Nora tells her, her hands still clasped tight in her mother’s.

Freya stares at her.

Robin asked me to marry him yesterday, Nora says. And I said yes.

There is a moment where neither of them moves, her words landing like the rain tapping, now, on the glass roof. Then Freya lets go of Nora’s hands, steps back and yanks on a chain so that a bulb douses them in light. She turns, then, picks up some small secateurs and starts snipping at leaves; the ones with the deadly disease, Nora assumes.

So what d’you think, Nora says, watching her mother’s elbows, hearing the snap of stems as she works.

Clearly, Freya says, it doesn’t matter what I think.

Don’t do this, Nora says.

Do what? Respond when you’ve asked me a question?

I know how you feel about marriage, Nora says, but I –

Are seemingly quite happy to squeeze yourself into the outdated box of wifedom, yes! Wear virginal white, vow to obey him, be bound to him forevermore because that’s what capitalism – nay, our white male governments – demand of us all?

I love him, Freya. He loves me.

And isn’t that enough? Why marry him at all? I thought you didn’t want to get married.

You didn’t want me to get married, Nora muses, but does not say. Thinking back to the fairy tales she was never read, as a child. How she was lectured on women’s rights when most girls were watching Cinderella or Snow White, which was not fair, she’d shout, stamping up the stairs. What’s not fair, Freya would shout after her, is that unavoidable something called the patriarchy!

But there are other memories too, Nora knows, from this greenhouse, and their cottage, behind it. The paintings she’d made, with her mother’s encouragement. Not allowing her a phone, in case she got brain cancer, which meant she spent her adolescence outside or making things, instead of scrolling on a screen. The women-only meditation groups and book clubs that had, in turn, inspired her own events programme at the art café she set up with Shay, and something softens inside of her, at the thought. At the stubborn movements of her mother’s hands, not even two decades older than hers; after Freya fell pregnant at sixteen, and left home; left her Catholic parents, and everything she’d known, just so she could keep her. Give Nora a life.

I guess I just … changed my mind, Nora says, gently. There is another long silence, and her mother lets out a humph.

Did you just humph, Nora says. A pause, more snipping. But then her mother breathes through her nose; half laughter, half snort, but before she can respond, more light floods forward from next door; Josie’s back door opening, the gate connecting their gardens swinging backwards.

Freya! Josie calls out, her voice carrying across the night air. Freya, how’re the tomato plants?

Fine, Jose, Freya says. Just fine, with a bit of pruning, like I told you.

I’ve been reading up about it, Josie says, who is a soft shadow now through the mottled walls, the glass thick with algae. Apparently the best thing to do is remove all of the infected plants. All of them, not just the leaves.

I do know this, Josephine.

Well I saw your greenhouse light on and thought I best come and tell you. I’ve got the web page up on my phone; I could read it out to you, if you like. There’s a whole Gardeners’ World page on it. It’s ever so good. Ever so informative.

Freya doesn’t respond; carries on snipping.

Hi, Josie, Nora pipes up, and there is a startled pause.

Nora? Sweetheart!

We were having a greenhouse moment, Freya says, and there is a beat of silent panic before Josie asks why, what’s wrong?

Nothing’s wrong, says Nora.

I beg to differ, Freya says.

Robin’s asked me to marry him, Nora says, to another startled beat, but then Josie lets out a coo, like a collared dove.

Oh, Nora! That’s wonderful!

And that’s a normal reaction, Nora says to Freya, as her mother’s friend hurries round to the greenhouse door. Nora slides it back to see her smiling face, her slender frame draped in a shawl. Mist of rain above her.

I’m so happy, Josie tells her, clasping Nora’s wrists as though she truly means it, in spite of everything. In spite of her husband dying so suddenly, more than a decade ago. Her only son leaving, never to return. Pills she has to take, daily, lined up on her window sill, a cocktail of drugs she will never stop needing that keep her confined to the house, keep her from becoming fixated on abnormal things, keep her life small and solitary and contained. And yet she is overflowing, it seems, with this moment, this joy that is not even hers, beaming at Nora as if she’s her own daughter, as if this is her own wonderful news, and Nora swallows all the feeling this stirs up in her as she says me too, Josie. Me too.

_

Well, Freya says, back in the kitchen. I suppose it’s an excuse to wear a giant hat.

Josie is taking down three glasses from a shelf, and Nora is putting the now-clean mushrooms into a Tupperware. You do rock a hat, Nora says.

Don’t butter me up, Freya says, and when Josie looks confused, Nora explains that her feminist free spirit might as well be dead, now she’s engaged. Freya snorts, but when Josie still looks nonplussed, she says, marriage, Josephine! It’s just not for me.

Something burns, briefly, in Nora’s stomach; at how her mother can say this to Josie, of all people. But Josie doesn’t react, as if she’s barely noticed. Nora often wonders if this is how they’ve remained such good friends; Freya, able to say what she wants, unfiltered, and Josie, so often oblivious, letting it slide.

So did he get down on one knee, Josie asks Nora, handing her a water glass.

No, Nora says. We were outside, by the river. On our lunch break.

How lovely. Jon proposed to me outside, did I ever tell you that? Up a hill, somewhere.

More burning, then, a twist in her gut. Nora puts down her glass and turns around, pulls out knives and forks just as Freya opens the oven door, steam expelling in a cloud. Hot tray slid outwards, hiding her face. But the moment passes. Josie is talking about garden birds, now. Nora’s news has been acknowledged and left behind, just like anything else in Josie’s world, and rather than disappointing, this feels like a relief. Because it’s no big deal, like Freya might make it out to be. People get married all the time; it requires no justification to herself, or to her mother, or to old friends she’s not seen in years.

I put out the Niger seed, Josie is saying, and would you believe it, the goldfinch came back. All five of them. D’you know they’re called a charm, when they’re in a group?

Really, Nora says, though Josie’s told her this countless times.

I’ve not seen the bullfinch for a while, though. And I do worry about him. When it’s been this long.

Nora hears this, and doesn’t respond as she lays down three sets of cutlery at the table.

Oh, I won’t be staying, pet, Josie says, but Freya demands that she join them, come on. But I already had my soup, at six, Josie says, as though that settles it.

Wait, Nora says, catching sight of the tray on the side. I thought you were joking about the turkey dinosaurs?

Why would I joke about such a delicacy? Freya says, dislodging a stegosaurus with her spatula.

Aren’t you a vegan, these days?

I am! And as part of a varied diet of self-care and plant-based intentions, they’re a once-in-a-blue-moon treat. Plus tonight is the Wolf Moon, which counts. I might even add the mushrooms to the side salad.

The mushrooms that could end up blinding us?

I thought they’d add a certain beige thrill, yes.

I think, Josie says, with a sip of her water, that’s my cue to leave.

Freya says suit yourself; waves her off. Nora waits, then follows her without a word. Through the hallway, then porch, saying her name in the driveway. Nora! Josie says, turning from her own front door. You’ll catch your death!

It’s okay, Nora says. I just wanted to …

The moon hangs above them, shining behind the branches of the birch on their shared lawn. Josie watches her, the orb reflected in her eyes.

It’s great that Robin’s proposed, Nora tells her. Obviously.

Really lovely, Josie agrees, and Nora nods, says yes, but she’d really like her not to say anything to Bren, yet, until she can tell him herself, although she does not say this last part, because it is a stupid, unexplainable thing to want to say; and also because it’s a lie, seeing as she’d had the chance to tell Bren, just recently, over email, and she hadn’t.

Josie, though, is still watching her. The rain has stopped, now, the night fresh and cold. Frost due on the ground by morning.

Do you think, Nora says, instead, her heart slow. Do you think Freya will be okay with it, once it’s all – sunk in?

Josie’s cottage door stands half open, her hand on the frame; wedding ring agleam on her left knuckle, as she studies Nora’s face.

Yes, pet, Josie says. It might just be … a surprise, at first.

No wind, or noise. Shadow of the swing set behind them on the green.

But if you’re happy, Josie says, then that’s all that will matter, in the end.

She takes her hand off the door and rests it on Nora’s arm. Just lightly. Like a moth landing there.

Have you heard from him lately, she asks, and Nora’s heart does not stop, at the question, but keeps beating, slow, slow, slow.

No, she says, but then, well, yes, but just over email. Have you?

A sigh from Josie, small and sad in the moonlight. Shake of her head.

I’m sure you will soon, Nora says. He’s just moved into a new place, in New Zealand, he said. He’s probably just settling in.

Your dinner will be getting cold, pet, Josie says. Send Robin my love, won’t you?

And Nora nods; waits for Josie to step inside and close her door against the dark, then returns to her mother’s cottage, something sinking in her, or perhaps thawing. Wondering if it could somehow be both.




TWO

We should have a party, Robin says.

A party, Nora repeats, from her place by the hob. She is frying onion, steaming up the windows as the rain falls outdoors. First week of February, now, and the frost is long gone; more rain, again, near relentless. Higher winds.

Isn’t a wedding a party in itself? she asks as she adds more oil, turns up the heat. Robin calls her a joy thief. She calls him a joy addict.

Shared smiles, then. Cooking smells.

All I’m thinking is a wedding’s expensive, Robin says. And takes years to plan.

Does it have to?

Well, I suppose not. But we could have a warm-up act, first. Celebrate this moment, right now. Carpe diem!

You’re very spontaneous these days, Nora says, and he says he knows, it’s his middle name. Or at least, he wishes it was. It’s far more inspiring than Brian.

Nora laughs. Tips a packet of spring greens into the wok.

I think it’d be great, Robin goes on. We could host it here, keep it simple.

He pulls his notebook out from his back pocket; a folded leather journal he carries everywhere. Engagement party, he narrates, elongating the vowels as he says it, and writes the words. First up, he says, the guest list.

Nora adds water chestnuts to the pan, starts mixing soy sauce with sesame oil as Robin reels off the names of their friends. Old colleagues. Art school peers they’ve kept in touch with. Shay, Jin. Henry who runs the bakery down the road. And family, he says. All of mine, and Freya and Josie, of course.

I doubt they’ll come, Nora says.

We should invite them, all the same, he says.

More lines in his notebook, muted agreement in Nora’s throat. The wind outside flecking rain at the window. Ginger paste added, one teaspoon, when Robin says oh, hey, what about Bren?

The oil spits; stings Nora’s skin.

What, she says, as if she hasn’t heard the question.

Would you want to invite Bren?

Um, Nora says, as the sauce continues to spit; she turns down the heat. I don’t even know where he is right now, she says, and then wonders why she is saying this, when she does. Maybe New Zealand, actually. Which is a bit of a way to come, I reckon, for prosecco and pizza.

Robin, who is still scrawling in his notebook, looks up. Pizza?

I was thinking Alessandro’s, she says.

Yes, Nora, Robin says. That’s why I’m marrying you.

She smiles, again. The flame on the hob still too high.

Prosecco, though? Robin asks.

Isn’t that what people drink at engagement parties?

I think they drink whatever they want to drink.

Rum cocktails, then, Nora says. And red wine.

And olives! Robin says. The really good ones in the green can.

Don’t they cost the earth?

You only get engaged once, Nora, he says. Twice, max, he adds, which was a joke she saw coming, but she laughs all the same. Ignores the fridge magnets that Bren has sent her over the years, as she opens the door for the beansprouts. They’re the one thing she can rely on him for; magnetic reminders that he still exists, after they’d once shared a bedroom wall, a school bus, long, lazy summers dangling their feet in the river. All that reduced to an ad hoc parcel in the post, the occasional glitching video call, are you there? I’ve lost you. When did I lose you? Things she’s asked herself, privately, away from a screen, as well. When she’s staring out the train window after a long day at work. Or if Robin’s working late so she’s taking a bath, staring at the flicker of a scented candle and thinking about things she tries not to. As she reaches, now, for a bell pepper, redder than Bren’s hair, as Robin goes on listing the other people who are still present in their lives; Jemima, Gaya and Jack.

_

Robin wants an engagement party, she texts Shay later that night. She’s sitting at her craft table, littered with fabric swatches and calligraphy pens. Threads in black and cream and taupe, wound into an old shortbread tin.

It begins! Shay replies, after three waving dots. Are you hiring a hall, wearing a diamanté dress and coming up with a pun-worthy hashtag?

Three middle finger emojis from Nora. Laughing emoji from Shay.

We’re just hosting it here, Nora explains. I’m making the invitation right now; photo, then, of her desk, the blank page. Are you free, she asks, the last Saturday in Feb?

If I can bring a date, Shay says.

Horace won’t fit in our flat.

Then I’ll need to think about it, Shay says. More laughing emojis, then. Course, she says. Any excuse to spend some time with your barmy mother.

Hey, Nora texts back. She doesn’t like being called mother.

Jokes, and deliberate lightness; warmth, in Nora’s gut, alongside that tight twist, again, as if someone’s wringing out her abdomen.

She puts her phone down and pulls a sheaf of paper towards her. Grabs a fine line pencil and writes something in elegant, looping font. Nora and Robin, she writes. Sitting in a tree. She draws some little trees, along the bottom, but no. Not right. New sheet of paper.

Nora and Robin, she tries again: PARTY PEOPLE.

But that’s not them, either; it’s undermining this thing they have planted, in a way that feels wrong to her, now. Years they’d spent, saying they did not care for marriage or weddings or being husband and wife – but now it is a choice they’ve made, and something to be sincere about.

Nora and Robin, she writes, are engaged.

There.

She outlines it in ink, chooses her darkest blue, the colour of late nights and deep waters. Once satisfied, she writes a smaller sentence: there will be pizza, above the date: a Saturday night three weeks from now, the address of their flat beneath. Then she takes it across the hall and hands it to Robin who looks up from his own work and says it looks stellar, that she’s stellar, his star. He turns it into a digital file on his laptop and the next day Nora sends it to all of their friends and her mother and Josie and even, in a moment of wild, hot abandon, to Bren, in an email she is fairly certain he will not read for months. And then she returns to her day.

_

A fortnight, then, of planning. Prepping, ordering pizzas for forty people, is that too much garlic bread, is there such a thing as too much garlic bread? Valentine’s love hearts and teddies and roses in the windows as she walks to work; a candle-making workshop at the café, coffees made, spilled, mopped up, a drawing exhibition with Shay, one evening.

Another night spent with her mother when Robin is out late with work.

Braised chickpeas for dinner, passing comment about how she won’t be coming to the party, you don’t mind, do you darl, in case something happens next door, because Josie won’t come, can’t leave the house, as we all know, best not. And Nora nods with the chickpeas mushed in her mouth and says sure, even though Freya goes to work at the hospice every day – some nights, even, when she’s working the late shift – and Josie is just fine, which actually means Freya doesn’t want to mark her engagement, and that’s fine, too, but still Nora feels something small and sharp lodged inside her, like the grit that got stuck under her palm when she fell off her bike, once, in the driveway. Feels it, still, as she gets into her childhood bed that night, the wall still plastered with art postcards, Rothko, Kahlo and Sheila Hicks, colour is in my blood.

A dreamcatcher, in the window.

And her final thought, before she drifts off, is of knocking on the wall to see if Bren would knock back, and when she wakes for a moment she is sixteen and her first thought is to wonder if he’s awake, too, on the other side. But then she is actually awake and thirty-one years old, and Robin has messaged her, overnight. Said he’s home. Said he misses her. Said can she pick up some ginger ale, for the cocktails, on her way home?

Sure, she says. Dresses for work, checks her emails on the train.

Still no reply from Bren.

_

A week later, and she’s wearing a satin dress and embroidered waistcoat. Something she’d made at art school as a wannabe textile artist, darned with abstract shapes and large pockets. Applies eyeliner, though she rarely wears make-up, blusher not needed, when she’s naturally rosy-cheeked. Some occasions call for a little effort, though, and agreeing to marry your partner of nine years, she thinks, is one of them.

Nora has decorated the flat with fairy lights. Robin has made a playlist. They have revised the pizza order three times and she’s panic-bought more crisps and made an installation of Polaroid photographs; memories, captured, with all of the friends who have RSVP’d for tonight – a surprisingly large number – pegged onto a stretch of string in the living room, for people to take home after the party.

WEDDING CHEESE, Shay said, when Nora had mentioned the idea. This is a strong Cheddar, on the cheese scale. I’ll let you know when you reach ripe levels of Camembert.

But Nora didn’t mind. Has always been partial to a cheeseboard.

It looks marvellous, Robin says now, wrapping his hands around Nora’s waist from behind and resting his chin on her shoulder. It is an hour before the party starts and he has shaved and smells good, of oakmoss and sandalwood, the cold night air, where he’s had the bathroom window open. They straighten cushions, drape more lights, have to stop themselves eating all the olives, and then the doorbell chimes an hour early.

Who on earth, Nora says.

Probably my cousin Pete, says Robin. Never been to a party in his life.

That’s so sad, Nora says.

You’ll feel less sad when you meet him, Robin says, but when he opens the door it is Freya, laden with cotton tote bags. I’m not staying, she says. I’ve just brought some essentials, for the Bloody Marys.

The Bloody Marys? Robin says, following her into the kitchen as she rustles past him in the hallway.

You can’t have a party without Bloody Marys, she says, unpacking her home-grown tomatoes onto the kitchen side. Remember to add more Tabasco than you think, she says over her shoulder, like I showed you. Don’t skimp.

Stay for one, won’t you, Freya? Robin says, but she waves her hands and says she has to get back, she’s making a beetroot stew, said she’d have Josie over, for tea. She sends her love, and some shortbread, by the way; Robin says score.

Her mother has high spots of pink on her cheeks, just like Nora, as she hands over the box. Then she bundles her emptied bags into the pocket of her wax jacket and troops back to the front door, says well now, have a good night, but before she can leave Nora says her name, catches her hand in her own.

Thank you, she says to her mother.

Tabasco, Freya says, squeezing her hand. And then she’s gone, and Nora turns to Robin who shrugs, says she’s unpredictable, we’ll give her that. He turns up the music while Nora blends the tomatoes in the kitchen, a pre-party drink for the two of them, and he kisses her after a single sip, spice on their lips, long and slow and tingling, when the doorbell rings once more and then there are people in their living room.

_

Robbbbiiiiiiin, again, and again. His friends, his family. Mutual friends, too. High fives, brief hugs, she’s finally making an honest man of him, all the things she knew were coming but has nothing to say to, and as the flat fills up she is more and more aware that her own people are missing. Jon, dead: Josie, housebound: Freya, disapproving. Her own grandparents and father unaware of her existence, even, not that this bothers her, just comes up, like this, when she least expects it; and her oldest friend, her best friend she thinks, still – stupid, really – silent over email, despite the invite, but then Shay arrives with a bottle of red and a fiery-peach flower crown. There! she says, adjusting it on Nora’s head. You’re not a proper bride-to-be unless you’re wearing ranunculus. And before you say it, this is like, really mild on the cheese scale.

Is it ranunculus or ranunculi, Nora asks, tilting one of the stems out of her eyes, and Shay says who cares, you look hot, in a sort of whimsical, fairy queen kind of way. Like what’s-her-name.

Titania?

No, the one with the rabbit heart. Frozen in the headlights.

You mean Florence?

I have no idea, Shay says, but real talk, Nora, when is the pizza getting here? I’m starved. And I’ll be taking leftovers for Horace, by the way, who is distraught that he’s not here. I left him gazing out of the window, pining, and I plan to get wildly pissed to block out the pain.

Be my guest, Nora says, gesturing to the drinks table.

People pour in and mingle. Graze on the crisps, fawn over the snacks that Nora prepared herself. Olives with anchovies and green chillies; tomato and onion crostini cracked with black pepper. Wine, full-bodied and dusky, one glass, two, another bottle opened then another, it’s only half seven and she’s four drinks in. Dancing, too, because they’d pushed back the furniture. Shots! someone suggests, because they’re in their thirties and clawing back at their youth and it is loud and warm despite the cold outside and there are a lot of hugs and cheek kisses and Nora needs some air after too many drinks, face hot and flushed, her heart full and somewhat panicky. She’s always been a lightweight.

In the bathroom she splashes water on her face, swears when it smears her eyeliner. Walls spinning, realising how drunk she is now she’s alone. Shower head dripping. Hand towel rough on her palms, Josie’s towels are always so soft, she uses an entire bottle of fabric softener per wash, Freya berates her for it, think of the environment, Jose, all those chemicals in the seas, but my towels aren’t going in the sea, are they, Josie says, Freya’s head, then, in her hands. Nora’s own hands dry, now, as she stares at herself in the mirror. Emotions high, tonight, and happy, yes, but with a melancholy for what was, because a new chapter means the current chapter is ending, and she sort of doesn’t want it to. She’s just tired, though, probably. Just hungry.

Glance at her watch, then, because the pizza is due any minute. And then right on time the doorbell rings, she says yesssss, under her breath: laughing to herself as she escapes the bathroom, because she’s thirty-one and excited about dinner. There are people singing in the living room, a drink spilled, dark and wet on the carpet as she unlatches the front door and swings it open and there, on her doorstep, is someone who is not delivering pizza.

She stares at him. At his flare of red hair.

At his pale skin and green eyes.

And he smiles, a little. Like he always has; shy, almost, like he’s unwilling to show his teeth; like he is figuring things out, first, waiting to see how things might go.

Bren, Nora says. Still staring.

Hey, Nora, he says, and time, for one long, immobile scene, stops, as if with the flick of a switch.

_

He looks the same. Except he doesn’t. His face is thinner, his cheekbones stretching the skin as though he needs a good meal, like he’s been up before dawn for years, or is jet-lagged, or hungover, or both. White T-shirt, cargo trousers low on his hips. Muscles on his arms, defined but not with weightlifting or gym visits, not as though he makes the effort. He never had to make the effort, with anything.

There is a small gold hoop in his left ear.

A stain, like suncream, on his neckline.

And his hair is as red as she remembers. The colour of mandarins. Shorter than it used to be, when he used to sculpt it with his hands, checking it in shop windows or car wing mirrors as they passed, withstood her gentle mockery about that, didn’t care.

Bren Ferguson.

The boy who walked out on her, and their plans, and his mother. The boy who is no longer a boy, but a man, and she, a woman, with new plans, her own life, but she feels it all behind her, for that one stilled, suspended moment – a party with music Robin had chosen, snacks she had prepared, friends celebrating a choice they had made – and all of it feels like a vague sort of nothing as she steps out of the flat and closes the door behind her and leans her body against it and says his name, again, her heart rushing, now, after the initial freeze, everything kicked back into full speed.

_

Bren, she says.

You already said that, he tells her.

What are you doing here?

Street lights behind them, orange like his hair. Dark shadow of trees on the other side of the street. Nora squints at him, wishing she was sober, and Bren grins, properly this time, that crooked break of a smile that moves something in her, a slow, upward sensation, like a trap door lifting.

You invited me, didn’t you?

I didn’t think you’d actually … come, Nora says.

Well, surprise, Bren says, and he lifts one shoulder in a shrug, the way he used to when they were teenagers, and the familiarity of that gesture does something to her; the shock of having him here, in front of her, melts away. She begins to feel other things. Elation, and disbelief: two things at once, hot despite the cold February air.

I can’t believe you’re here, she says.

Same, Bren says, and he’s still grinning. They stand opposite one another for a second longer but then he steps forward to touch her, hug her, maybe, and Nora knows she should do the same but she’s feeling too much and so ends up holding out her hand to stop him, which instead turns the whole thing into an awkward, half-missed high five. They sort of clasp hands and knock shoulders before she steps back, sorry, him too, sorry, someone singing loudly from the living room where Robin must be. Robin, she thinks, likely wondering where she is – and she is going to turn away when Bren says her name.

Steps closer again.

So close now, that if she were to inhale, she would be able to smell him; the suncream, the sweat and sleeplessness from the plane. He reaches a hand towards her, says it’s okay, which he’s probably saying because she feels like crying, or is crying, maybe, she’s trying not to.

She looks at his hand, reached out towards her, like that.

Doesn’t take it in her own.

And then a car mounts the kerb and the pizza is here, and Bren turns at the sound of the engine, drops his arm. Both of them standing there as the guy gets out in his branded polo shirt and baseball cap. Says Robin’s name, which sees her pulse skitter with alarm, or guilt, but he was simply the one who placed the order, so she says yes, and the guy opens the car boot and begins to ferry pizza boxes down the garden path, and Bren moves forward to help. So Nora opens the front door, says in there, please, the door to the right, and the pizza is carried in, towers of it, and she hears people cheer when it enters the living room, and in all the chaos and excitement and after paying the delivery guy and taking a breath she is back inside with the fug and the noise of the party, and Bren is there, too. Already eating pizza with her friends, Robin’s friends. And somehow they’ve sidestepped their chance for a proper hello, the need for introductions, and there is no moment of truth or understanding, after all the years she had pictured seeing him again; there is simply garlic bread, an array of dips in plastic pots, and someone turning up the music and announcing that now, people, it’s a party.

_

Why do you look like you’ve never seen a pizza before, Shay asks her, as they stand by the living room door.

What, Nora says, as she watches Bren lift the cap off a beer. Robin, feet from him, with his hand on someone’s shoulder, laughing his great Robin laugh, his shirt black and gold like the song that’s playing.

What’s up with you, Shay asks.

More friends, then, in front of them, eating pizza, asking to see her ring. Wow, Nora, it even looks like you, then Robin is there with a slice in his hand just for her. Saying he saw she was pizza-less, and that was just wrong. Arm around her waist, kiss on her temple. Marry her already, someone says, and he guffaws, says shall we?

Robin, Nora says.

Yeah?

There’s –

But then his brother is tugging him onto the makeshift dance floor and Robin is calling back to her, come dance, Nora, and she says she’ll just – points at her pizza – the introduction dried in her throat. Bren is talking to some of her art school friends, now. Back turned, his neck bronzed with sun, trailed in a black twine necklace like the one she gave him for his birthday, years ago. Surely not the same one.

Who’s the guy, Shay asks her, handing her a glass of wine. Nora takes a mouthful, swallows, says who?

The one you’re pretending not to look at?

More wine, to hide the red in her cheeks.

No one, she says, when she lowers her glass. Just my old neighbour, Bren.

Shay’s own lips are stained red with wine, her teeth mauve, like her hair.

The one who travels, and does nothing?

It’s not nothing, Nora says. He works in outdoor centres and stuff.

You didn’t say he was coming!

I didn’t know.

Hair brushed behind her ear. The rest of her pizza eaten, steadying, the warm dough, salt of the soft melted cheese. So why don’t you go say hi, Shay says, and Nora nods, says she should. She will.

Doesn’t move.

Shay frowns, puts down her wine glass. Says come on, and grabs her elbow.

No, Nora says, Shay, I don’t – but instead of dragging her towards Bren, Shay steers her out of the room, past friends talking in the hall, past the bathroom where there is a short queue of people waiting; out through the kitchen into the bricked backyard. Two people smoking by the gate. The stars are out, the night fresh. Feels cool on Nora’s too-warm skin.

Talk to me, Shay says.

There’s nothing to talk about, Nora says, tweaking a flower that’s flopped into her face.

I know you better than you think, Shay says, and I can tell you have something going on in that quiet heart of yours.

How can a heart be quiet?

See! You’re deflecting! And you look like you’re going to cry and you can’t do that at your own engagement party, Nora. It’s too tragic.

The moon shines above them, half concealed by the rooftop. Steady drip of prior rain from the clogged gutters as Nora folds her arms, music carrying through the closed back door. Chelsea Dagger, rowdy, hollering.

I just didn’t expect to see him, Nora says.
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