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 One 
 
      
 
    Izzy Mortimer was getting married in an hour. Probably. 
 
      
 
    She was, on the date of her wedding, thirty years old. On the face of it, it was a good age to take the plunge. She wasn’t a knocked up eighteen-year-old, daddy’s shotgun forcing her and her love up the aisle before her waters broke. She was a woman with a career, an almost paid off Vauxhall Astra and a premium Spotify account. So why did she feel like a kid right now? Why did she feel like she was about to take an exam she wasn’t prepared for? 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t about the woman in question, Izzy’s wife-to-be. Far from it. This wasn’t about how madly in love she was. She would have passed that test with flying colours. 
 
      
 
    The problem was that she wasn’t really sure whether or not the getting married part was a good idea. Because being in love wasn’t always enough, as Izzy could attest. Being in love did not protect you from a disastrous break-up a few years from now. What if circumstances created a gap between them? What if they grew apart? What if one of them cheated? These things happened, as well Izzy knew from every other relationship that had gone disastrously wrong. The big difference was if this relationship didn’t work out she wouldn’t just get dumped, she’d be a divorcee. A divorcee. Who would want that title? No one. Her parents had fought tooth and nail to avoid that result and they’d arrived in different cars today anyway, driven from different houses, where they’d woken up with different people.  
 
      
 
    So what were the odds she’d make it? How likely was it that - with romantic dysfunction in her blood - she’d come up smiling? 
 
      
 
    This was the whole problem. She felt ill prepared. How could she walk down the aisle in an hour and get married to the love of her life knowing that, in all probability, she didn’t have the emotional toolkit to make it work? 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt her heart beating loud and fast as she looked at herself in the full-length mirror of her hotel room, which sat on top of the ballroom she was going to get married in. Her dark blonde hair was pinned in a princess braid, her face made up nicely, and she was wearing a white gown. She knew it took some nerve to wear that colour today - she wasn’t exactly a snow-white virgin - but white meant fresh and Izzy wanted that. A new start. If she could just get herself downstairs in a fit state to say, ‘I do.’ That started with a normal heartbeat. She took a deep breath and clutched a hand to her chest, telling the errant organ to calm the fuck down.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sis, are you all right?’ Simon asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, fine. Yeah. Breezy’ Izzy said, bent double.  
 
      
 
    ‘Jesus, Iz. Isn’t this supposed to be the happiest day of your life? Take a chill pill, would you? It’s a wedding. You’re not going to the gallows.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You say that. But if I have a stress induced heart attack and peg out on the alter, what’s the difference?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon stood next to his sister and checked his tie in the mirror. ‘Don’t exaggerate. You’re getting married in a hotel. It doesn’t have an altar.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy gave him a thumbs up as she straightened up. ‘Helpful as ever, brother.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s up? Are you having doubts or something?’ Simon asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Not like you mean’ Izzy told him. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. I’m just… What if I mess this up? What if I get it wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Get what wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon sighed and went over to the window, leaning against the sill. ‘Sis, if there’s one thing I know about you, you don’t get anything wrong.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not true’ Izzy said, throwing him a cynical look. 
 
      
 
    ‘It is. Little Miss Perfect. Always the planner, always prepared. This is no different.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s the thing. I don’t know if any of that’s gonna help me today.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because there are some things you can’t prepare for.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Name one thing you’ve ever gotten wrong’ Simon said, rolling his eyes. 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at the clock on the wall. Still fifty-five minutes to go. Time enough to explain to her brother exactly what she meant. ‘Do you remember Ben?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ben?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘My boyfriend when I was eighteen.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh yeah. That guy’ Simon said with a laugh. ‘The poor bastard. He was barking up the wrong tree, wasn’t he?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, well, that’s my point.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What is?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That you can plan your life as much as you like. But it doesn’t mean shit when you get down to it.’ 
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    ‘Are we friends or not?’  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘OK, so I’m gonna start out with Sexyback, Justin. That one’s easy’ Izzy said, lying back on her bed, the cord from her parents’ bedroom phone stretched to the limit. This wasn’t a call she wanted prying ears to hear but her phone was out of credit, so it was landline or nothing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Alright’ her best friend Alicia Coleman replied, only half listening. 
 
      
 
    ‘And then I thought I’d go for a classic. 2 Become 1, Spice Girls’ Izzy went on, glancing at her poster of the girl band on her wall above the bed. No one listened to the Spice Girls anymore, but Izzy still loved them. Especially Sporty.  
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy, are you sure you need to go to all this trouble?’ Alicia breathed. ‘I don’t think Ben’s gonna care what’s coming out of your speakers.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This is my virginity we’re talking about’ Izzy stage whispered into the phone. She wasn’t totally certain her fourteen-year-old brother Simon didn’t have his ear to the door. He’d been known to do it before, the little sneak. ‘It needs to be perfect. And that means the perfect playlist. And candles. And underwear that doesn’t come from a multipack’ she said, anxiously. Just talking about this was stressing her out. 
 
      
 
    Alicia sighed. ‘You know, when I got my V-plates off last year, it wasn’t that big a deal. Ten minutes ‘round the back of a Burger King and that was that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy winced. She hated that story. Alicia had deserved better than Gary Miller. He thought he was so cool because he was two years older and he was on the insurance for his dad’s Mondeo. Izzy had seen him for the loser he was right off. Time had proven her right. He’d told Alicia all kinds of sweet waffle about loving her and she’d let him do it to her standing up in a car park. Then he’d moved onto Lisa Phillips. Alicia said she didn’t care but Izzy hadn’t believed her. But then she’d moved onto Michael Paternick. And then Ryan Goddard. But Gary and the Burger King was her first time. It was a story she’d be stuck with for the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, what if I end up marrying Ben?’ Izzy posited. ‘What’ll we tell the grandkids?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re gonna tell your grandkids about how you lost your cherry to their grandad?’ asked Alicia. Izzy heard her switching channels in the background. 
 
      
 
    Izzy shrugged. ‘I don’t know. But I need to be prepared if they ask.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia didn’t say anything for a second and Izzy was left hanging in the silence, wondering if this was the moment her best friend would finally decide Izzy Mortimer was too lame to be friends with anymore. 
 
      
 
    She’d waited for that day practically since they’d met, at twelve. She’d been sitting at the back of the bus on the way to her first day of comprehensive school, scribbling notes in her pad listing what she wanted to do when school was over. It was a fear-combating tactic. Izzy was scared to death of going to big school. She was already trying to wish herself to the other side.  
 
      
 
    And then Alicia had jumped on and walked down the aisle, coming right at her. She looked like she didn’t have a care in the world and why should she? Puberty was clearly giving her no problems, her skin clear and bright, her smile straight, her hair silken and dark. Izzy had been immediately transfixed by the girl. She wondered what it would take to be as effortlessly pretty. For reasons Izzy had never ascertained, Alicia had sat down next to her. ‘Can I sit here?’ she said, already sat and then, ‘What’s that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm… It’s a list.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia took the pad without asking and began to read. ‘Doctor, astronaut, news reporter. This a life plan?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Never too early’ Izzy said, knowing full well how big of a dork she sounded. 
 
      
 
    But Alicia smiled. ‘Maybe. I don’t know what I’m going to be. My mum thinks I should be a model. But I don’t know about that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy privately agreed with the assessment that this girl could be professionally looked at. But Izzy’s father always said models were vapid and boring. And this girl wasn’t boring, Izzy knew that in an instant. ‘You could do anything you like’ Izzy told her. ‘But my dad thinks I should think about it now. Not waste time.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia gave Izzy her notebook. ‘Well, maybe we’ll both be models. Or both be doctors. Maybe we could do both. Save lives in the day, strut down the catwalk at night’ she said with a smile.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was thrilled to have a girl like this putting them in the same category. ‘Yeah. Maybe we will. I’m Isabel, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not right’ Alicia said instantly. ‘I’m gonna call you Izzy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright’ Izzy agreed instantly. ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alicia. Oh, we’re here. See you later’ she said and jumped off the bus. Izzy watched her go and thought. ‘I need to make that girl my friend.’ 
 
      
 
    And she did, after a fashion. They moved in different circles; Izzy was bookish where Alicia was more about the social side of school. But they still said hello, sat together at lunch sometimes, had the odd after school hangout, talked on the phone occasionally. Izzy wasn’t sure what she brought to the table. Because Alicia was undeniably the cool one in the pair. Izzy felt lucky she’d held onto her this long.  
 
      
 
    Now they were eighteen, graduation loomed, and Izzy feared the split was upon them. She was determined to get what time and attention she could from Alicia. Which included running the details of her planned virginity loss by her. Alicia knew about sex, after all. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, you’re putting too much pressure on it. It’s supposed to be fun’ Alicia eventually said.  
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed shrilly. ‘No it isn’t! Everyone knows the first time is the one you get out of the way. Remember when Becky Jackson lost hers? She said it was rubbish. Said he was banging at her like she was a nail and he was a hammer. She was just glad when it was over.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Becky Jackson’s boyfriend is a bell-end’ came Alicia’s verdict. ‘He’s always spelling boobs on his calculator and laughing like it’s hilarious. Is it really a wonder he wasn’t exactly a sex god?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy bit her lip. ‘Do you think Ben’s a sex god? Potentially?’ 
 
      
 
    There was a pause. ‘I’m sure he’ll do alright.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy knew a diplomatic answer when she heard one. She decided not to press it. ‘I just think if it’s not going to be brilliant or anything, it might as well be… Staged correctly.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed. ‘You know what? That’s your whole problem. Sex should be spontaneous. Cos, you know, say what you want about Gary, but it was fucking exciting. And vice versa. He knew what he was doing. And he had a really big di-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please do not tell me anything about Gary’s downstairs!’ Izzy yelled, forgetting to keep her voice down. She wasn’t comfortable talking like this. The setting and the timing and all the rest of it, fine. But she didn’t want to hear the gory details of Alicia’s sex life. It made her feel weird.  
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, Jane Austen, I won’t say any more about it… Hey, are you coming to Jack’s party on Saturday?’ Alicia asked, thankfully done with the topic of Gary’s manhood. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think so’ Izzy replied automatically. 
 
      
 
    ‘Come on, Iz. You never go to stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s because that lot aren’t my crowd. They’re yours’ Izzy replied, her standard response to Alicia making her regular push for Izzy to loosen up. Izzy didn’t know why she bothered.  
 
      
 
    The system was established. Alicia was friends with everyone. Izzy was friends with Alicia. Alicia changed boyfriends like she changed her pants. Izzy had Ben, who was good at talking to Izzy’s parents and always got his homework in on time. Alicia got smashed regularly on vodka and detailed her heroic hangovers over morning registration. Izzy liked a good book and an early bedtime. 
 
      
 
    Therefore, Izzy didn’t try to stray into Alicia’s world, into booze and snogging and love bites left on necks. It wasn’t for her. But Alicia still made the occasional stab of dragging her down for a good, dirty time. Izzy never broke. 
 
      
 
    Although, on occasion, she did wonder about it all. Just a bit. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m gonna do it, you know’ Alicia swore. ‘One of these nights, I’m gonna get you out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, we’ll see’ Izzy said, pretending to be blasé but secretly pleased Alicia cared to even try. 
 
      
 
    ‘When’s the big day, anyway?’ Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Friday. My parents went to Crete yesterday and Simon’s at a sleepover that night.’ Her parents’ holiday was a relief to everyone. The rowing lately was tough to hear. She wondered if they were having a nice time together in Greece. She doubted it. 
 
      
 
    ‘House to yourself? Gonna get good and loud, eh?’ Alicia sniggered. 
 
      
 
    Izzy blushed and rubbed the back of her neck. ‘I don’t know, do I? I’ve got no frame of reference.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I’ve heard the noise you make when you eat a Mars Bar. If that’s anything to go by, you’re gonna be a moaner.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt herself break out in an honest to goodness sweat. ‘Alicia!’   
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed. ‘Well, the party’s on Saturday. So we could hang out then and you can tell me all the disgusting details.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up’ Izzy said. Part of her liked this chase though. She thought that if Alicia ever stopped trying to convince her to go to parties, she’d miss it. It felt nice to be wanted. ‘Anyway, I gotta go, I think I hear my brother breathing on the other side of the door.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Little pervert. You know he’s always looking at my tits, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy did know. But in a way, she couldn’t blame him. They were a nice set, as boobs went. Bigger than Izzy’s and worn with a hell of a lot more confidence, like everything about Alicia. Alicia knew she was good looking. ‘I’m sorry about that. But in his defence, you’re the only girl he knows with a proper pair who isn’t his sister.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t care. Just creeps me out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you want me to say something?’ Izzy asked, hoping to god Alicia wouldn’t say yes. The thought made her want to vomit. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. But maybe you could get him some porn or something.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You want me to buy my fourteen-year-old brother… Dirty magazines?’ Izzy asked, knowing Alicia wasn’t being serious. 
 
      
 
    ‘If you cared about me, you would’ Alicia said dryly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll see what I can do then’ Izzy grinned, getting up off the bed. ‘Alright, gotta go or my dad will moan when he gets the bill. Night.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Night.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy hung up the phone and crept toward her door. She grabbed the handle and swung it open quickly. If Simon was on the other side of the door, this was how you caught him. But the doorway was empty. Her secret plans were safe.  
 
      
 
    That only left carrying them out. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Stupid bloody thing’ Izzy swore. She couldn’t get the damn lighter to stay lit. She didn’t have long, and she still had three other candles to light after this one. It was Simon’s fault. He’d left for his sleepover later than expected and only left Izzy two hours to get ready. And shaving her legs had taken forever. Ordinarily, it wasn’t a big task, but this was the first time she knew the job needed to stand up to close inspection. And it turned out, Izzy’s leg hair had a strange weft. She’d had to run the razor in about eight different directions over her stubbly legs to really get a smooth finish. 
 
      
 
    And now she was standing here, in a matching red bra and pantie set from La Senza (twenty quid, which was three and a half nights babysitting money) underneath her only dress (black, mid length, some cleavage) trying to set the mood. She just hoped Ben appreciated all her work.  
 
      
 
    The lighter finally flickered to life and immediately scorched Izzy’s finger. ‘Ow! Shit!’ she cried. She wasn’t much of a swearer usually, her parents told her if she got in the habit, she’d forget to modify it and say it at the worst time. Izzy believed it. Alicia had once screamed ‘Wank stain!’ at a boy from her class who pinched her bum while they were filing in for assembly, right in front of the Headteacher. The Head wasn’t amused about the cursing and Alicia got a week’s detention. The bum-pincher got away clean. Izzy had been incensed on Alicia’s behalf and very nearly said something to the Head before chickening out. 
 
      
 
    Izzy ran upstairs to the bathroom, tearing the medicine cabinet open, looking for Savlon for her burnt finger. It was nowhere to be found. She shut the cabinet and was confronted with her own reflection. Her long, thick ash blonde hair was washed and straightened. She was wearing make-up stolen from her mother’s dresser. She frowned, disappointed with her view.  
 
      
 
    She shouldn’t have been. She had deep-set chocolate eyes that implied mystery, bee stung lips, a smile that was rarely seen but dazzling when it appeared. Her bone structure was strong and robust, her roman nose worn well. Her body’s curves, still somewhat new, were bombshell level. Anyone would have looked at Izzy and seen that she was coming into her own. They would have known a beautiful girl in the making. 
 
      
 
    But that wasn’t what Izzy saw. She saw a big nose and tiny eyes, a goofy smile. She saw love handles and unwieldy boobs that stopped clothes looking nice on her. Worse, she saw a little girl playing grown-up. She really wasn’t sure she could go through with this. 
 
      
 
    She was distracted from her doubts by the Savlon, laying on top of the sink, left there by some other clumsy member of her family. She dabbed it on the burn, telling herself as she did so that it didn’t really matter if she was ready or not. She’d made a decision. She’d planned this out. The thought of waking up tomorrow the same boring virgin she was today was unthinkable. She was going to do this. She was going to have sex. 
 
      
 
    The doorbell rang. The shock caused Izzy’s hand to clench down on the Savlon and a white stream of salve squirted onto the cabinet mirror. She wiped it quickly away and hoped to god it wasn’t a portent of what was to come from the evening.  
 
      
 
    Izzy ran downstairs to the front door. Before she opened it, she took a second to catch her breath. Only then did she put the key into her destiny (also known as the Yale lock) and turn. The key got stuck for a second and after a false start, she got the blasted thing open. 
 
      
 
    Ben was there, grinning, his centre parting neat, his face shaved and pink, his shoes shiny, his white shirt pressed within an inch of its life. Izzy was somewhat taken aback to see he was wearing a tie. ‘Hi!’ he exclaimed, his voice a shade high. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hi’ she said, and reflexively checked her watch.  
 
      
 
    Ben was immediately contrite. ‘I’m early.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Only five minutes’ Izzy said, waving off his over-punctuality, as though it hadn’t pissed her off. Because the five minutes he’d stolen meant that there were four unlit candles in the living room. They had been part of the plan and now they were an itch she wouldn’t be able to scratch because he was an eager beaver who couldn’t - just once - be slightly cool.  ‘Come in’ she said, stepping back. Ben stepped in meekly, kissing her on the cheek. ‘You look nice.’ 
 
      
 
    Nice? She’d been shooting for sexy, or near enough as she could manage. Izzy presumed she’d missed the mark then. ‘Thanks. You too.’ 
 
      
 
    They stood in the hallway for an awkward second, looking at each other. They both knew what the plan was for tonight. Ben had been pushing, well, not pushing, more like nudging to take things to the next level from their kissing sessions. Izzy had made it clear to him last time she’d seen him that this was the night. He’d seemed pleased, like a dog about to be given a long-awaited treat. 
 
      
 
    But tonight wasn’t really about Ben. It was about ‘Losing it.’ It was time. Everyone else in her year had done it now, practically. Alicia’s (not to mention Becky Jackson’s) lost virginity had quickly been followed by the burgeoning womanhood’s of Laura Kim, Lakshmi Singh, Anita Pratt and Jodie Papadopoulos. And then Helen Nowakowski, who everyone had dismissed as a virgin for life, had given it up to Darren Clark. It was then that Izzy knew she had to get on with it. Because the virgins were dropping like flies. She didn’t want to get left behind and become That Girl, the freak who was uptight and frightened of sex, a child amongst women. And Ben was nice to her and they’d been going out for a year and everyone accepted them as official girlfriend and boyfriend. So what was there to wait for? 
 
      
 
    ‘Shall I just go straight up then?’ Ben asked, walking toward the stairs. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I thought…’ Izzy started, and Ben turned back to her. ‘I mean, I’ve got wine. In the living room.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben looked put out. In that moment, Izzy hated him. She was going to give him her virginity and he wouldn’t give her ten minutes to get in the mood. She was asking for one glass of wine, a couple of songs, some dimly lit conversation. God knows, the wine was a necessary tool. She needed to loosen herself up a bit if she was going to get through this. And he wanted to run upstairs and get straight to business, no mental foreplay. The selfish bastard. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had to remind herself that she liked Ben. She probably even loved him. In a way. Otherwise this wasn’t going to work. 
 
      
 
    Ben seem to clock onto the fact he’d committed a faux pas and gave her an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry. Yeah, wine. Sure.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ben watched with eyes wide as Izzy gulped down half the big glass of Merlot in one go. ‘Steady!’ he cried.  
 
      
 
    Izzy took the glass away and felt a dribble of red wine spill out of the corner of her mouth. ‘Sorry’ she said, wiping her chin.  
 
      
 
    In the background, the Spice Girls sang, Come a little bit closer baby, get it on, get it on. 'Cause tonight is the night when two become one. Izzy didn’t feel like her and Ben could become one. She was pretty sure they were going to remain two, clothed or not. She realised what a stupid song it was.  
 
      
 
    ‘How did you do on that algebra test?’ she asked, groping wildly for conversation. Algebra wasn’t really the sexiest topic, but she didn’t have much else. She wondered what Alicia would say in a situation like this. She was probably fully equipped with flirtatious banter, ready to whip it out at a moment’s notice. In fact, she could probably get sexy in a bus station wearing a potato sack. And here Izzy was, with red wine and dim lighting, on a comfy sofa, done up like a dog’s dinner, and all she could do was enquire after Ben’s maths skills. How on earth was this night going to add up to Izzy finally becoming a woman? It was like its own algebra equation. X plus Izzy and Ben equals sex. But what the hell was X? 
 
      
 
    But Ben didn’t seem to mind her banal chatter. He looked happy to talk about his test. ‘Ninety-three percent!’ he exclaimed happily. ‘How’d you do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, umm... Eighty-seven?’ 
 
      
 
    Ben gave her a condescending. ‘That’s good too.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, I know’ Izzy replied, annoyed. She had thought that was good. Until Ben had rubbed his ninety-three in her face. God, he was making it so difficult to want to have sex with him.  
 
      
 
    With that in mind, Izzy gave up on the notion that she was going to want to do this. She would have loved to get herself whipped up into a frenzy ahead of the big event. But Ben didn’t have it in him, that was becoming obvious. Izzy picked up her glass and drained the other half of the wine, suppressing a shudder at its bitter taste. ‘Right’ she said and stood up from the sofa. She felt a bit dizzy. ‘Come on.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben looked up, shocked. ‘What, now?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy raised an eyebrow. ‘I thought you wanted to get upstairs?’ 
 
      
 
    Ben shook himself. ‘Yeah but-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Let’s go then’ Izzy said, walking out of the room, not waiting for Ben. She felt the effects of the alcohol hitting her system. She’d hoped the booze would make her feel more sexual. That’s what Alicia said it did. But she just felt wobbly.  
 
      
 
    She walked up the stairs, grabbing hold of the bannister for ballast, the words spinning through her head. I’m gonna do it, I’m gonna do it. 
 
      
 
    By the time she was at her bedroom, Ben had caught up. She couldn’t help but notice that he looked considerably more frightened than he had when he’d arrived. She wondered if it was because he’d expected to take charge. Well, tough luck. She’d taken the control now. She kind of liked how scared he was.  
 
      
 
    She was starting to feel quite divorced from what she was going to do. Like she might just float up to the ceiling and watch her body do its stuff. She supposed that was the booze. Maybe that’s what Alicia meant when she said booze put you in the mood. That you just stopped caring. 
 
      
 
    ‘Right, get on the bed’ she instructed him. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh’ Ben said and looked at the bed like it was going to eat him. ‘Should we not… Should we not kiss first?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy shook her head, feeling like she wanted to laugh. ‘Nope. Take your clothes off, I’ll take mine off and we’ll just get on with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben’s mouth hung. ‘Izzy. You’re acting like we’re going to take a science quiz. Not…’ he trailed off, unable to find the right word. 
 
      
 
    But Izzy found the word. It was an Alicia word. ‘Shag?’ 
 
      
 
    Ben’s face went bright red. ‘I, I wouldn’t use that word.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat down on the bed and slipped off her heels, her mother’s best. ‘Look, I thought you wanted to do this?’ she asked. She began to slip one of the spaghetti straps from her shoulder, then the other. And then she was sat there with her dress at her waist, her bra exposed. Why had this seemed to matter an hour ago? It was just a body.  
 
      
 
    Ben looked down at her and seemed to gather his gumption. ‘Alright’ he said and he undid his tie, throwing it over the chair in the corner. His shirt went next, then his trousers. He stood before her in his navy boxers, readying himself.  
 
      
 
    Izzy knew it was the moment she was going to have sex. Unfortunately, it was also the moment the alcohol’s effects chose to leave her system. She began to feel a bit less… Easy. 
 
      
 
    But she had her foot in the door now. No turning back. She lay back on the bed, her dress still half on, and sighed through her nose. Ben climbed on top of her and let his weight press down. He began to kiss her neck. Izzy looked up at the ceiling, noticing a weird mark on it that she’d never seen before. A brown smudge shaped like a clown eating an apple. Had it always been there?  
 
      
 
    Ben began to work his way down to her chest, pulling at the strap of her brand-new bra. She felt it snap. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ she exclaimed. ‘That was new!’ 
 
      
 
    Ben looked guilty. ‘Sorry. I got carried away’ he said with a rueful grin.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was livid. Twenty quid down the drain. But this was something that happened in passionate moments, wasn’t it? Alicia probably broke three bras a week like this. ‘It’s alright’ Izzy said, managing to smile. He smiled and went back to work. 
 
      
 
    As he kissed her collarbone, she wondered if she could stitch the bra back together. She was pretty sure her mother had some thread that matched the colour. But threading a needle took her forever. The last time she’d tried to do it, ten minutes went by with no success, and her mother had been forced to intervene. But the button got sewed onto those jeans in the end, so she was able to go out and meet Alicia at the cinema. They’d seen Batman Begins, which was brilliant and then gone for a McDonalds afterwards. Izzy had been torn between a Big Mac and Filet O’ Fish, but in the end, she’d gone for the Big… 
 
      
 
    She suddenly realised there were eyes on her. Ben had stopped kissing her and he was looking at her, worry in his eyes. ‘Is this alright?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah’ Izzy exclaimed, feigning enthusiasm.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s just, you looked a bit…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Distracted’ Ben frowned. 
 
      
 
    Izzy shrugged, still lying down, which was harder than it looked. ‘I’m fine.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine?’ Ben repeated. 
 
      
 
    Izzy knew she’d picked the wrong word. ‘I mean, this is good. Nice. Good. Keep doing it.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben looked unsure and then seemed to decide he’d had enough encouragement to proceed. He bent down to her stomach and begin to kiss it. It tickled. Izzy spat out a laugh. 
 
      
 
    ‘God’s sakes, Izzy’ Ben exclaimed, frustrated, looking back up at her. 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t help it if you found my ticklish spot!’ Izzy said defensively.  
 
      
 
    Ben got up and sat at the edge of the bed. 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Izzy asked. ‘Why are you stopping?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m obviously not doing this right’ Ben said petulantly, folding his arms across his naked chest. 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat up next to him. ‘Ben, I’m sorry. I’m just nervous. Tell you what? I could…’ She stopped to think about what she was going to offer. But it was no good. She was going to have to do something she really didn’t want to, or this sex thing was never going to get off the ground. ‘I could give you a…’ She nodded at his crotch.  
 
      
 
    Ben raised an eyebrow and Izzy could tell she had his attention. ‘Yeah?’ 
 
      
 
    She nodded, trying to seem keen. ‘Yes. If you want?’ 
 
      
 
    He nodded, and Izzy knew she was going to have to follow through. She got off the bed and onto her knees, in front of Ben. He grinned impishly and slid down his boxers. Izzy was confronted with her first (and as it turned out, last) penis. She made no move toward it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you gonna do it, then?’ Ben asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. Just give me a sec’ Izzy said, still locked up, looking at this ridiculous and unattractive bit of anatomy. It was funny because there was nothing else about Ben’s face or body that would cause you to expect he had something that looked like this in his pants. It was like Izzy taking her clothes off to reveal a clown nose growing out of her belly button. It was absurd. 
 
      
 
    And it was losing shape by the second. ‘Erm, Izzy…’ Ben pressed, and Izzy moved her face an inch nearer to it. And stopped again, frozen. Several seconds passed as she tried to push herself forward.  
 
      
 
    But she couldn’t do it. She knew this was as close as she’d get to Ben. Ever. She looked up at him. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t think… I don’t think I can.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben pulled his pants back up, secreting his manhood. Izzy felt relief that it was out of her sight. She sighed and stood. Ben stood too. He looked at Izzy. ‘This was your idea.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This was all your idea’ he said, pink in his cheeks. 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded. She was flushed with embarrassment. She just wanted Ben to go now so she could cry. She’d failed. She would never have sex. She would be a virgin for life. While other girls jumped onto boys’ mid-sections with abandon, she’d be forever at the window of normal life, looking in, a distant observer of what other people made look easy. But none of it was easy. Not for Izzy Mortimer. There was something wrong with her, something missing.  
 
      
 
    Ben coughed, and Izzy looked up to see he was fully dressed again. ‘Shall I just go then?’ he asked miserably. Izzy longed to say, ‘Yes. Go.’ But she wasn’t that kind of girl and instead she said, ‘No, please don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Ben looked thrown. ‘What should we do, then?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy threw her hands up, no idea what kind of activity followed a failed attempt at sex. 
 
      
 
    ‘You wanna watch a video?’ Ben asked kindly. 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt terrible. She’d been so mean to Ben all evening and he’d only done his best, same as her. He didn’t deserve her contempt. ‘Sure.’ 
 
      
 
    They went downstairs and Ben went to the video shelf (they were still a VHS house) and began to call out suggestions. In the end, they picked something old, Austin Powers. They’d both seen it many times, but it didn’t matter. It was just something to do so they could feel normal again. Although Izzy winced every time the titular character said his catchphrase. ‘Shagadelic, baby.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Four 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was Saturday, thank god. No school. Izzy could just stay in bed all morning and quietly think about what a mess she was. 
 
      
 
    Only the phone kept ringing. It had been ringing all morning. Izzy didn’t pick it up. She knew it was Alicia. Izzy couldn’t face talking to her. So she ignored it and waited for Alicia to lose interest.  
 
      
 
    Around lunchtime, Izzy got up and went downstairs, transferring her misery to a new location. She didn’t have long to let it fester. Simon busted in the front door, loud and excitable. ‘Sis, we got any of that cereal? The chocolate one?’ he called through to her by way of a greeting as he burst into the hall, slinging his bag on the floor. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know’ Izzy yelled back from the living room sofa. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m starving!’ Simon said, coming to the doorway and looking at his sister, not noticing her low mood. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not Mum, Si’ Izzy snapped at him. ‘Just go and have a look for yourself!’ 
 
      
 
    Simon tutted. ‘Alright, moody-tits’ he muttered and went off to the raid the kitchen. 
 
      
 
    The phone rang again. Izzy jumped up and ran to the kitchen. She had to warn Simon, stop him before he… 
 
      
 
    ‘Hello?’ she heard her brother say into the kitchen extension. And then, ‘Iz! It’s Alicia!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy moaned. She got up and went into the kitchen, taking the phone from her stupid brother with a fake smile. ‘Hello?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oi! I’ve been ringing you all morning! Where the hell have you been?’ Alicia demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry. I’ve been… asleep’ she lied. 
 
      
 
    ‘Bloody hell, ‘til this time?’ Alicia exclaimed. ‘You must have had a right session last night.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy faked a laugh.  
 
      
 
    ‘So…’ Alicia said. ‘Let’s have it then.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at Simon, eating cereal loudly. ‘I’m with my brother.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon swallowed. ‘I’m not listening’ he said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, right’ Izzy said with a raised eyebrow. 
 
      
 
    Alicia interrupted. ‘So go to the phone upstairs.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t. He’ll listen in’ Izzy said. It was true, he would. He had the knack down. Whenever Izzy and Simon picked up a ringing phone at the same time, if it turned out to be for her, she’d yell down at Simon to hang up and he’d scream, ‘Alright!’, fake the click of a phone being put down, mute it so you couldn’t hear him breathe and listen until his little ears fell off. Izzy knew his tricks. Because things she’d said in private conversations that he couldn’t have heard any other way would become blackmail material, given time: ‘If you don’t do the washing up instead of me, I’ll tell Dad you drove his car for ten seconds in Asda carpark when he went in to buy sausages!’ He was a tricky little bastard. 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine’ Alicia said. ‘If you won’t talk now, you’ve got no choice. You’ll have to come to Jack’s tonight.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy couldn’t think of anything worse. The mood she was in today, the idea of being around the ‘cool’ people that populated her school was horrifying. ‘Alicia, no-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look!’ Alicia broke in. ‘Are we friends or not?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked. ‘Of course we are.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then come to the party tonight. Just this once, do something I ask.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was in a bind. Alicia had broken out the big guns, as good as saying that if she didn’t come to this party, Izzy was a bad friend. And Alicia was the only real friend that Izzy had. Sure, she talked to other people, made a stab at being a functioning member of her school. But she couldn’t really say that anyone else really knew her. Not the way Alicia did. And now that was in danger. Even if Izzy knew it was emotional blackmail, this felt like a moment she couldn’t say no. 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine’ Izzy sighed. 
 
      
 
    A voice broke in from Alicia’s end. ‘Is that Izzy?’ asked Alicia’s dad. 
 
      
 
    ‘None of your business’ Alicia replied, taking her mouth from the phone. Izzy was shocked. She wouldn’t have dared speak to her dad that way. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, if it is, say hello from me’ Alicia’s dad replied cheerily, untroubled by his daughter’s attitude.  
 
      
 
    ‘Christ, alright then. Can you bugger off now?’ Alicia said and then said to Izzy, ‘Was that a yes? About the party.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. What’s the address?’ she asked, not even trying to sound into it. But Alicia didn’t care. She gave her the address and told her to be there by eight. 
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    Music blared from Jack Miller’s house. It was Razorlight, of course. It was 9.01pm. Izzy knocked on the door. No one answered. They probably couldn’t hear her. 
 
      
 
    She knocked again, only slightly louder. If no one came to let her in, she couldn’t be at the party, could she? She could tell Alicia that she’d tried and tried but no one answered the door, no matter how hard she banged… 
 
      
 
    The door opened. Jack Miller looked at her in slight surprise. She wasn’t surprised that Jack didn’t know her. Despite the fact they’d gone to school together for years, they existed on different planes of existence. ‘Yeah?’ he said, as though she were a Jehovah’s witness. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alicia asked me to come’ Izzy said quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh’ Jack said, relaxing and standing back. ‘Get in, then. She’s in the kitchen, I think, doing shots.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stepped in and nearly ran down the hallway to the kitchen. She filed in to find Alicia lying on the kitchen table, some boy Izzy didn’t know sucking tequila out of Alicia’s belly button. Izzy had always suspected this level of debauchery was going on at parties. But to have it confirmed was shocking. ‘Hi?’ she said.  
 
      
 
    Alicia – giggling a moment ago as the strange guy lapped booze from her stomach – turned and gasped. ‘Oh my god!’ She shoved the guy away, her attention fully on Izzy. ‘You came! You’re late. But you came!’ she almost screamed, getting off the table and pulling her vest-top down. She ran to Izzy and grabbed her in a hug.  
 
      
 
    Izzy accepted the hug, enjoying it. She hadn’t realised until now how much she’d needed it. It was a warm compress applied directly to her cold little soul. ‘I said I would, didn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t believe you’ Alicia told her, as she pulled back from the hug. Izzy looked at her friend, tall, skinny, gorgeous, with her long dark hair, bright blue sparkly eyes, porcelain skin and sharp cheekbones. Not for the first time, she couldn’t understand how this person was her friend. Izzy was from the planet Dork. Alicia was some kind of intergalactic superhero, spreading her cool everywhere she went. 
 
      
 
    Alicia turned back to the table, grabbing the tequila bottle and a shot glass. ‘Right. Let’s get you caught up.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy sat on the sofa, three sheets to the wind. It wasn’t like last night’s glass of red wine, passing through her system the moment the shit hit the fan. This was hard liquor and for the first time in Izzy’s life, she was drunk.  
 
      
 
    Alicia was sat next to her, sipping a glass of… What the hell was that and why was it pink? ‘OK, so what happened then?’ she prompted. Izzy, despite how hammered she felt, had yet to fully spill her beans. She was telling the story sequentially, working up to its disappointing conclusion. ‘So then I took my dress off. Well, not off off. I sort of got it halfway down’ she said, gesturing at her waist. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah…’ Alicia said, clearly wanting Izzy to get to the mucky stuff. 
 
      
 
    ‘So then…’ Izzy started, before pausing to take another sip of horrible tequila, gagging immediately after. She did it every sip. ‘…He kind of, like, climbed on top of me…’  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And then… We stopped. And then we went downstairs and watched telly’ Izzy said quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘You stopped?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded, embarrassed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t get it, what went wrong? I thought you guys… Weren’t you ready to go?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked away. That was the whole problem. She hadn’t been ready. And she probably never would be. Alicia had been born ready. How could she begin to explain this to her? 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey!’ Alicia yelled. ‘Why are you crying?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked to find Alicia was right. There were tears on her cheeks. How humiliating. Her first time really drinking and she was finding out she was a tearful, sloppy drunk. ‘I don’t know!’ she wailed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Come here, idiot’ Alicia said and grabbed Izzy in a hug that was half wrestling move, half affectionate. But Izzy was crying. She didn’t like to be touched when she was upset. She never had. Izzy shook herself out of the hug. ‘No, don’t. I’m fine.’ 
 
      
 
    She looked at Alicia to see something surprising. Hurt. But Alicia quickly cast the look off, saying, ‘Alright, god, whatever weirdo. I was just trying to be nice.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t know what to say. But she didn’t get the chance. Alicia suddenly jumped up, saying, ‘I love this song!’ It was some generic indie tune that Izzy didn’t know, but Alicia was dancing like it was the greatest song she’d ever heard, swaying, her hands in her hair, sexy without trying. Several guys appeared out of nowhere to dance around her. Alicia bumped them away with her hips, eyes closed. Izzy watched her, amazed as ever by the way she didn’t seem to care how cool she was, which of course only made her cooler.  
 
      
 
    Abruptly, Izzy became aware of how much booze was in her bladder. She got up, leaving Alicia to dance, stumbling down the dim hallway, past a snogging couple, up the stairs. 
 
      
 
    It was dark in the upper hall. She pushed at a door, hoping to find the bathroom, but when the door swung open, she realised it was a bedroom. It was inhabited. ‘Hey!’ called a girl with red hair, Izzy thought her name was Jenny Barnes. She was with a guy Izzy recognised, Mark Foster. He played mediocre guitar in a band that gigged at grotty pubs. That apparently had a lot of caché with Jenny, because her top was basically open. ‘Shut the door’ the girl shouted. 
 
      
 
    Mark leaned up to see Izzy. He looked back to Jenny with a salacious grin. ‘Hang on a sec, let’s not be too hasty. Maybe she could stay?’ 
 
      
 
    Jenny turned on him at speed. ‘Fuck you, pervert! I’m not doing that!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was a joke!’ Mark protested.  
 
      
 
    ‘What, I’m not enough for you?’ Jenny said, now sat up, buttoning her shirt. 
 
      
 
    ‘Babe, don’t be crazy!’ Mark protested. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had had enough. She closed the door on the burgeoning argument and went on with her search for a lav. As she carried on, she heard Jenny say with passion, ‘You think you’re Brandon Flowers. Well, you know what? You’d be lucky to be Chris Martin!’  
 
      
 
    Izzy winced. That had to hurt. 
 
      
 
    She kept walking, moving away from the row. She saw a door ajar, tile visible and she opened it with relief. A toilet. She locked the door and threw her jeans down, letting out the liquid that felt like it had been trying to kill her for the last few minutes. When she was done, she went back out. The bedroom door was now wide open, the room vacated. Jenny and Mark had obviously gone to have their fight somewhere a bit more public.  
 
      
 
    Izzy looked in at the bedroom. It was a parent’s room, tidy, beige, paintings on the wall of nature scenes. The bed was still quite neat, Jenny and Mark hadn’t really had the chance to ruffle the covers yet. Izzy thought it looked rather comfortable. She walked straight in and slipped off her shoes. As she lay down, the room spun a bit. Izzy fixed that problem by closing her eyes. The thump of music from below seemed to fade. 
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    The door was thrown open with a creak. Izzy sat up. Had she been asleep? 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t believe this’ Alicia said from the doorway, delighted. ‘Only you would come to a party and have a nap.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat up, discombobulated. ‘Oh. Erm…’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia walked over and sat on the bed. ‘That’s a serious party foul, you realise that? 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed. ‘I’m sorry. That tequila was strong.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re not kidding. I just spent the last ten minutes fighting the urge to puke. But I won, thank god’ she said with a happy air of victory. ‘I hate puking in public. Oh, speaking of embarrassing yourself, Mark and Jenny are having a right old barney downstairs. Those two are such drama queens’ Alicia said with disgust. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s cheeks flushed. ‘Yeah, I caught the opening act of that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know what it was about? They’re not making any sense. I thought I heard Mark say something about Chris Martin’ Alicia said, mystified. 
 
      
 
    Izzy cleared her throat. ‘Actually, it was sort of, well, not really but kind of my fault. I walked in on them.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Were they doing it?’ Alicia gasped. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not quite. But I think that was the direction it was going. Until Mark made a joke about me having a threesome with them.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia clapped her hands and whooped with laughter. Izzy was pleased. She loved making Alicia laugh. ‘Oh shit! Really?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think she thought he was serious.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you kidding? Of course he was serious’ Alicia said casually. 
 
      
 
    Izzy tutted. ‘Don’t be daft. Mark Foster gets his pick. He’s not gonna want to have sex with me. I mean, I don’t wanna have sex with him either, but-’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia shoved Izzy’s shoulder. ‘You’re the stupid one. Why wouldn’t he?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t really know how to answer that. She just knew that the Marks of the world wanted a certain type of girl. And she was quite sure she was never going to be that girl. Ben was the limit of what she could achieve. There was nothing wrong with him as such, but he was like her. Middling. 
 
      
 
    Alicia gave her a serious look, rarely seen. ‘You don’t know… You don’t know you’re cute, do you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. Was Alicia drunk? She was the beautiful one. Izzy was the plain one. Everybody knew that. ‘I think you need to have a glass of water’ she told her friend, trying to kid her way out of the situation.  
 
      
 
    But Alicia had the bit between her teeth. ‘I’m serious. You don’t, do you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stood. It was time to go home. ‘What time is it?’ she asked, slipping on her left shoe. 
 
      
 
    ‘What? You’re not going! It’s not even eleven!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was trying to get the right one on now, but it wouldn’t go over her heel, the stubborn bastard.  
 
      
 
    Alicia suddenly leaned over and grabbed the shoe, ripping it off Izzy’s foot.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you doing, you maniac!’ Izzy screamed, lunging for the shoe.  
 
      
 
    But Alicia was fast, stepping back and holding the shoe out of reach. ‘You’re not going.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I am’ Izzy said firmly. ‘Gimme the shoe.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No. You were supposed to stay ‘til they chucked us out and then I wanted to go and get a kebab with you from that place down the road. I thought you might, I dunno, might wanna stay at mine tonight?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s plenty of people you could do that with, ‘Licia’ Izzy said, trying not to react to Alicia’s statement. It amazed her that Alicia had even had such a goal in mind. Though Izzy considered Alicia her best friend, she didn’t kid herself for a second that it went the other way. Alicia could have done those things with anyone and frequently did. She was the centre of their little world. She wasn’t serious. 
 
      
 
    But Alicia looked at Izzy and she was as serious as a heart attack. ‘But I thought for once I might get to do them with you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy reached for her shoe again, leaning forward. Alicia leaned back further, and Izzy was right up against her now, fingers outstretched. She gave one last little push and they overbalanced, tumbling onto the bed. Izzy saw her chance and tried to crawl over Alicia, the shoe almost within her grasp. She realised she was right on top of Alicia. Astride her, in fact. She looked down at her oldest friend. Alicia was looking right up at her, the shoe forgotten, a strange look on her face. Izzy felt blood rush to her cheeks as they looked at each other. She felt hot, confused.  
 
      
 
    And it happened. Alicia leaned up and pushed her lips against Izzy’s. Izzy’s eyes fluttered shut, everything seemed to go dark. Izzy’s heart felt like it was pumping with rocket fuel as Alicia’s lips moved softly against hers. 
 
      
 
    A moment later, Alicia drew away and lay back on the bed, looking at Izzy, smiling shyly. Izzy didn’t smile back. She sat up and climbed off Alicia, off the bed. She realised she still needed her shoe and she walked around the bed to pick it up from the other end. She sat down on the edge of the bed, her back to Alicia, and put it on her foot. She stood up and walked to the door. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you ok?’ Alicia asked in a shaky voice. 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned without looking directly at Alicia. ‘Fine. I’m gonna go.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Alright’ Alicia said. Izzy heard the hurt in her voice for the second time that night. She didn’t want to hear it, she especially didn’t want to be the cause of it. But she was scared. Whatever had just happened, it was terrifying. The room had become quicksand and it was sucking her in, taking her down to something she didn’t want to see. If she didn’t climb out right now, she didn’t know what might happen. 
 
      
 
    ‘I knew you’d be like this’ Alicia said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned to look at Alicia, now sat up on the bed, her eyes cast down. ‘What do you mean?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I shouldn’t have… It doesn’t matter’ Alicia said. ‘Go if you want. This was stupid. I’m just drunk. We’re both drunk.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t drunk anymore. She didn’t think Alicia seemed drunk either. She looked stone cold sober.  
 
      
 
    Izzy had a decision to make. She could run right now. She could go home, pretend this had never happened. They’d probably never speak of it again and in time, it would start to feel like some weird dream. Soon enough, Izzy would forget. If she walked out of this room, she could make a start on all that.  
 
      
 
    But Izzy couldn’t seem to make her legs carry her out of the room.  
 
      
 
    ‘What are you waiting for?’ Alicia asked. ‘I thought you were going home.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I am. In a minute’ Izzy said, still stood by the door, trying to figure out what was stopping her from leaving. 
 
      
 
    But she knew. Deep down, she knew. It was always going to come to this, wasn’t it? Alicia had always mattered to her in a way Ben couldn’t. Izzy had always told herself that the way she thought of Alicia, the way she worshipped her, was simple admiration. That Alicia had qualities that Izzy aspired to.  
 
      
 
    But now they’d kissed, and Izzy couldn’t keep lying to herself. She loved Alicia. She always had. 
 
      
 
    She sighed, a small noise, the noise of letting something go. She walked over and sat back down on the edge of the bed.  
 
      
 
    Alicia didn’t look at her. ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Staying until they chuck us out. And then I want to get a kebab at that place down the road. Oh, did you want to stay at mine tonight?’ Izzy asked, just to keep talking, to say some words that made a sentence. She was amazed she could manage it, dizzy as she was with the evolution taking place inside her. 
 
      
 
    She heard Alicia slide forward, joining her on the edge of the bed. ‘Is that what you want to do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know what I want to do’ Izzy said honestly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just wanted to hang out with you. I wasn’t trying to…’ Alicia stopped and breathed deeply, gathering herself. ‘I wasn’t trying to make this happen.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘This?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Kissing you’ Alicia said, looking at the floor. 
 
      
 
    ‘But you did. You kissed me’ Izzy replied, not sure what Alicia meant. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just saying, I wasn’t trying to trick you into it. It just happened’ Alicia explained.  
 
      
 
    Izzy turned, her heart banging in her chest as she looked directly at Alicia for the first time since the kiss. ‘Why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t mess around, you know what I’m asking.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled and shrugged. ‘I don’t know. I guess I’ve been thinking about it for a while.’ 
 
      
 
    For Izzy, this information did not even begin to compute. ‘You’ve… You’ve thought about me? Like that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why are you so shocked?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because you have a different boyfriend every week.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia let out a deep inhalation. ‘I guess. But they don’t make me laugh and they’re not clever or weird. Not like you’ Alicia said with a side look to Izzy. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you trying to say you’re, you know…’ Izzy started, not sure what word she was trying to find. Or maybe she did. But it was such a big word, too big. It wouldn’t come out of her mouth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, it’s not like I don’t like boys. I just… I dunno. I guess I just like you too’ Alicia said, swallowing. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s head felt about ready to fall off. Just a few minutes ago, they’d been friends, laughing, being silly. And now Izzy was looking right down the barrel of something else. With Alicia, of all people. It made sense and it was insane. It was the only thing that could have happened, and it was the last thing she’d expected. It was right and it was wrong. It was scary, and it was so, so tempting. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can I kiss you again?’ Izzy heard herself ask. 
 
      
 
    Alicia looked at her with a slow, small smile. She leaned forward, far less tentative than before, rushing toward Izzy. Izzy met Alicia’s lips and it was nothing like Ben. She wasn’t anywhere else tonight. She’d never been more present in a moment. She was kissing Alicia. 
 
      
 
    They rolled back onto the bed and Alicia slipped on top of her. She was so light, so delicate. She smelled like heaven. She was holding tightly onto Izzy’s face as she slipped her tongue into her mouth. Izzy tried to be quiet, not wanting to be heard, a small ‘Mmm’ slipping out anyway. She began to pull at Alicia’s t-shirt and Alicia immediately helped her out, slipping it off. Alicia slipped Izzy’s top off and then the rest of their clothes followed soon after. They were skin to skin.  
 
      
 
    Alicia’s hands were all over Izzy as they kissed each other. One hand moved down. Izzy’s legs parted automatically. Alicia touched her, deep. Izzy felt a sensation she’d felt a few times before, alone. But tonight it was amplified, as she felt that delicate hand caress her at an ever-quickening pace. Izzy felt something rise in her body, like the roll of a wave, and as Alicia brushed her lips against her neck, a loud moan rose up and fell from Izzy’s mouth as the wave crashed down.  
 
      
 
    Alicia took her hand away and Izzy swapped for her own, pressing down into Alicia, feeling her soft wetness.  Alicia’s head went back, and Izzy moved her hand, watching Alicia’s eyes roll. Soon enough, Alicia gave a sharp cry. Izzy took her hand away and Alicia rolled over, falling onto her back.  
 
      
 
    They lay there a moment, trying to catch their respective breaths. Izzy felt a serenity, a calm. It had happened. After all the worry and all the planning, all the neuroses and the shame, the feelings of failure, it had happened. She was no longer a virgin. And it was good. Becky Jackson had been wrong about that.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy and Alicia were getting dressed. The party was still going on downstairs. Izzy was shocked no one had walked in on them. She had pushed that worry to the back of her mind while things were happening, but now her clothes were back on, she felt grateful that this had remained private.  
 
      
 
    She glanced at Alicia, looking in a big mirror at the other end of the room, smoothing her long dark hair down, running her hands through the sweaty tangles until she looked put together again. Alicia was no slouch on an ordinary day but looking at her now, after everything, Izzy had never seen a more beautiful sight.  
 
      
 
    Alicia turned from the mirror. ‘You still want that kebab?’ she said with a smile and walked to the door. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh’ Izzy replied in surprise. ‘I guess I could eat’ she decided.  
 
      
 
    She followed Alicia downstairs and they walked through the house, the party winding down. Jenny and Mark were still arguing in the kitchen. Everyone else was in a state of drunk repose, slouched on sofas or collapsed on beanbags. 
 
      
 
    They left the house and walked down the quiet road together, in a comfortable silence. The kebab shop was indeed close, and Alicia ordered for the pair of them, as Izzy had never been to such an establishment. ‘Two lamb donors and chips’ Alicia told the man, an old hand at kebab-ordering. 
 
      
 
    ‘Coming up’ the guy said in a thick Turkish accent. 
 
      
 
    Izzy and Alicia sat down to wait for the food. Izzy felt overcome by a strange shyness. Not long ago, they’d been naked. But now they were going to have to talk about that. Izzy wanted to say things, a lot of things. But she couldn’t find the right words. The consequences of tonight felt enormous and unwieldy. She couldn’t begin to comprehend what it all meant for the future, for who Izzy was.  
 
      
 
    But there was something simpler that was happening right now. She was in love with Alicia and they’d just done the most intimate thing she could imagine. Everything was scary, yes, but it also felt like something was opening up inside her. The world, so far away last night, was suddenly at her fingertips. It was all right there, sitting on the other side of the table, waiting for a kebab. 
 
      
 
    ‘Licia…’ Izzy began, unsure what she wanted to say.  
 
      
 
    Alicia looked at her. ‘Yeah?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Two donors and chips’ the guy called, and Alicia got up to collect them, bringing them back, a chip already in her mouth as she sat down. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had nearly gotten up the nerve to speak until the bloody kebab man had broken the moment and now her nerve felt lost. Whatever she’d been going to say, she didn’t think she could anymore. She could only look at her kebab. 
 
      
 
    After a while, Alicia broke the silence. ‘So, I was thinking…’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy waited and hoped. 
 
      
 
    ‘…. I wouldn’t like Ben to hear about this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ben?’ Izzy repeated. To hear his name spoken now jarred her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I mean, I wouldn’t tell him about this.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was confused. Ben was a nice guy and she was sure that she was going to feel guilty about him soon. She’d cheated on him, after all. But she’d wanted to delay all that. She’d wanted to stay in this beautiful bubble a second longer. But Alicia had popped it. ‘No, well, no, I probably won’t tell him about us…’ she started to say. The rest of the sentence forming in her mind was something to the affect that when she broke up with him, which she supposed she would have to do now, she’d keep it vague. She’d say something about maybe her feelings changing. It wasn’t a lie as such. Her feelings had changed. Or been unveiled, more accurately. 
 
      
 
    ‘Good’ Alicia went on. ‘Because you guys are cute together and I wouldn’t want him to be hurt.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s lips parted in surprise. ‘Cute together?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I know he didn’t exactly set your knickers on fire last night but he’s nice to you. If he found out about this, he might get the wrong idea.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What wrong idea?’ Izzy asked, her horror growing. 
 
      
 
    ‘That this is a thing. I mean, it was nice, Iz’ Alicia said, eating a chip and taking Izzy’s hand gently. ‘But it was just a one-off thing, wasn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt herself nod, like a puppet with its strings about to be snipped. 
 
      
 
    ‘Cool’ Alicia said, chewing kebab meat. ‘God, this needs chilli sauce’ she said, letting go of her hand and reaching for the sauce. She squirted it on her food as Izzy watched. The casualness of the action made her heart feel like someone had taken a sledgehammer to it. Whatever she’d thought this was, she’d gotten it wrong. Alicia didn’t love her. She’d just been messing around.  
 
      
 
    ‘So you won’t tell him, then?’ Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘No’ Izzy said, trying not to cry. ‘I won’t tell him.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled and ate her food. After a moment, Izzy found the will to start putting food into her own mouth. It tasted like crap. 
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 Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Simon was aghast. ‘You didn’t!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I did’ Izzy breathed. 
 
      
 
    ‘You. You, Isabel Mortimer, lost your virginity at a party. At Eighteen.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You make it sound sordid’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s because it is. I’m impressed’ Simon said, grinning to himself. ‘I always thought you were one of those girls who probably kept the lock on their chastity belt ‘til, like, twenty-five.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy raised an eyebrow. ‘It’s kind of weird that you’ve given any thought to your sister’s chastity at all. Or lack thereof.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve never dwelled on it. But you’re such a buttoned up, fussy perfectionist, it just followed that you’d be an old virgin.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Jesus, Simon, don’t pull any punches, will you?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon rolled his eyes. ‘You know I love you, Iz. But you’ve got to admit, you like things a certain way.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t interested in a dissection of her personality, warts and all. Not right now. She was about to get married. The last thing she needed was to think about everything that was wrong with her, all the landmines that she could potentially stand on and blow up her marriage. ‘Yeah, well, no one knows you less than your family, do they?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon grinned. ‘Hey, you wanna hear about how I popped mine?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please don’t take offence but god no.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon tutted. ‘It’s good though.’ He went quiet for a second. ‘So what did you do about Ben?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I kept being his girlfriend’ Izzy admitted.  
 
      
 
    ‘Really?’ Simon asked. ‘Even after you got your socks rocked by Alicia?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I was pretty hurt by all that. Ben was the consolation prize.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And did you ever…’ Simon waggled his eyebrows. ‘With him?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nope’ Izzy said flatly. ‘Just stuck to heavy petting until it was time to leave school. And then things reached a natural conclusion.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I bet he wasn’t happy with that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think he was, but he never complained.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you just went right back into the closet then?’ Simon goggled. 
 
      
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that. I mean, I wasn’t really out of it. I just went from not thinking about being gay to thinking about it and not saying it instead.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘And Alicia…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We didn’t talk about it after the kebab shop’ Izzy breathed. ‘Little by little, we stopped hanging out. It was just too weird after we slept together and we couldn’t talk about why so that was that, friendship ruined. And then we graduated.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did Mum and Dad know?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, sorry, stupid question. No point telling them two anything, they’d just make it about them’ Simon said with a trace of bitterness. ‘But you did come out, though, didn’t you? I remember it, when you came home. That weekend. It was… When was it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t have to think to recall the date of that renowned weekend. ‘2009.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It took you three whole years to decide to come out?’ Simon asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy huffed. ‘I didn’t exactly have a lot of choice in it, did I?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon’s eyes narrowed. ‘What do you mean? Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s eyes widened. ‘Are you telling me you don’t remember what you did!?’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    2009:  
 
    ‘I’ll just come in for a minute.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eight 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘How long does it take to flirt with a boy?’ Izzy muttered to herself. ‘You laugh at one crap joke and you’re done’ she grumbled as she watched her friend Gabby talking to the big blonde guy on the volleyball booth at the fresher’s fair.  
 
      
 
    Neither she nor Gabby were actually freshers, they were deep into the second year of a media degree at Medford University. But Gabby had insisted they come for the freebies, not to mention the fresh meat. Izzy was bored stiff but this was Gabby, always looking for Mr Right. So far, she’d found only Mr Fine and Mr OK and Mr You’ll Do For Now. But she never gave up hope. 
 
      
 
    Izzy admired her ability to throw herself into the thick of dating. Izzy herself had bought a diary as soon as she got to uni and so far, she had nothing to tell it. A whole year had passed without Izzy adding any names to her dance card. She hadn’t quite managed to tell anyone why yet, not even Gabby. She wanted to, Gabby would probably be fine about it, but she couldn’t seem to take the plunge. Knowing you were ‘That way’ was one thing. Being it was another. 
 
      
 
    Gabby was giving no signs of finishing up with her volleyball player, so Izzy decided to keep wandering. ‘Catch up with you later’ she said to Gabby. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure’ Gabby said, never taking her eyes off the prize. 
 
      
 
    Izzy wandered past the film society, the cheerleaders, the young liberals. And then she saw another booth. LGBTQ was written in big rainbow coloured letters on the banner. She stopped short. But she made no move toward it, just watched people go up, like it was nothing, putting their names down on a clipboard. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey’ called the girl on the booth with a very short hairdo. ‘You coming over?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt like a cornered animal. ‘Who, me?’ she asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. You.’ 
 
      
 
    Did the girl know? Was this how gaydar worked? Izzy hadn’t a clue, she didn’t have it, but it scared the hell out of her that someone else might be able to read her.  
 
      
 
    Then again, maybe it wasn’t the worst thing to get spotted like this. Maybe it was what she needed. Because now she was at university, there was no reason to keep holding herself back. She could be herself, whatever that meant. But she was sure that it included one thing. She wanted a girlfriend. She wanted to have sex with that girlfriend. She wanted to hold hands and fall in love and everything Gabby did constantly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy looked around, but no one was watching her. No one cared. She walked over to the booth, like a new-born foal, shaky on her legs. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m Max’ the girl said, shoving a hand out. Izzy took it and received a firm handshake. ‘So, you interested in joining?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy gave a non-committal shrug.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, we’re doing a mixer tonight at the union, if you want to come and find out if you’re into it’ Max said.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah?’ Izzy said, trying to seem cool. But she was knocked sideways. This Max girl, she was amazing. She was just so butch, it was brilliant! She didn’t give a shit if anyone knew she was gay. Izzy would have given anything to have that nerve. She’d never seen someone so out at home. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. All the years come, have a drink, talk to each other’ Max continued. ‘It’s a good way to make friends. I mean, I’m sure you have friends on your course and everything, but if you’re looking to find where the non-straight people gather, I’d start there.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy giggled nervously. ‘OK, then. Maybe I will.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Cool’ Max said and then she saw a guy having a look at the sign-up sheet and she turned her attention to him. Izzy wandered off, nervous, excited, but ready. She was a new woman. She was Izzy Mortimer, full time lesbian! She was going to a gay mixer! 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nine 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy stood at the edge of the bar, holding a drink with an umbrella. There was no liquid left in the glass but holding it gave her something to do. She was miserable. She’d been here half an hour and she hadn’t spoken to a single soul. She could see them all, those cool people with easy banter, talking to each other. Apparently, moving to a new city had changed nothing. Because she’d bought herself with her, hadn’t she? She was Izzy Mortimer. She’d always be Izzy Mortimer.  
 
      
 
    This was pointless. She put down the glass and stepped toward the exit, determined to go back to her room, get into bed and read.  
 
      
 
    And then she saw a girl in the corner, standing alone, like her. She wore glasses, a heavy fringe hanging over the frames, hiding her body in a big t-shirt. She was all but invisible in the middle of the bar. Izzy felt nothing but pity for the girl. She had an urge to go over to her, tell her to cut her losses. Because she’d never be cool, never be noticed, never get anything she wanted out of this night.  
 
      
 
    As Izzy walked past, meaning to leave, the girl saw her. She gave a little wave. Izzy waved back. The girl started to walk toward her. Izzy froze. She hadn’t meant for this to happen. She was going to go. She didn’t want to meet this wallflower.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hi’ the girl said. ‘I saw you… You looked alone.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy shrugged and smiled nervously. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    The girl looked around. ‘They’re all a bit…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes’ Izzy breathed. ‘They are.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I was thinking maybe I shouldn’t have come.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Me too’ Izzy admitted.  
 
      
 
    The girl looked at Izzy, regarding her. ‘I’m surprised you’re not getting chatted up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, you’re… Sorry, it doesn’t matter’ the girl said, backing out of her sentence. ‘Sorry, I’m not trying to…’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was confused. ‘Not trying to what?’ 
 
      
 
    The girl didn’t seem to hear. ‘I mean, as if, right?’ She laughed anxiously and took a sip from her drink.  
 
      
 
    Izzy felt like she’d come into this conversation in the middle. ‘As if…?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Lord, is it hot in here?!’ the girl said, avoiding eye contact. 
 
      
 
    Izzy was starting to think there was something worse than being alone. This girl, she was a bit much. Izzy started to think of what excuse she could make to leave but then the girl said, ‘I’m Sophie, by the way.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded politely. ‘I’m Izzy. Well, it’s been nice to meet you…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can I get you another one of those?’ Sophie asked quickly, clearly not great at picking up social cues. 
 
      
 
    Izzy considered. She didn’t really want to get stuck talking to Sophie ad infinitum. The girl was all over the place. Izzy had a feeling she was going to tip over the edge and take Izzy with her. But there was something about her that was hard to say no to. She seemed too delicate. ‘Alright. Thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie ran off to the bar and came back with drinks a moment later. Izzy accepted hers and took a deep, long swig. She wasn’t really sure what to do when she took the glass away from her lips. She supposed she should make conversation. That was why Sophie had bought Izzy the drink. Because it locked her in, bought her some chit chat. Izzy didn’t know much, but she knew that. 
 
      
 
    ‘So what do you study?’ Izzy asked, the usual question. 
 
      
 
    ‘Geology’ Sophie answered quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh?’ Izzy said in mild surprise. She didn’t know what she’d expected but the study of rocks and dirt was not it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I don’t know. I just love the idea of understanding what makes the world up. Millions of years of history, sitting in the palm of your hand. What was here before and what’ll be here long after I’m gone.’ 
 
      
 
    OK, that had made it sound kind of deep. Maybe Sophie wasn’t so bad. 
 
      
 
    ‘What about you?’ Sophie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m doing media’ Izzy answered apologetically. Her parents had tried to talk her out of it, telling her that everyone and their uncle wanted media jobs, that she was setting herself up for a life of rejection and failure. But Izzy had taken the subject in school and fallen in love with it. Radio was her thing. People said it was going by way of the dodo. But Izzy didn’t think so. She liked the purity of a story told directly into your ear. So despite her mother’s advice to be a chemist (‘Everyone needs medicine, for everything from athlete’s foot to sadness’) and her father’s idea that she should go into business, (‘a girl like you, personable and smart, you could sell ice to the eskimo’s) she was here to make radio, spending all her time hanging around the uni’s studio. She helped with research, editing, anything that wasn’t the talking bit. That wasn’t for her. She was a behind the scenes type.  
 
      
 
    So far, her parents remained unimpressed with her passion. But Sophie wasn’t so jaded. ‘Wow’ Sophie exclaimed. ‘Gosh, yes, media. That’s very cool.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy shrugged nonchalantly but secretly, she was pleased. Sophie was about the only person on the planet impressed by her degree choice and it felt good to get a shot of approval.  
 
      
 
    ‘So what are you, exactly?’ Sophie asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had no idea what she was being asked, ‘Umm…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, you came tonight, to all this’ she said, gesturing at the bar, getting rowdier by the second. Nearby, two boys were doing close examination of each other’s tonsils. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, you’re asking…’ Izzy started, and then stiffened. Because she’d never said it. That word. What she’d learned that night with Alicia couldn’t be unlearned. But still, she hadn’t said it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I don’t know myself’ Sophie said, letting Izzy off the hook. ‘Because people say, don’t they? How do you know ‘til you’ve tried? And the thing is, I’ve never actually had the chance to… I come from a small town. Less than a thousand people. So, err… I mean, then I came here and I thought, yes, this is it. But…’ Sophie trailed off. 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt bad for Sophie. It was only by the grace of a drunken party that she was any more experienced, so she didn’t exactly feel like the big girl in that department. ‘What made you think, though, that maybe, you might be… That you might be?’ Izzy finished. She still couldn’t quite push any of those words out. Even if they weren’t about her. 
 
      
 
    ‘I had a friend’ Sophie started, and Izzy knew the story before she even told it. The best friend, the feelings, the lack of reciprocation. It was her own story, after all. The only difference was that Sophie hadn’t gotten as far. Izzy didn’t know if she was any better for having that sexual experience, seeing how it had turned out for her.  
 
      
 
    As she listened to Sophie spilling it all, quite comfortable to tell Izzy her life despite them only having just met, Izzy realised she was doing it after all. She was at the LGBTQ mixer and she was talking to a girl. Maybe not the girl she might have wanted to. There were any number of intriguing creatures Izzy might have picked ahead of Sophie tonight. But this, it was something. And who knew, maybe they’d be friends? Maybe Sophie wasn’t really very cool or anything, but everyone needed to start somewhere.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Alright. Just one more drink’ Izzy said, hearing a slur in her voice. She felt a bit sick. These cocktails, they were too cheap and too strong. Sophie was virtually pouring them down her throat. The last time she’d allowed herself to be fed booze… Well, it probably wasn’t a good idea to dwell on that little incident tonight. But what the hell was she drinking, rat poison and coke? 
 
      
 
    ‘Great. One more drink’ Sophie grinned and dashed off, more than happy to spend her student loan on getting Izzy Mortimer thoroughly sloshed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Ten 
 
      
 
      
 
    It turned out they were in the same halls. On the same floor, actually. They were six doors apart. So they walked back together.  
 
      
 
    As they walked, Sophie babbled about this and that. And then she went quiet for a second before saying, ‘You never said your thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘My thing?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Your story. Who was the girl?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What makes you think there was a girl?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course there was’ Sophie said, giggling. 
 
      
 
    Izzy took a second to fight down some vomit and then said, ‘Yeah, alright. There was a girl.’ 
 
      
 
    By this time, they were on their floor. ‘Tell me about her’ Sophie pleaded. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re nearly at our rooms.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So come in mine and tell me. You’ve been playing your cards close to your chest all night. And I told you everything’ Sophie complained. 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t really sure she wanted to continue the night. The idea of lying on her bed with a bucket within reaching distance was becoming quite appealing. But Sophie had a point. Izzy was doing what she always did. Keeping it all inside. She was supposed to be growing up now, becoming some better version of herself. Someone who was into sharing and bearing her soul and all that crap they talked about on daytime telly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll just come in for a minute’ Izzy said. Sophie couldn’t contain her happiness, smiling very wide. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Her name was Alicia. I mean, it is Alicia. She’s not dead’ Izzy began, sitting cross legged on the single bed, facing Sophie. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alicia’ Sophie repeated. ‘She sounds sexy.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy had never thought that you could tell all that much from a name, but Alicia was sexy so maybe she was wrong about that. Izzy wondered what her name sounded like. Izzy. It was a little silly, a little uptight. That seemed about right.  
 
      
 
    ‘She was sexy, I guess’ Izzy admitted. ‘We were friends for a long time. Since the first day of seniors, actually.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie was on her front, leaning on her elbows, the better to listen to the bed time story. ‘Go on.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked down at her. ‘Well, I guess… I thought she was just my very cool friend, you know the type.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie nodded.  
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed sadly. ‘Well, I had a boyfriend and I tried to go to bed with him but it didn’t really work. And then she called, my so-called friend, all sympathy...’ Izzy shook her head at the memory. How did it still hurt this much to think of Alicia? It was ages ago now. She was supposed to be over it. She was certain Alicia was. She’d no doubt dived into the next occupied bed without a thought. ‘And then there was a party, there was a booze, there was a bed…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Just like tonight’ Sophie said and then blushed. ‘Oh, sorry. I wasn’t… I didn’t mean…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She used me’ Izzy said, not really paying attention to Sophie. She felt like she’d fallen into the memory, like a deep pit. She didn’t know how to begin to scramble out. Fucking Alicia. 
 
      
 
    ‘She sounds awful’ Sophie said, sitting up, getting closer. Izzy still paid her no attention. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. Awful.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I bet there’s girls who’d never treat you like that’ Sophie said, gazing at Izzy rather intensely. ‘I bet there’s girls who’d do anything to be with you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy huffed. ‘Yeah, sure there are. I went to that thing tonight and no one gave me a second glance.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not true’ Sophie said. ‘I looked at you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy would have loved to take comfort from that. But she and Sophie were a loser’s club that had formed for protection, two people who were hiding from all those capable people who were no doubt getting laid even as they sat here. ‘Thanks Sophie, but-’ 
 
      
 
    Before Izzy could get to the end of her sentence, Sophie’s mouth was on hers. Izzy was shocked. She’d thought she’d found a buddy. Turned out Sophie just wanted to get into her knickers. It was a plot twist she would have seen coming if she hadn’t been so sad about Alicia. 
 
      
 
    But Izzy didn’t pull away. It wasn’t the worst thing in the world, Izzy supposed as she let Sophie smack her.  
 
      
 
    After a moment, Sophie broke the kiss and said. ‘I’m sorry. I mean, if you didn’t want me to. If you did, then I’m not sorry at all.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy bit her cheek, wondering if she should let this happen. After all, Sophie wasn’t her type. She was too similar to her, just another socially inept dork who was running on false confidence supplied from cheap, bad drinks. 
 
      
 
    But it was late, Izzy was drunk, and Sophie was there. And Izzy thought, Maybe it’s a mistake. But there’s worse mistakes. 
 
      
 
    ‘Could you take your glasses off?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘What for?’ Sophie asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    ‘I need to check something’ Izzy said.  
 
      
 
    Sophie slipped them off.  
 
      
 
    ‘Right, now push your hair out of your eyes.’  
 
      
 
    Sophie did so.  
 
      
 
    Izzy had a good look at Sophie. It was better than she’d realised. When you cleared the decks a bit, ignored the manic energy, Sophie was a pretty girl. She had nice green eyes. Good skin. And she smelled fresh, like a new bed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Alright’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright what?’ Sophie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie grinned and lunged again. Izzy leaned in time, getting into it. It felt nice, comforting.  
 
      
 
    Before long, Sophie had pushed Izzy on her back, was trying to get her hands in her jeans. This was next level and Izzy wondered again, was this a good idea? But she hadn’t had sex since that night with Alicia and she was feeling kind of horny. Masturbating was all fine and good, but a warm body on top of hers was definitely better. She grabbed ahold of Sophie’s hand and helped her down, moaning immediately as Sophie hit the jackpot.  
 
      
 
    ‘Is that good?’ Sophie asked. ‘I’ve only done this to myself and…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please stop talking’ Izzy instructed her as kindly as she could. ‘You’re doing great.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie seemed happy enough and quietened down, buckling down to the job at hand. Izzy relaxed and let herself feel it. Sophie was indeed doing a great job. Izzy barely thought about Alicia at all as she came. Barely at all. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Eleven 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy opened her eyes and nearly jumped out of her skin to see Sophie sat up in bed, the blanket pulled up to her neck for modesty, watching her. ‘Hi!’ Sophie exclaimed, pleased that Izzy had joined the land of the living.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, hi’ Izzy said, sitting up in the tiny single bed, looking around her to see what had been less visible in the late hours. A small room, like her own. With one main difference. This one was filled with porcelain dolls. ‘Woah’ she breathed, taking them in. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you like my collection?’ Sophie asked proudly. ‘Some of them are worth hundreds.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I bet’ Izzy said through a fake smile, wondering what the hell had happened to her jeans. She still had her top on, thank god, but her bottom half was naked.  
 
      
 
    ‘I had a really nice time last night’ Sophie said, climbing out of the bed and quickly getting a fluffy pink robe on. She went over to a little travel kettle sat on a tray on top of a mini-fridge. ‘Tea or coffee?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy licked her dry lips. She felt like a husk. ‘Coffee. Strong as it comes’ she replied. She glanced down at the side of the bed to find her jeans in a pile, knickers sat on top. She got up and stepped into the knickers, gratefully sliding them up her legs. 
 
      
 
    Sophie looked over. ‘Do you take sugar?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy had the knickers on by now and was trying to get a leg into her jeans. ‘No thanks.’ She got the first leg in successfully and then, buoyed by her success, rushed into the second. She got snagged and fell over. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh my god, are you alright?’ Sophie asked, rushing over to help her up.  
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t fine at all. She’d hoped to meet someone last night, find a connection, get romanced. This wasn’t that. This was grubby, awkward, weird. She was getting dressed in front of a stranger.  
 
      
 
    How could this have happened? Again? She was a planner, a perfectionist, the girl who liked to get things right. But she’d slept with the wrong person for the second time. Was this just what happened? Could you never have one perfect, special, correct moment when it came to sex? Did you always lose your head, your virginity, your trousers, your dignity? 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t blame Sophie. She was a country-bumpkin with a sad hobby. She was who she was, she couldn’t help that. But Izzy needed to get away from her and make it clear that this was a one-time incident, never to be repeated.  
 
      
 
    ‘So, I think I’m just gonna get going, go back to my room, get a shower’ Izzy said, backing out of the room. 
 
      
 
    ‘What about your coffee?’ Sophie asked, shocked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Could I take it to go?’ Izzy asked, thinking it was less rude than telling her to tip it down the sink. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright’ Sophie said, handing her the drink. ‘I can pop by later and get the cup.’  
 
      
 
    That was when Izzy remembered that little fact, so unimportant last night, the thing that might make it rather difficult to ditch Sophie. She was a neighbour. She lived six doors down. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll bring it to you’ Izzy vowed, still backing away. 
 
      
 
    ‘So will I see you later?’ Sophie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sure you will’ Izzy replied diplomatically.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, I should get your number’ Sophie said, grabbing a pen and pad from a table that contained a doll wearing a lacy Victorian gown. The doll was smiling, but it didn’t reach her eyes, like she was trying to pretend everything was fine when it really wasn’t. Izzy would have been creeped out if she hadn’t related to the thing.  
 
      
 
    Sophie gave Izzy the pen and paper. Izzy gave a moment’s thought to giving her a fake number before quickly realising there was no point. They were neighbours. She gave the real version. And then she got the hell out of there for the world’s briefest walk of shame.  
 
      
 
    As she crept to her room, she was thinking that at least there was something to put in her diary. If only it was something she wanted to tell it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twelve 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was amazed at her success in evasion. It had been two whole days she’d managed to not see Sophie.  
 
      
 
    She had a system. Izzy would poke a small hand mirror out of her room, inch by inch, until she had a clear view down the hall to Sophie’s room. She’d watch the door, making sure it was closed. And when she was sure it didn’t seem like opening, Izzy would creep out, closing her door quietly shut, sneaking down the hall to the stairwell, which she traversed carefully, listening for light female footfall. If she heard anyone, she’d run back through the nearest door and wait for them to pass. 
 
      
 
    But the system couldn’t work for ever. Because Sophie had been texting her and of course, Izzy had not been replying. The end result should have been obvious, but Izzy was in denial up until the moment she heard a knock at the door and went to answer it to find Sophie standing there, hands on her hips, lips aquiver ‘Why aren’t you answering me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was floored but she managed to collect herself enough to find a semi-believable lie. ‘I’ve been busy. I’ve had this big… Essay. I’ve been in the library, day and night.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re avoiding me’ Sophie said tremulously.  
 
      
 
    That was indubitably true. Sleeping with Sophie had been the wrong thing. It couldn’t go anywhere. She wasn’t attracted to Sophie like that. But that wasn’t Sophie’s fault. And she was no idiot. Izzy was going to have to tell her the truth. ‘I’m sorry’ Izzy said, embarrassed. ‘You’re right. I’m just going through some things.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What things?’ Sophie demanded, still stood in the doorway.  
 
      
 
    Izzy heard someone walking down the hall. ‘Come in’ she said quickly, gesturing for Sophie to get in the room. Sophie paused for the smallest moment before she stepped inside. Izzy shut the door behind her. ‘Well?’ Sophie pressed. ‘What are these mysterious things you’re going through?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I still…’ Izzy sighed. She so did not want to say the thing she was about to have to say. But this was what it had come to. The horrible, terrible, shameful, foul truth. ‘I think I still love Alicia.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie’s face fell into quick and clear anger. ‘I know that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy blinked. ‘You do?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, of course. The way you talked about her, it was obvious. I just hoped maybe we could… I wanted… I didn’t expect you to be my girlfriend or anything. But I hoped maybe, in time… You might like me. Just a bit. Because I like you. I liked kissing you and making you… You know. Because you’re so pretty and cool and I like talking to you’ Sophie said miserably. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had never felt more like a piece of shit in her entire life. ‘God, I’m sorry. I wasn’t… I should have thought.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie sighed and gathered herself. ‘Look. I get it. You don’t really fancy me. But I don’t mind. If you just wanted to… I mean, I’d be happy to be your friend who you sometimes sleep with. But just don’t be horrible about it and don’t hide from me and ignore my texts.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy knew in that moment what she should have done if she’d been a better person. She’d have said no. But what Sophie was offering wasn’t without its merits. When you took the awkward morning after out of the equation, having sex with Sophie had been quite pleasant, as she dimly recalled. The softness of a female body, the feeling of being wanted. And Izzy was only human. She’d never expected to be the kind of girl who wanted no-strings sex, but here and now, with it on the table, she wondered if she couldn’t just treat herself to doing something selfish. Her friend Gabby slipped in and out of these situations all the time. Maybe this was just how things were. Maybe she was silly to expect anything better. 
 
      
 
    Still, Izzy hesitated. ‘But what about you? I mean, wouldn’t that feel a bit horrible for you? Wouldn’t you feel used?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t care’ Sophie shrugged. ‘This is the only way I’d get someone like you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. ‘Sophie-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can we stop talking about this now?’ Sophie interrupted. ‘Because I’ve been looking on the internet and I think I can do better than the other night, if you’ll let me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy blushed. ‘What do you mean?’  
 
      
 
    Sophie walked over to Izzy, getting very close. Izzy thought she was going to kiss her. But instead, she gave an awkward little smile and slipped down, getting to her knees. ‘Just let me know if I get it wrong’ Sophie said and then slipped Izzy’s skirt up around her waist. 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t need to give any notes, as it turned out. Sophie had done thorough research. Izzy reached out and grabbed ahold of her desk as Sophie’s head bobbed up and down. ‘Christ’ she said, trying to be quiet in case her neighbours heard. But it was hard. She’d never had anyone go down on her before. It was quite fantastic, even if it was only Sophie. Because she was so keen to please and just like Izzy, she was a perfectionist. 
 
      
 
    A little while later, Izzy came to orgasm very hard indeed, her knees buckling with the force of it. Sophie got back up, wiping her mouth. ‘How was that?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy leaned back against the wall, smiling weakly, trying to find the strength that Sophie had just taken out of her. ‘My god.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie was pleased as punch. ‘I’m glad you liked it.’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was in a lecture, zoning out. German expressionist cinema was all well and good, but Izzy had an assignment for the radio station and she was counting the hours until she could get back to it. They wanted her to produce something for them, a news segment on the subject of her choice. It was her first real shot. Izzy couldn’t wait to get started. 
 
      
 
    Her phone vibrated in her pocket. She slipped it out discretely and checked the text. Sophie. 
 
      
 
    Are you coming over tonight? 
 
      
 
    Izzy considered it. She’d slept with Sophie just last night, and she tried not to let it happen on consecutive nights. It made Sophie seem a bit too much like a real girlfriend.  
 
      
 
    It wasn’t as though Izzy hadn’t idly thought about it. Something had grown between them. A trust, an ease, a familiarity. They’d been sleeping together for three months now and Izzy knew a lot more about Sophie these days. She knew Sophie had very strict parents who would go bananas if they found out she was having sex with anyone, never mind a girl. She knew about Sophie’s brother, a delinquent who’d thoroughly scandalised their small town by defacing their church with spray cans, writing ‘Satan Rules!’ She knew that Sophie had thirty-nine dolls and each of them had a name and the one Izzy hated the most was called Lydia. She knew that Sophie tended to scream, ‘Good lord!’ during sex.  
 
      
 
    And Sophie knew her too. She knew about Izzy’s relationship with Alicia - and its demise - in great detail. She knew about her warring parents and her nosy brother. She also knew that Izzy’s favourite position was sitting on Sophie’s face.  
 
      
 
    These were the facts that had been learned about each other and themselves in this time of experimental sex with one another. Izzy was grateful to Sophie for giving her the chance to learn. She felt like she was becoming a woman at last. A sexually experienced adult who knew what she liked and how to return the favour. But what Izzy liked the most was just how available Sophie always was. How she was always there when Izzy felt lonely or out of place at university. She was a blankie for Izzy. A blankie that gave oral.   
 
      
 
    But something stopped her from ever quite pulling the trigger on making it real with Sophie. She liked her, she honestly did. And attraction had grown, somewhat. Still, Sophie was Sophie. Izzy was fond of her, but she knew it would never go deeper than that. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey’ said a voice behind Izzy. ‘You got a spare pencil?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy went into her bag and found one, passing it over her shoulder. ‘You never have anything. What if I weren’t here?’ she whispered, looking round. 
 
      
 
    The person behind her, Mia, a red-haired girl with the kind of face that always looked as though she knew some delicious secret, grinned and said, ‘But you always are. Because you’re a swot.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy returned the grin and then turned her attention back to the lecture. Mia couldn’t see her now, but she still had a small smile on her lips.  
 
      
 
    Mia was a new friend, someone she’d met at a party, hung with in group situations, introduced by Gabby. They’d danced together once. It had been stirring. Izzy was trying very hard not to develop a crush on her. The reasons for this were two-fold. Firstly - and largely – she had no idea if Mia liked her that way. Mia was flirtatious with her but then again, Mia flirted with the world and the world flirted back. Second, minorly, Sophie. Izzy knew they were not officially a thing, but still, it felt weird to pursue someone while she was still ensconced with Sophie. They were something and nothing, but Izzy swore to herself that if she ever got a real shot with Mia, she’d end it with Sophie before she did anything. That was only fair. 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt something slip over her shoulder and she found a note, passed from Mia.  
 
      
 
    There’s a party in Clayton Hall tonight, room seven-eight-two. Coming? Please tick yes or no. Below she’d drawn boxes next to affirmative or negative. 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at the note and she felt something flutter in her chest. The note was cute. She quickly ticked yes, folded it over and passed the note back over her shoulder without looking. Mia took it, opened it, read it and then gave Izzy an approving pat on the head. 
 
      
 
    As the lecturer began to talk about the legacy that German expressionist cinema had on the movies of today, Izzy discreetly texted Sophie a reply. Not tonight. Busy. I’ll text you early next week. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fourteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    This was it. The uncomfortable conversation was about to be had. 
 
      
 
    Izzy took a moment outside Sophie’s door before she knocked, rehearsing in her head what she was going to say. That was a bad idea. She very nearly turned around to leave the whole thing for another day. But there was no point delaying things. She rapped on the door. 
 
      
 
    Sophie opened it, smiling to see her. Izzy hated seeing that. She knew Sophie liked her, probably quite a bit more than it went the other way. But that was why she had to do this now. Things would only get worse otherwise. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can I come in for a minute?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course!’ Sophie replied and stood back to let her in. ‘I was just doing some work for an essay but it’s boring me silly. I’d be glad to take a little break’ she said lasciviously, stroking a hand up Izzy’s arm.  
 
      
 
    Izzy moved away from the touch. ‘Actually, I… I think we need a little chat about something.’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie’s smile slipped. ‘Is something wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm…’ Izzy began. She’d thought about the right words for this moment but now she was here, they’d gone clean out of her head. But she had to start somewhere. ‘Look-’ 
 
      
 
    Sophie shook her head. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy blinked. ‘No what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No. You can’t do this to me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I haven’t done anything yet’ Izzy replied.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, but I know what you’re going to say and I’m asking you not to say it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed. ‘Sophie, you know I care about you-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please’ Sophie said, raising her voice. ‘You haven’t given me enough time yet.’ 
 
      
 
    That threw Izzy. ‘Time for what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘To grow on you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s stomach sank. Sophie had expected so little from this and Izzy couldn’t even meet those meagre expectations. But what could Izzy do? She knew this wasn’t going anywhere. ‘I do like you, Sophie. It’s not like I don’t-’ Izzy began. 
 
      
 
    ‘Then don’t give up’ Sophie pleaded. 
 
      
 
    ‘When this started, you said we were friends first and foremost. And we still are. I just… I just don’t think we should sleep together anymore’ Izzy said, finally finding the crux of her argument.  
 
      
 
    Sophie sat down on the bed. ‘It’s not fair.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wrung her hands. ‘I’m sorry you feel like that. But I want you to know, I honestly do consider you a friend and this doesn’t have to mean…’ She stopped, realising Sophie was crying. Izzy had expected this to be horrible, had prepared for it. But watching a girl cry because you were breaking up with her, she couldn’t have foreseen how bad that would feel. Izzy had only known this situation from the other side and she realised what a good teacher her own pain should have been, teaching her the consequences of being careless with someone. How it hurt. Yet she’d done this to Sophie anyway. Why?  
 
      
 
    There was an obvious answer to that. It was to do with Alicia, to do with feeling used, to do with getting her own back in a roundabout way. But that didn’t sit very well with Izzy, so she ignored it, saying, ‘Sophie, please don’t-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Have you met someone else?’ Sophie interrupted through snotty tears. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s eyes slid away from Sophie, giving her an answer. The truth was, she had. Last night, at the party at Clayton Hall, she and Mia had come this close to kissing. If someone hadn’t started puking in the corner and ruined the ambience, Izzy was sure they would have. So she was doing this today, clearing the path for whatever was going to happen with Mia. 
 
      
 
    And now Sophie knew, if not the details, the general picture. ‘You cow!’ she shouted. ‘You knew how I felt!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked. ‘You said you’d be alright with this!’ she argued, aware of how thin a defence it was. Because of course she’d known Sophie wouldn’t be alright. The arrangement she’d outlined had sounded good on paper, but what Sophie had promised had been sworn in cold blood. And then came three months of hot blood. All that adult content, those intimate acts. Izzy had very nearly conceded to the relationship herself, despite her luke warm feelings. If it hadn’t been for Mia, maybe she would have. But there was Mia. ‘You promised you wouldn’t mind if it ended.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know but…’ Sophie started, and Izzy knew what was coming and she prayed not to hear it. It came anyway. ‘Izzy, I love you!’ Sophie wailed. ‘Are you happy now? You win. I said it!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was far from happy. ‘That’s really nice. And like I said, I care about you too. But we agreed, Sophie. It’s not fair of you to go back on it.’ Izzy was deep in self-hate now. She’d just have to knuckle down, get through this. She was almost free. 
 
      
 
    ‘Who’s the girl?’ Sophie demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Please don’t do that. This isn’t about anyone else. We just don’t fit.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘You weren’t saying that last Tuesday when I gave you three orgasms in a row!’ Sophie spat. 
 
      
 
    Izzy flushed. Sophie had a point there. But she pressed on. ‘I want you to know, I’ve really liked the time we’ve spent together. But it’s not going anywhere, and we need to move on.’ This was something she’d read in a book and it had seemed right on the money when Izzy had made a note of it. But now, in the hellish reality of this break-up, it sounded pathetic. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll find out, you know. Who it is’ Sophie suddenly said, her tone different, colder. 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Izzy asked weakly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Your new girlfriend. I’ll tell her all about how you treated me’ Sophie said with an unpleasant sneer. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had harboured nebulous hopes that she and Sophie could still salvage a friendship. But that dream was now dead. They would clearly not be friends after this.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m gonna go now, let you calm down a bit’ Izzy said, walking over to the door. 
 
      
 
    ‘Go on then!’ Sophie said and turned to her bed, throwing herself down on her front, crying loudly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy gave a thought to going to her, comforting her. But she knew that would be going backwards. She needed to break this off clean. She walked out to the sound of angry, baleful tears. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Fifteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was getting ready. She was going on a date tonight, with Mia. They hadn’t called it that exactly. But Mia had asked if she wanted to go and see Harry Potter and the Half Blood Prince. She was apparently a big fan of the books and she’d said no one else wanted to go to the film with her and would Izzy? Izzy knew that was just a lie to get her alone. So it was happening, her and Mia. Izzy was abuzz with excitement. 
 
      
 
    Izzy wondered if she should try and kiss Mia tonight and if so, when? In the film? Afterwards, on the walk home? Or should she ask her to come back to her room, maybe put on some soft music, light candles, all the stuff she’d tried to make work with Ben that time? She had no doubt Mia would appreciate her efforts much more… 
 
      
 
    Knock knock.  
 
      
 
    Izzy jumped. Mia was early. She took a last look in the mirror at herself, smoothing her dark blonde hair, checking for make-up smudges. That’ll have to do.  
 
      
 
    She opened the door. But it wasn’t Mia. It was Sophie, holding a carrier bag. ‘Sophie!’ Izzy exclaimed. ‘Hi.’ They hadn’t seen each other in three days, not since the big scene in Sophie’s room.  
 
      
 
    ‘I came to return your stuff’ Sophie said, pushing her way in.  
 
      
 
    Izzy felt panic. Mia was due in five minutes. It would do no good to have Sophie overlap with her. No good at all.  
 
      
 
    ‘What stuff?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    Sophie opened the bag, looking inside. ‘A t shirt and a book.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, alright. Thank you for bringing them’ Izzy said politely but quickly. She wanted to be nice, she really did. But she needed to get Sophie the hell out. ‘Well, I’m just on my way out, so I’ll-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You look nice’ Sophie said, not in any rush. ‘Where you going?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Cinema.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Who with?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A friend.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Which friend?’ Sophie pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t think you’d know her’ Izzy dodged. She wasn’t going to give Sophie a name. Not a chance.  
 
      
 
    Izzy walked over to the door. ‘It’s been great to see you. Maybe we could catch up another time?’ she hinted and opened the door. Sophie didn’t move. But she looked at the doorway and there was a shift in her eyes. Someone was there. 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned to the open doorway to see Mia stood there, fist raised to knock. ‘Blimey, are you psychic?’ Mia asked, laughing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hi!’ Izzy nearly screamed. She turned back to Sophie. ‘So, thanks for that. I guess I’ll see you-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Is this her?’ Sophie asked.  
 
      
 
    Izzy’s heart sank. ‘This is Mia. We’re just going to a film right now. We’d better be going actually’ Izzy said shrilly, gesturing again at the door.  
 
      
 
    But Sophie’s attention was all for Mia. ‘Are you two doing it already?’ 
 
      
 
    Mia’s mouth fell open and her eyes went wide. Izzy laughed hysterically. ‘Ha, ha, don’t mind Sophie, she’s just being silly.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m not. You see, we were sleeping together until very recently and then she dumped me and it was obvious she’d met someone else. Is it you?’ Sophie said plainly. 
 
      
 
    Mia looked from Sophie to Izzy, dumbfounded. Izzy looked from Mia to Sophie, horrified and frozen. Sophie crossed her arms, petulantly. Izzy didn’t think this could get any worse but then Sophie said, ‘She was really nice to me when she wanted to have sex. And then she runs off. You should know that about her.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, Sophie, can you just go now?’ Izzy asked curtly, giving up on getting Sophie out smoothly. 
 
      
 
    Sophie let out a little huff. She dropped the carrier bag on the floor and flounced past Mia, who was still standing in the doorway. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s humiliation was unending. But perhaps Mia might see the funny side? Maybe they’d laugh about this one day. ‘I’m so sorry about her. She’s a bit… She’s not always like that but I-’ 
 
      
 
    Mia put a hand up, silencing Izzy. ‘Umm… You know I’m not into girls, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stopped mid-sentence, knocked sideways.  ‘What?  
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, it’s alright if you are. But I was only thinking we’d be friends’ Mia went on. 
 
      
 
    ‘I mean, I didn’t… That’s fine. I only thought we’d be friends too’ she lied through her teeth, recovering from the shock now. She’d gotten it wrong with Mia. Wrong as ever. ‘So shall we go to the film?’ 
 
      
 
    Mia nodded, the uncomfortable topic out of the way. ‘Yeah, cool.’ 
 
      
 
    They walked out, and Izzy locked her door behind her. As the lock slid home, she wished she could turn it the other way, run back in and throw herself under her covers to wait for this mortification to pass. But instead, she was going on a non-date with a girl who definitely didn’t fancy her in the slightest. This fucking movie was going to last forever. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Sixteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was laying on her old bed, scribbling idly in her diary. She was writing the words Izzy Mortimer is a tit over and over again. 
 
      
 
    She hadn’t been due to come back this weekend, but after the week she’d had, she’d found herself in deep need of the family home. Only now she was listening to her parents arguing about money, something about a promotion her Dad missed out on, which had come with a pay hike they’d needed. Izzy wished she hadn’t come. 
 
      
 
    Simon poked his head in the door. He looked taller than when she last saw him only a couple of months ago. He had three new hairs on his chin. ‘Hi’ he said meekly. ‘Can I come in?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded and sat up, putting the diary away in her bedside table. ‘Yeah, sure.’ Simon came in and sat down at Izzy’s desk.  
 
      
 
    ‘Those two going at it?’ Izzy said, trying to sound playful, like it was all a joke.  
 
      
 
    He nodded, not finding it funny. 
 
      
 
    ‘How long have they been arguing about this promotion thing?’ Izzy asked as more shouting drifted up.  
 
      
 
    Simon shrugged. ‘Dunno. Maybe a week.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s just how they are’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    ‘I guess. It’s been a bit worse though, lately’ Simon admitted. He looked so forlorn. 
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed through her nose. ‘It’s not your fault.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon looked at her as though she’d lost her marbles. ‘I never thought it was.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, right, sorry. I thought you might think it was, so I was just trying to nip it in the bud’ Izzy apologised. She didn’t know what to say to him. She felt guilty. She could walk out right this second, go back to her halls and be out of this. But Simon was stuck here for another two years.  
 
      
 
    ‘Do you know what’s for dinner?’ Izzy asked, trying to change the subject. 
 
      
 
    ‘Pie.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What kind?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That horrible thing Mum makes with liver and mushrooms’ he grimaced. 
 
      
 
    It was official. There wasn’t a single benefit to coming home this weekend. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘How’s the pie?’ Izzy’s mum Joanne asked with a hopeful smile.  
 
      
 
    ‘Nice’ Izzy lied and took an extra big piece into her mouth for her mother to see.  
 
      
 
    Joanne looked pleased. ‘It’s nice to feed my babies.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon scowled. ‘Mum, unless you’re secretly up the duff, there’s no babies here.’ 
 
      
 
    Joanne tutted. Scott jumped in, doing his paternal duty. ‘Don’t talk to your mother like that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s hand tightened on her fork. The bloody nerve of him to say that after her and Simon had sat listening to him screaming at her for the better part of an hour. But Izzy said nothing. 
 
      
 
    ‘Right, let’s hear about university then?’ Joanne said, smoothing over the small bump in the dinner.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s good’ Izzy said. It wasn’t technically a lie. The education part of higher education was going well. It was only her social life that had been set on fire. Apparently, Mia had been opening her mouth because everyone knew about Sophie’s tantrum and why she’d had it. Gabby had told her so, adding, ‘You could have said you like vagina. I wouldn’t have cared! And it means we’ll never go after the same person. Bonus.’ 
 
      
 
    Despite Gabby trying to laugh it off, Izzy was mortified. It was why she’d crept home this weekend. She’d hoped to lick her wounds. But she couldn’t do that if her parents were ripping open fresh ones with their rowing. ‘I’m enjoying it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope you’re not getting drunk too much’ Scott added. Izzy wasn’t surprised. He was always looking for something to criticise.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, dad’ Izzy said quietly. And she wasn’t. Alcohol had gotten her into too much trouble. It couldn’t be trusted. She was sticking to soft stuff in the main. 
 
      
 
    ‘How about the boyfriend front?’ Joanne swerved, trying to bring it back to light and adorable family dinner conversation.  
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t flinch. ‘I’m concentrating on my studies’ she said, the standard response. Simon sniggered beside her. Izzy couldn’t think what was so funny. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I’m really glad you’re taking it seriously’ Scott said. ‘Because I don’t know what you’ve got planned after graduation but you’re gonna have to hit the ground running, I’ll tell you that much.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy bit down on her lip as he proceeded to tell her what a waste of time her degree was. She nodded along, pretending to take it on board. All the while, she wanted to flip her plate of awful pie and tell him that he was in no position to tell anyone how to run their life when he was doing such a shit job of managing his own. 
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy’s a smart girl. She’ll be alright’ Joanne said eventually, trying to break up Scott’s diatribe before it really revved into top gear. That was one thing Izzy had to give to her mother. Even if she didn’t agree with Izzy’s degree choice, she was doing a bang-up job of pretending. Or maybe she just wanted to stick it to her husband. It was hard to say. 
 
      
 
    But Scott was having none of it. And he was apparently more than ready to get into round two of the earlier set-to. ‘I’m surprised to hear you say that after you complained about me not getting that promotion.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I wasn’t complaining. I was just asking if you knew why you hadn’t gotten it’ Joanne said quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah’ Scott said as he stabbed a stem of broccoli. ‘Tell your daughter she can do no wrong but when I need a bit of-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy’s a lesbian’ Simon announced. 
 
      
 
    Izzy dropped her fork. She turned, very, very slowly to her brother. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon didn’t look back at his sister. He was looking at his parents, who were not saying anything. ‘Yeah, I read it in her diary. Something about a girl called Sophie who sounds a bit of a nutcase, but Izzy says she was really, what was it… Generous?’ he explained. ‘Oh and there was also someone called Mia who totally made Izzy think she was into her and then dropped the bomb that she didn’t like wom-’ 
 
      
 
    Simon’s sentence was broken by a slap, delivered by Izzy. It was the first time she’d ever laid a hand on her brother but if she was going to choose a moment to crack him one, this was it. Why had she brought her diary home for that sneaky swine to read? And after she’d tried to make him feel better. The little bastard. 
 
      
 
    ‘Ow!’ he screamed. Izzy rubbed her hand, hot from the slap and turned from him to look back down at her plate. She was trying to think how the hell she was going to get out of this. All this time, she’d never said that word aloud. Lesbian. But she’d accepted on some level that she was going to have to say it. One day. But now Simon had said it for her. To their parents. And even though she understood his reasoning - it had stopped that row cold - she wanted to murder him a thousand times over, slowly and violently.  
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy?’ Joanne said quietly. ‘Is this true?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked up at her mother. ‘Hmm?’ 
 
      
 
    Joanne gave an easy-going chuckle. ‘Izzy, you know. This thing, that Simon’s saying? Is that right?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked up at her mother. Joanne’s eyebrows were meeting in anxiety, betraying her light tone. Izzy looked to her father. His mouth hung wide open in utter shock. She couldn’t really tell from either of them how this news was being received. Were they angry? Disappointed? Or simply in shock? She wouldn’t have put money either way. But it didn’t matter. Her mother was waiting for a response. What was she supposed to do? Deny everything? What was the point? Simon had all the filthy details straight from the horse’s mouth. The truth was out. Whatever Izzy said now, no matter how hard she tried to stuff the facts back into their hole, they would never go back in completely. Like toothpaste.  
 
      
 
    ‘Fine’ Izzy shrugged. ‘Yes. I am.’ And then she thought, OK, almost there. One last thing. Let’s do this properly. ‘I’m a lesbian.’ 
 
      
 
    Joanne and Scott looked at each other and seemed to have a silent conversation with one another. Izzy could read them more clearly now. Scott was confused. Joanne was also thrown, but she thought they should say something kind about the situation and she was trying to get her husband to be the one to say this kind thing. However, Scott needed to clear something up before he could work his way to nice and supportive. ‘But what about Ben? You went out with him for a long time.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know I did. I was there’ Izzy sighed.  
 
      
 
    ‘I think perhaps he was what they call a beard’ her mother said philosophically.  
 
      
 
    ‘A beard?’ Scott repeated, apparently unfamiliar with the term. 
 
      
 
    ‘Like a Hollywood actor has. You know, they also call it a ‘Lavender Marriage.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you on about?’ Scott asked, baffled. 
 
      
 
    Joanne turned to Izzy. ‘Is that right? Was he your beard?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I wasn’t pretending. I thought I liked him’ Izzy said, feeling her cheeks go pink. It was funny, they’d never discussed Ben when she’d been going out with him. They weren’t that sort of family. But now it was all up for grabs. Maybe after this was done, they could discuss in depth the time Izzy had peed herself in the middle of a nativity play when she was six. ‘I didn’t know until a bit later.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What didn’t you know?’ Scott asked. His reaction was still tough to gauge. 
 
      
 
    ‘That I don’t really… Like, I don’t hate men or anything. I just don’t really feel that attracted to them. Physically. Or any way’ Izzy said miserably. 
 
      
 
    ‘If it helps clear it up, I read some other stuff?’ Simon said. ‘It said in her diary that she likes how girls feel, like all soft and everything, and she likes how they smell-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you want another slap?’ Izzy hissed at him. She meant it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum! Are you just gonna let her keep hitting me?’ Simon appealed to his mother. 
 
      
 
    ‘Quite possibly’ Joanne snapped at him. ‘You had no right to do this to your sister.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon tutted, irritated. ‘I was trying to help.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, you weren’t’ Joanne replied. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. You weren’t, you little bugger’ Scott added. ‘What did you think you were doing, reading your sister’s diary? Did I raise you to do things like that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I dunno. I was bored’ Simon said with an eyeroll.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re about to get a lot more bored. I’m taking your console away’ Scott told him.  
 
      
 
    Simon kicked the table leg and said, ‘What? I didn’t do anything!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Now, I know you don’t really believe that’ Joanne said.  
 
      
 
    And back and forth they went, Simon and his parents, arguing the toss. 
 
      
 
    Apparently they were just going to roll right over Izzy’s reveal. She thought maybe they’d never speak of it again. That was alright with Izzy.  Because as she listened to her parents berating her brother, there was only one thing she could think. One solid, true, marvellous thing to come out of all this. 
 
      
 
    I said it.  
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 Seventeen 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘No, I didn’t!’ Simon cried, aghast. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh but you did’ Izzy told him. 
 
      
 
    ‘How come I can’t remember it?’ Simon demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe you repressed it out of guilt?’ Izzy theorised. 
 
      
 
    Simon leaned against a wall, creasing his suit. ‘God almighty, what a little shit I was! How are you still talking to me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy smiled. ‘Because when the dust settled, it sort of, a little bit did in fact help. I mean, I wouldn’t recommend it as a method of coming out but it got the job done, I guess.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon moaned. ‘I’ll never forgive myself.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You will’ Izzy said dryly, turning back to the mirror. ‘You did the first time. You don’t even remember you did it, for god’s sakes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You said it was guilt repression!’ Simon argued. 
 
      
 
    ‘I take it back. You’re probably just an insensitive brute’ Izzy told him with a half-smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘God, though. That Sophie sounded nuts, man’ Simon mused. 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. ‘Did you listen to that story? She wasn’t the bad guy. I was.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon was surprised. ‘Don’t agree. Like you said, she insisted she wouldn’t catch feelings. And then she did. That ain’t on you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy shook her head at her brother’s simple way of looking at things. ‘Alicia hurt me and what did I do? I went ahead and took it out on Sophie. She wasn’t nuts, she was just in pain. On some level, I knew she would be when I started it. But I’d decided to be selfish so there you go. Me’ she said with a thumb at herself. ‘Bad guy.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon mused on it as his sister applied mascara. ‘If you say so. What happened to her, anyway?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mmm? Oh, she’s a geology teacher now. Living with a lovely woman who I believe is also a geology teacher. They have three Saint Bernards.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She friended me on Facebook a few years ago’ Izzy smiled. ‘We even met up once to reminisce about the old days.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That sounds like a shocking time’ Simon said. ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was nice, actually. I got the chance to apologise, which I’m glad about. She said sorry too.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon tutted. ‘Lesbians. If I did something like that, I wouldn’t even think about doing all that amends stuff. No, better to just leave it.’ 
 
      
 
    Before Izzy could reply, Joanne suddenly burst through the door. She was wearing a fascinator that looked somewhat askew and there was vivid colour in her cheeks. ‘Morning!’ she said, too cheerily. 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ Izzy asked straight away. 
 
      
 
    Joanne laughed shrilly. ‘Nothing’s wrong! What could be wrong?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum, for god’s sakes, just spill it!’ Simon demanded. 
 
      
 
    Joanne gave a light laugh and said, ‘Oh, it’s really nothing, darling. We just can’t, haha, find the bride, hahaha.’ 
 
      
 
    Simon raised an eyebrow and pointed at Izzy. ‘She’s right there, Mum.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you dense?’ Izzy asked him. ‘She means the other bride.’ She rounded on her mother. ‘What do you mean? Where is she?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. That’s what I’m telling you’ Joanne said sheepishly. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, but I’m saying…’ Izzy began, her heart pumping with fresh anxiety, her breath quickening. She was officially panicking. ‘Mum, can you just tell me… Are you saying she’s left?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Let’s not jump to conclusions.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You just ran in here like a mad person and told me the woman I’m marrying has fled the scene. That’s not a jump to a conclusion. It’s a small step at best’ Izzy exploded at her mother. Just for once, could she not just be honest? 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I went to knock on her door and she wasn’t there, that’s all. And then I spoke to her mother who said she hadn’t seen her in half an hour, that’s all. And she’s not picking up her phone, that’s all’ Joanne babbled. 
 
      
 
    Izzy stood up from the stool. ‘So now we know. I’ve been left at my wedding’ she announced to the room dramatically.  
 
      
 
    Simon stepped between his mother and his sister, saying, ‘Woah, woah, let’s just take it easy now. The ceremony hasn’t kicked off yet. So at worse, you’ve been left on the morning of your wedding, Iz. That’s nowhere near as bad.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was less than comforted by that. ‘Right!’ she said, striding across the room, hiking her long dress up around her calves to allow speed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Where you going?’ Simon asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘To find her’ Izzy told him. ‘I’m not letting her get off that easy. If she’s running out, she’ll have to say it to my face.’ 
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 Eighteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Ding went the bell. Izzy sat down and they were off. ‘Hi, I’m Izzy’ she told the girl sat opposite her. She was a white girl with dreads, which was an immediate red flag. But Izzy tried not to judge.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m Moon Beam’ the girl said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, did you say your name was Moon Beam?’ Izzy said. She’d known this was a mistake. This was what came of going back to your home town and trying to speed-date. You got a Moon Beam.  
 
      
 
    But this wasn’t the worst of her current situation. Izzy hated living with her parents again. Thank Christ it was temporary, just six months while she completed an internship. While she was here, she was giving romance a go again. Because it had been thin times in the l’amour department, ever since Sophie and the non-start with Mia.  
 
      
 
    Not that she hadn’t tried. Everyone had known Izzy was gay after the news had spread about Sophie, and that meant that girls began to gravitate in her direction. Izzy was pleased at first and had dated several people. But she never really found herself liking anyone that much. There was the girl who insisted that it was still possible that the earth was flat. The girl who ordered a salad and then proceeded to eat more than half of Izzy’s fries. The girl who thought it was funny to key the cars of people who were badly parked. No one was right, no one really made her stomach feel that weird feeling. Izzy started to think she was a no-hoper when it came to love. 
 
      
 
    So she’d given it up for a while. Remained single and unwilling to mingle. Gun shy as she was, there had only been one thing for it. Treat her degree like it was her girlfriend. Lavish it with attention. Give it all her consideration. Go in for the long-haul. It hadn’t been a waste of time. When an opportunity assisting a producer on a local radio news segment had come up, Izzy’s tutor had thought of her straight away and the chance was hers. She’d made an impression, leading to another internship. And another.  
 
      
 
    She was happy of the opportunities to learn and make connections, but she couldn’t keep working for free forever. She had to get some paid work soon or she was going to lose her mind. Her parents were still unhappy and still in their holding pattern. Izzy wished they just call it a day for everyone’s sake. But no, they were sticking with it. So Izzy needed to get out of the house. She needed to meet someone. That’s how she’d ended up here, at speed dating, trying. With Moon Beam. ‘What do you do?’ she asked the girl.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m like, a conceptual artist?’ Moon Beam said.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, what kind of thing?’ Izzy asked, almost interested. 
 
      
 
    ‘I, like, paint? But like, I don’t use real paint? I use, like, found objects?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy tried to push through the ‘Likes’ and statements framed as questions to understand what the hell Moon Beam meant. ‘That sounds… Interesting.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, cos, like, the world is like my canvas? You know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure’ Izzy said, starting to check out. She couldn’t believe she’d spent half an hour on her hair for this. 
 
      
 
    Ding! 
 
      
 
    ‘Lovely to meet you Moon Beam’ Izzy said, standing quickly and shuffling to her left. She sat down without a shred of hope and found herself looking at a girl with short dark hair, deep dimples and a tired expression. For a split second, she was reminded of Alicia, something in the eyes. She wasn’t quite as hot as Alicia but then again, who was? Anyway, this girl was acceptably cute. Very acceptably.   
 
      
 
    Before Izzy could say anything, the girl threw a spanner in the works. ‘OK, I’m sorry, but I don’t think I can stay for this’ she said, exhausted. 
 
      
 
    Izzy was intrigued. ‘You can’t stay three minutes? Am I that much of a car crash?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t take it personally but I just spoke to someone for the entirety of our three minutes about her cats and it’s given me deep doubts about this whole thing. At one point she showed me a picture of them having a tea party and I nearly threw my drink in her face. Minky and Ploop, they were called.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Minky and Ploop? Those are some godawful names’ Izzy laughed.  
 
      
 
    The girl laughed back. ‘Why have people always got to name their pets stupid things? What’s wrong with a solid human name? If I ever get a cat, I’m calling it Steve and that’s that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Steve? I don’t know, you could go a bit more classic. Reginald, maybe. Much more stately air.’ 
 
      
 
    The girl smiled, wide. ‘I’m sorry, I think I’ve changed my mind.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘About Steve?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, about speed dating. I might just stay the other two minutes if you don’t mind.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t mind at all’ Izzy said, trying not to grin, sticking out her hand. ‘I’m Izzy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mackenzie.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you do, Mackenzie?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘IT. When people get porn viruses in offices, it’s my job to clean them off and not tell anyone what their kink is.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed, long. It had been a while since she’d laughed like this. When the ding went two minutes later, they had to be forced to move. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Nineteen 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy waited in the packed restaurant, sat at the bar. Mackenzie was twenty minutes late. Izzy was now quite certain she’d been stood up.  
 
      
 
    She was shocked. She’d thought she and Mackenzie had a spark. They’d exchanged texts since that seemed to confirm that Mackenzie was on the same page. But here Izzy was, sitting alone, feeling like a prize wally.  
 
      
 
    That was it, she swore to herself. In the morning she was going to head straight to the nunnery. This dating thing was not working out, time to throw in the towel. But then again, Izzy mused, she’d probably just fall in love with some nun who’d reject her by saying something to the affect that she liked her as a friend but that she was married to Christ. 
 
      
 
    Izzy finished her diet coke, picked up her bag and slipped off the stool. She headed for the door, trying not to make eye contact. She knew everyone would know what had happened. People didn’t walk into restaurants to have one drink and leave. The situation was screaming out.  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ cried a voice and Izzy dared to look back up to see Mackenzie fly in, at sixes and sevens. ‘You’re still here! Thank god.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t sure how to react. Yeah, Mackenzie had come after all. But twenty minutes late and no text? What the hell?! ‘Yeah, I’m still here. Just about’ Izzy said snippily. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m so sorry. You don’t know the day I’ve had. I was mugged.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy replied. She didn’t remotely believe it. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. Two hours ago.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy narrowed her eyes. ‘OK. That’s awful. If it happened. But why are you late if this mugging occurred two hours ago?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I went to the police to file a report for the insurance. And they took forever. I kept saying I had a date to get to but apparently, they felt an arson at an abandoned warehouse took precedence. I didn’t agree’ Mackenzie said, trying to be cute.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was having none of it. ‘That’s a good one. Because then you couldn’t text me because this mugger took your phone, right?’ Izzy deadpanned. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t believe me’ Mackenzie said, her face falling. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nope. Not even a little bit.’ She went to walk past Mackenzie, but she felt a hand on her arm.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hold on a sec’ Mackenzie said, holding her in place as she slipped her other hand into her pocket. She pulled out a folded sheet of paper and handed it to Izzy.  
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at the sheet. ‘What’s this?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Have a look’ Mackenzie said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy rolled her eyes but unfolded the sheet to find herself look at the carbon copy of a police report detailing Mackenzie’s mugging. 
 
      
 
    She looked at Mackenzie, aghast. ‘Oh my god. You got mugged!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s what I said, wasn’t it?’ Mackenzie replied, taking the paper back. ‘Right, I need a drink. Are you staying?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy blushed. ‘Of course. I’m sorry. Are you alright?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ll be better after a drink. Hint hint’ Mackenzie said with a cheeky grin. She headed to the bar. Izzy took a moment to let her colour return to normal and then followed, saying to the barman, ‘Please can you give this lady anything she wants.’ 
 
      
 
    He nodded, and Mackenzie ordered whisky neat. ‘And can you give this lady anything she wants? Mackenzie asked. She turned to Izzy. ‘Well, I was late, after all’ she explained. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later, they were seated. Starters were on the table.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m really very sorry’ Izzy said again. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t need to keep saying that’ Mackenzie assured her. ‘But I have to ask, why wouldn’t you just believe me right off the bat?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know’ Izzy said. ‘I probably should have, shouldn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What happened to you?’ Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ Izzy replied, confused. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t trust people’ Mackenzie said plainly. 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt something tighten inside. Mackenzie didn’t know her. How dare she assume something like that?  
 
      
 
    But then Izzy started to ask herself, why hadn’t she believed Mackenzie? How had she gotten so jaded? It wasn’t hard to see how it had happened. She’d been done over and she’d been the doer-overer. Had she ever known a real, honest, healthy romantic relationship? No. It was a depressing thing to realise at the beginning of a date. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re right’ Izzy told Mackenzie. ‘I really don’t trust people.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie picked up a dough ball. ‘That’s alright. We’ve all got our things. Maybe this is where we turn it around?’ she shrugged and smiled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe it is’ Izzy answered shyly. God, wouldn’t it be nice if that were true? To finally let her guard down for once with someone. It was all she wanted. She’d always yearned for romance, love. But maybe what she needed before any of that was just someone she could breathe with.  
 
      
 
    ‘So tell me stuff’ Izzy said, shaking off her earlier paranoia, settling into this date with Mackenzie. Just for once, she needed to take a chance and hope for the best.  
 
      
 
    ‘What do you want to know?’ Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy smiled. ‘Everything.’  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The date finished that night with one kiss. Brief, sweet, nervous. Izzy didn’t try to make it into anything more. There would be time for that. There would be time for everything.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Easy, easy…’ Izzy said as Mackenzie slid the cork further and further from the champagne bottle. ‘Easy!’ Izzy warned. 
 
      
 
    ‘Christ sakes, it’s not a shotgun’ Mackenzie laughed and finally slid it free with a pop. The cork shot from her fingers and Izzy ducked as it flew right at her. She heard a smash and spun to see a broken window behind her. ‘Shitballs!’ Mackenzie cried. 
 
      
 
    Izzy clapped her hand to her head. ‘My dad’s gonna go ape!’ she moaned. 
 
      
 
    The man himself came flying into the kitchen a moment later. ‘What the hell?’ Scott demanded, looking at the hole where the window used to be. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, Dad. We were celebrating’ Izzy said thinly. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, sorry Mr Mortimer’ Mackenzie said. ‘It was my fault. I was just so excited for Izzy getting this job and everything.’ 
 
      
 
    Scott calmed quickly. ‘Oh, don’t worry, Mackenzie’ he said ruefully. ‘Accidents happen.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy gaped at her dad. He’d never said ‘Accidents happen’ in his life. He said things like, ‘Whose bloody fault is this and how can I punish them?’ But the thing was, he liked Mackenzie. Izzy was amazed but it couldn’t be denied. She’d bought a girlfriend home for the first time in her life and it had been a stonking success with the Mortimers. The best thing about it was that it put her parents on their best behaviour. While Mackenzie was in the house, there was nary a raised word.  
 
      
 
    But that was only one perk of dating Mackenzie. The main prize was that Izzy liked her a lot. They’d been seeing each other for two months now and Izzy was having great fun with Mackenzie. They went to brunch, movies, plays, museums, massages, all the things that seemed reserved for those in a pair. Mackenzie was gorgeous and fun and treated Izzy like she was lucky to have her, when really it was the other way around. Mackenzie was the prize. But Izzy wasn’t about to argue the point on that. If Mackenzie thought she hung the moon, Izzy wouldn’t disabuse her of that notion. She just hoped she could keep being the woman Mackenzie believed her to be. There was something about being around her that brought out the best in Izzy Mortimer. She’d never felt smarter, funnier, sexier.  
 
      
 
    Izzy wondered if this was what it was to fall in love. It had never happened like this, so real. She’d always found herself either playing catch-up with girls who were out of her league (translation: straight) or being pursued by girls who couldn’t really capture her interest. But this was different. It was mutual. Izzy couldn’t believe her luck. She just hoped it would last.  
 
      
 
    ‘What’s this about a new job, anyway?’ Scott asked Izzy. 
 
      
 
    Izzy answered him immediately. Not because she was proud of herself, though she was. But because she’d done it. She’d proved him wrong. ‘Paying job, with Hit Radio. I’m an assistant on their hourly news, afternoon slot.’ 
 
      
 
    Both of Scott’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really? You got a proper contract or is it freelance-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a permanent job’ Izzy told him quickly. She was leaving no room for his little questions to start creeping in and casting doubt on everything. Not today. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well!’ Scott said and then he seemed to have run out of things to say. But Izzy didn’t care. She could see it in his eyes. She’d won. She was legitimate. It was delicious. 
 
      
 
    ‘Does your mother know?’ Scott asked her.  
 
      
 
    ‘I told her this afternoon’ Izzy told him. 
 
      
 
    Izzy saw her father’s mouth straighten. ‘She didn’t say anything to me about it’ he said tightly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy’s stomach flopped. She’d just made a real mistake. She’d just set the agenda for tonight’s row between her parents. She could have kicked herself. 
 
      
 
    Still, she was safe with Mackenzie around. There was that.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, well, it’s my turn to make dinner tonight because your mother has book club’ Scott said, trying and failing not to grind his teeth together as he said the words, ‘Book club.’ Izzy had no idea what his problem was with her mum joining a book club, but it never took much to set Scott Mortimer off. ‘Are you staying, Mackenzie?’ he asked, lightening his tone. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie glanced to Izzy and Izzy flashed her eyes, trying to signal her. It landed. ‘Sure, if you don’t mind’ Mackenzie said. ‘But I should clean up this glass. Maybe call someone to come and put in a new pane? I’ll pay for it of course.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t be daft!’ Scott said warmly. ‘I can get a new window from the DIY place down the road, get some putty, fit it. I’ve got to pick up something for dinner anyway. No, you save your money.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie smiled, relieved. ‘Thanks Mr Mortimer. That’s really nice of you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve told you, it’s Scott’ he said and left. 
 
      
 
    Izzy blew out a breath. ‘That dick.’ She picked up a shard of glass carefully and threw it in the bin. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Mackenzie asked, shocked.  
 
      
 
    ‘You didn’t see how angry he was that I told Mum before him?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No’ Mackenzie admitted. ‘I thought he was nice!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I doubt you’ll ever see him as he really is. He keeps acting like Mr Nice in front of you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Are they still going at it?’ Mackenzie asked sympathetically. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I’m just glad Simon doesn’t have to listen to it anymore.’ Simon was now at university. It was as though he and Izzy were on shifts, taking it in turns to live with their parents’ bad marriage. Izzy was sick to the back teeth of it. The sound of muffled rows drifting through her bedroom floor had become a shitty soundtrack to her life. 
 
      
 
    ‘You know, you could move out now you’ve got a paying gig’ Mackenzie told her.  
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded. ‘That’s true. I’m sure I could find a house share somewhere.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie coughed into her hand, suddenly nervous. ‘Actually, I was…’ Mackenzie paused and bit her lip. Izzy waited, genuinely clueless as to where Mackenzie was headed. ‘I’m kind of sick of my house share and the tenancy comes up for renewal in a month’ Mackenzie went on. ‘And I was thinking... I was thinking we could move in together.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s mouth formed a perfect circle. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know it hasn’t been long’ Mackenzie said. ‘But, the thing is… I love you.’ 
 
      
 
    Tears sprung to Izzy’s eyes. Mackenzie loved her and she wanted them to be together all the time. Izzy was shocked. This was something that happened to other people. Not her. These weeks had been so good, she realised she’d been waiting for it to go wrong. But it wasn’t going wrong. It was going right. Everything was going right. 
 
      
 
    ‘I love you too’ she answered, a tear slipping down her cheek. Of course this was love. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s brilliant but why are you crying?!’ Mackenzie asked, equal parts thrilled and worried. ‘You’re not about to tell me you’re dying, are you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ha, no’ Izzy laughed, still crying a bit. ‘I guess I just can’t believe I found you.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie walked over to Izzy and pulled her into a tight hug. ‘I can’t believe I found you either’ she said. ‘Maybe it’s time to start believing it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded into Mackenzie’s shoulder. ‘Let’s move in together.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie pulled back to look into Izzy’s eyes. ‘Yeah?!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded and smiled. ‘Absolutely.’  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy awoke to that weird smell again. But she didn’t mind. In fact, she smiled, content. This place was a shit hole, no doubt. But it was their shit hole. Izzy’s and Mackenzie’s.  
 
      
 
    The lock on the bathroom was broken. There was mould in the bedroom. The fridge was lukewarm. The sofa was a thousand years old. But Izzy had never been happier. She was out of her parents’ place, she had a job that felt like the start of her career and best of all, she was in love. Living in this crappy one-bed might not have been many people’s idea of a fairy tale. But Izzy wasn’t everybody.  
 
      
 
    What Izzy found she loved most about living with Mackenzie was waking up with her, planning the day together. What would they do with their free time, they’d ask themselves? Anything they liked. They were a unit, unbreakable, and the world was open to them.  
 
      
 
    ‘Hey’ Izzy said, poking Mackenzie in the back. ‘You awake?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I am now’ Mackenzie answered sleepily.  
 
      
 
    ‘Whoops’ Izzy said. ‘Let me make you coffee.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re out’ Mackenzie yawned. 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. ‘Are we? I couldn’t have sworn we had some.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I finished it yesterday. Forgot to get some more.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh’ Izzy said, disappointed. ‘Never mind. I can always have tea.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, we’re out of that too.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy bit the inside of her lip. ‘I guess it’s water then.’ She got out of bed and went to the shower. As she lathered up, she wondered to herself why, if Mackenzie knew they were out of stuff, hadn’t she gotten more? Or told Izzy so she could get it on her way home? 
 
      
 
    By the time Izzy had towelled off, she was over it. So they were out of hot beverages. It didn’t matter, did it? 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, you wanna grab breakfast out, on the way to work?’ she called through. ‘From that place on the corner?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Definitely. Right, better jump in the shower then’ Mackenzie called back, flying into the tiny bathroom. Izzy had to step to the wall not to get squished. But as she watched her gorgeous girlfriend get naked and wet, it was hard to mind. She took her towel off and got back in the shower with Mackenzie. Mackenzie spun to see Izzy, thrilled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, hello’ she said happily and kissed Izzy. The cubicle was tiny but they didn’t need much room, as close as they were getting. As things got heavy, Izzy found herself pressed against the wall, her head bumping against the shower caddy. But again, as her eyes rolled back in her head, how could she mind? 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    They giggled conspiratorially as they stood in line for coffee. They were both thinking about what they’d been doing only half an hour ago. Izzy had the notion to call in sick, drag Mackenzie back to bed. She was considering suggesting it when a pram bumped her from behind. It caught her on her ankle, right in the sweet spot. She inhaled sharply, and the driver of the pram was apologetic. ‘Sorry’ she said. ‘In too much of a hurry.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why don’t you go in front of me then?’ Izzy said kindly.  
 
      
 
    The woman smiled. ‘Thank you. You don’t know what a help that is’ she said, driving around Izzy. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie leaned into Izzy’s ear. ‘You’re a sweetie.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘I’m no hero. Just an everyday woman, trying to do what’s right’ Izzy said, grinning over her shoulder at her girlfriend. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie kissed her cheek. She looked over at the woman, and the baby in the pram. ‘She’s a cute one.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah’ Izzy said, checking out the baby. She was standard as far as babies went but Izzy knew you were never supposed to say things like that. 
 
      
 
    ‘I think we’d make cute babies together’ Mackenzie said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed. ‘One slight problem…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know’ Mackenzie sighed. ‘So, which one of us do you think would carry it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s smile began to drop. Was this a serious question? ‘Don’t look at me’ she said, trying to keep it light. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s alright. I’ll do it then’ Mackenzie said and turned her eye to the muffins in the display case.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was dumbstruck. ‘Mackenzie’ she said casually, ‘Err… You know I don’t want kids, don’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie swivelled from the muffins. ‘What?!’ she said, a bit too loudly. 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t want kids’ Izzy repeated. She’d considered this question for a while now and after deliberation, this was the conclusion she’d drawn. It wasn’t for her. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie’s face fell. ‘Oh. Oh. I see. OK.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t like the sound of that second ‘Oh’ at all. It was heavy with dark portent.  
 
      
 
    They were now at the front of the queue and Izzy ordered her coffee and Mackenzie’s tea. No one ordered food. They collected the drinks at the end of the counter without looking at each other.  
 
      
 
    ‘Right, better get off’ Izzy said, and Mackenzie nodded. They came out of the coffee shop and went in opposite directions. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy cuddled up to Mackenzie on the sofa as Mackenzie flicked through the channels. She was stuffed full of Indian food, dozy and relaxed. It had been a month since the baby thing had come up. In that time, no one had dared say the word ‘Kids’ again. Izzy felt that was for the best. They weren’t that old. Things changed, people changed. Why get into it? They were here now, in love now. 
 
      
 
    ‘What shall we watch?’ Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘There’s a documentary on tonight about a journalist in the seventies who was murdered in Guatemala’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie looked less than thrilled at the prospect. ‘Actually, I was sort of hoping to catch that thing on LTV, Dance ‘Til You Drop’ Mackenzie said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Do you like those shows?’ Izzy asked, surprised.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s light. Sometimes it’s good to have something light to unwind to’ Mackenzie told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright, we can watch that’ Izzy said. It wouldn’t hurt, just this once. Maybe they could laugh over it. 
 
      
 
    Twenty minutes in - as a break-dancer failed to complete a head spin after he sprained his hamstring with a scream - Izzy giggled. ‘Oh my god, why on earth do people keep going on these shows!’ she said, turning to Mackenzie, expecting to see her hilarity mirrored. But Mackenzie wasn’t laughing. Izzy stopped quickly. 
 
      
 
    As the show concluded after what seemed like a year of watching people dance badly for other people whose job was shitting on unrealistic dreams, Izzy breathed her relief. ‘God, that was terrible.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie turned. ‘Do you have to do that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy asked, bewildered. 
 
      
 
    ‘I was trying to enjoy that and you kept… You kept shitting on it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. ‘Oh. I’m sorry. I didn’t realise you cared so much about dancing.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie moved to the other side of the sofa. Izzy felt weird. Were they having an argument? They’d never actually had one before. Izzy realised that they’d been on their best behaviour until now. But if the guard was dropping, Izzy wasn’t that happy either. 
 
      
 
    ‘Actually’ Izzy said, ‘I really wanted to see that documentary.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why didn’t you say anything then?’ Mackenzie asked sulkily.  
 
      
 
    ‘I did’ Izzy reminded her, wondering why she was being this way with Mackenzie. She should just apologise so they could move on. But she couldn’t quite seem to do that. Something petty had reared its head, something defensive. Something ugly. ‘I said I wanted to see it and you said you wanted to watch that stupid thing instead. I was being nice.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re not being nice now’ Mackenzie said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy knew she was right. She was being horrid. She sighed. ‘This is silly. What are we even arguing about?’ she asked, trying to pull up. 
 
      
 
    ‘We’re arguing because… Because you’re being selfish. You didn’t want to watch my programme, so you ruined it for me’ Mackenzie said in an unpleasant tone Izzy had never heard before.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m being selfish?’ Izzy snapped. ‘You didn’t even consider watching what I wanted!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Who wants to spend their evenings watching docs about murdered journalists?’ Mackenzie demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘I do!’ Izzy cried. She waited to see what Mackenzie’s response was. She hoped that Mackenzie would see how unreasonable she was being. She’d gotten what she wanted, for crying out loud, and she was still complaining.  
 
      
 
    But Mackenzie stood. ‘I’m going to bed. Maybe you should take the sofa tonight.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy watched Mackenzie storm out, horrified. What the hell had just happened? They’d never spoken to each other this way before. Was Izzy naive to think they never would? Apparently so. 
 
      
 
    But she didn’t go after Mackenzie to sort it out, to apologise and hug and make it clear that she was an idiot who would never speak to the woman she loved that way again. Instead, she got the throw from the end of the sofa and lay down, covering herself up. She closed her eyes, waited for sleep and wondered if the row had really been about a dance competition.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy woke to Mackenzie standing at the end of the sofa. ‘Hi’ she said, sitting up, not sure what kind of reception she was about to get. It had been a bad night, barely any sleep at all.  
 
      
 
    Mackenzie produced a steaming cup of coffee, handing it to her. ‘I’m sorry about last night’ she said sheepishly. ‘I don’t know why I got so mad.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I’m sorry’ Izzy said instantly. Thank god they were sorting this out. Being angry with Mackenzie had been unbearable. 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, then’ Mackenzie said. ‘Anyway, it’s over now. Let’s forget it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stood and grabbed Mackenzie in a hug. ‘That’s the last argument I ever want to have with you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Agreed’ Mackenzie said.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was doing vox pops on the street, asking people how they felt about planned roadworks in the city. It was a boring subject and thus it was getting boring comments. She was getting a bit sick of being sent on these shitty jobs, recording froth that people didn’t really pay any attention to. She was getting a bit sick of her job in general. People treated her like an idiot skivvy and she knew she was capable of more. But every idea she had for a segment was getting shot down by her boss. He wasn’t a bad guy in general. But Izzy wasn’t sure he really saw her potential and that was becoming very frustrating. She wasn’t a dummy. She could make real content for them. 
 
      
 
    But she wasn’t getting the chance. Six months on the job and she might as well have been a day one intern.  
 
      
 
    ‘So what do you think about the planned works?’ Izzy asked an older guy. She’d tried speaking to younger people but they weren’t interested. It was the over forties that had opinions. ‘Well, it’s going to make getting off the A62 a bloody nightmare, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you say that again without saying ‘Bloody?’ Izzy asked gently, lowering the mic. ‘I know it’s not really a strong swear word, but we have strict broadcasting rules for the time of day this is going out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, sorry’ the man said. ‘Alright, well, it’s going to make getting off the A62 a frigging nightmare, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy internalised a sigh and said, ‘Thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    Her phone beeped as the man walked off and she checked it to find a text from Mackenzie. ‘Sorry, but I can’t come tonight. Something’s come up at work. I promise I’ll make it up to you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was instantly livid. It was dinner with her parents tonight and it had been on the calendar for weeks. Mackenzie had sworn she was going to come and that was all that had kept Izzy going. Now she was going to have to sit through the usual horror show.  
 
      
 
    Mackenzie knew full well what they were like when she wasn’t around to keep them on their best behaviour. What on earth could have come up that was more important? 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was eating cottage pie. It tasted weird. She glanced to Simon - back for the weekend - to see him pushing potato around his plate. He looked up at her and winked. She grinned at him subtly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, well’ Joanne said, in reply to her husband’s recent comment. ‘If you just thought about it, you would have realised I didn’t ask for that. I mean, when have you ever, in our whole marriage, seen me eat wensleydale?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘God, Joanne, give it a fucking rest, would you? I’ll get cheddar tomorrow!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Tomorrow’s too late. I’m sitting here now eating cottage pie with wensleydale cheese on it, which is way too strong. It tastes awful. You rendered two hours’ work pointless when you only had to give me a call to check’ Joanne said in her quiet yet devastating tone. 
 
      
 
     ‘I think it’s nice’ Izzy lied and pretended to enjoy a forkful. But no one paid any mind.  
 
      
 
    ‘You know what, if you don’t do things for yourself, you lose the right to complain. Next time buy your own bastard cheese’ Scott said, not quite shouting. 
 
      
 
    ‘I cooked, Scott!’ Joanne said. ‘I ran out of cheese and I called you and I asked you, as you were passing the supermarket anyway, to do me the smallest favour and help me out for a change.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe you should have been more specific then.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I was. I said cheddar. I knew you weren’t listening.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I listen, alright. All I ever do is listen’ Scott said, shoving his plate away and standing.  
 
      
 
    ‘Dad…’ Simon said quietly. ‘Would you sit down?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Look’ Joanne said, ‘You’re upsetting your son. He’s back for one weekend and look what you’ve done. You couldn’t just be agreeable for one meal.’ 
 
      
 
    Scott looked to Simon. ‘Right. I’m going to the pub. Simon, you coming?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon was thrown. ‘Wha…?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re a grown man now. I want you to go to the pub with me. Come on, get your coat.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy watched Simon get to his feet miserably and follow his dad out of the house, casting a quick apologetic look to Izzy. She didn’t know whether to feel offended the offer hadn’t been extended to her or just relieved. But her dad had always liked Simon more. Izzy had long made peace with it. If she’d been born with a penis, she had no doubt it would have been different, so she didn’t take it personally. 
 
      
 
    But she had a vagina. So that meant she was left with her mother. She turned to her to see an expected sight. Her mother was weeping into her cottage pie. ‘I don’t understand why he has to be like this?’ she muttered through her tears. 
 
      
 
    Izzy wanted to agree and call her dad a bastard or whatever it was she suspected her mother wanted her to do. But she knew full well it was six of one and half a dozen of the other with her parents. Her dad yelled so it was always easy to see him as the bad guy. But her mother had her ways too. She was passive aggressive, sneakier about her unpleasantness. So she wasn’t going to simply bash her dad.  
 
      
 
    ‘Have you guys thought about marriage counselling? Because, you know, me and Simon don’t live here anymore, so you needn’t keep going on like this’ Izzy said tentatively. This was the first time she’d really tackled the subject. But she wanted her mother to understand that no one looked at them and thought for a second that they didn’t need help. Certainly not her kids. 
 
      
 
    But her mother looked shocked at the very suggestion. ‘Oh, no, of course not.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘That sort of thing is for people with problems’ Joanne replied and then stood, clearing the table. 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat back in her chair, shaking her head, amazed. How could someone be so oblivious?  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy put the key in her door and let herself in. ‘Kenz?’ she yelled through. No answer. Whatever work emergency she’d had must still be going.  
 
      
 
    She walked into the living room and was surprised to find Mackenzie on the sofa, asleep. No, not asleep. Passed out. Drunk. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s jaw tightened as she stood there, watching Mackenzie snooze. Mackenzie hadn’t been at work. She’d gone out for post work drinks. The day Izzy needed her most. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oi’ Izzy said to her drunk girlfriend. Mackenzie didn’t move. ‘Mackenzie!’ she shouted. Mackenzie woke with a snort. ‘What?’ she asked, her eyes looking at nothing in particular.  
 
      
 
    Izzy clicked her fingers in front of Mackenzie’s face and her eyes came into focus. ‘What?!’ she repeated. ‘I’ll tell you what! You ditched me to go drinking. That’s what!’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie blinked, coming around somewhat. ‘No, hang on. We did work late, I swear. But then Jake suggested a quick drink-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You haven’t had one drink. You’re smashed’ Izzy told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, it might have turned into a couple. You were already out at your parents, so I didn’t think you’d mind.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You could have come over late’ Izzy said, her fists clenched. Mackenzie might have stopped what had just happened at her parent’s house if she hadn’t been so self-centred. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I thought you’d be alright’ Mackenzie retorted. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, I wasn’t alright!’ Izzy shouted. ‘Those pair were going at it, again. You know I need you with me when I see them.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie sat up straight, the effects of the booze seeming to clear somewhat. ‘Fine, I’m sorry. Alright?’ she snapped.  
 
      
 
    ‘No you’re not’ Izzy exploded. 
 
      
 
    ‘I am’ Mackenzie said tiredly.  
 
      
 
    ‘No. You’re not’ Izzy said with a shake of her head. ‘My dad went off. You don’t know what it’s like to watch that. You’ve never seen him screaming.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think I’m getting a bit of a preview right now’ Mackenzie muttered. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s eyes went wide. ‘What did you just say?’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie stood. ‘Look, it’s not my job to save you from your shitty parents.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked. Mackenzie had always been so understanding before. Held her hand, told her it was fine, promised to be her backup whenever she needed. But just now, she’d said about the worst thing she could have. She’d compared Izzy to her dad. 
 
      
 
    ‘You fucking arsehole’ Izzy exclaimed. She was shocked at herself. She didn’t think she’d ever called anyone something that nasty before. And it was aimed at Mackenzie. It was like a nightmare. Only she wasn’t running from a monster. She was the monster. ‘How dare you talk to me like that!’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie looked livid. ‘How dare I? You call me a fucking arsehole and you’re asking how dare I?’  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah! Because… I’m so happy for you that you have a perfect family…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They’re not perfect’ Mackenzie tried to say but Izzy didn’t hear it. 
 
      
 
    ‘...But you don’t know what it’s like to grow up with two people who hate each other but won’t leave.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you left. So what’s the problem?’ Mackenzie spat. Her face clouded. ‘Maybe it’s best we don’t have kids if this is how you are.’ 
 
      
 
    It was the first time since the coffee shop that Mackenzie had brought up the subject. But Izzy had thought about it. Oh yes, she’d thought about it quite a bit. In her deliberations, she’d found that she really, really didn’t want kids. 
 
      
 
    From what Mackenzie had just said, she’d probably never stopped thinking about it either. She had also clearly not changed her mind. What was obvious was that she was angry at Izzy for not wanting the same. Izzy didn’t think that was fair at all. And she didn’t like the way Mackenzie was weaponizing the topic to deliver a low blow. ‘That’s it, I’m done’ she said. ‘This time, you take the fucking sofa!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy spun on her heel and walked into the bedroom. She sat on the edge of the bed, anger overwhelming her. After a moment, she grabbed a pillow from the bed, stuffed it to her face and screamed right into it.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    The next morning, they apologised. They promised not to go at each other that way ever again.  
 
      
 
    But even though Izzy had accepted Mackenzie’s apology, she still seethed at how unempathetic her girlfriend had been. After all, she’d been the one to blow off dinner. She’d started the whole thing. All that avoidable upset. Izzy couldn’t help but feel resentment, deep. She hated it, but she couldn’t seem to dig it out. She was still angry with Mackenzie. 
 
      
 
    She went into work in a foul mood. When her boss asked her to go on a coffee run, she asked him if he shouldn’t send the intern instead. He was surprised at her refusal, but he said fine.  
 
      
 
    Then later, Izzy was sent out on assignment. More vox pops, this time to do with a local election. ‘So how will you be voting, madam?’ she asked a harried looking lady with two children.  
 
      
 
    ‘I doubt I’ll get to the polls’ the woman said. 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t think it’s important to vote?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got two kids. They’re what’s important’ the woman said pompously. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, the elected council member will have a say on local authority funds. That’s what pays for your kids’ school. So if they decide to cut funding to arts or school dinners, your children are directly affected’ Izzy told her plainly, hoping to coax a decent soundbite. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, is that so?’ the woman snapped. ‘You think it matters which clown goes in, do you? You don’t think they’ll all screw us one way or another?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt bile rise. ‘As a matter of fact, I think it’s that sort of apathy that has allowed politics to get into the state it’s in’ Izzy said, pleased with herself. This woman was dressing her failure to understand politics as jaded sophistication. Izzy hated that sort of thing. Idiots pretending they knew more than you. She’d had it up to here with them. 
 
      
 
    ‘You young ones with no kids’ the woman sneered. ‘You’ve got no clue.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘How do you know I haven’t got kids?’ Izzy demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘That little badge’ the woman said, pointing at a rainbow pin on her lapel. It was Pride month. Izzy always wore the badge for the whole month. ‘You’re a gay, aren’t you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy tried to keep ahold of herself. This woman would not get the better of her, she swore. ‘I am. That doesn’t preclude me from breeding.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Perhaps it should’ the woman retorted. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s mouth fell open. ‘Right. You can go away now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Don’t you want to grill me on my vote with your liberal elite homosexual agenda anymore?’ the woman said, thrilled to have gotten under Izzy’s skin.  
 
      
 
    ‘No. Piss off, you bigot!’ she heard herself shout. The street fell silent. Izzy looked down at the woman’s two kids. They were gaping up at her, shocked. Izzy’s remorse came quick and heavy.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t do that’ Mark told her in his office later that day. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know’ Izzy said, contrite. 
 
      
 
    ‘I understand she said some things you didn’t like. I don’t like them either. But when you’re out on the street, you represent us. You can’t get into public slanging matches.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know’ Izzy said with exaggerated remorse. She wanted this to be over. She’d gotten into too many rows recently. It was making her feel out of control, like a ticking time bomb. What the hell was going on? 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’m not going to sack you or anything. But I’ll have to put you on probation. The woman made an official complaint, so my hands are tied.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy blew out a relieved breath. She’d thought that sacking was on the cards, truth be told. Probation was a win. ‘Yeah, sure. Thanks Mark.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t like doing this’ Mark said. ‘I think you can go far here.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked. ‘Do you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course!’ Mark exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    ‘But you never take my ideas.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re paying your dues, Izzy. That’s how it goes. You get the worst jobs, you take the brunt. You’ve got to learn to bear it. Given time, you’ll have my job’ he said casually. 
 
      
 
    ‘You think so?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy, you’re bright and hard working. Perhaps I should have said that before you shouted at a homophobe in the street, but there it is. Anyway, best behaviour from now on, alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded. ‘Thanks Mark.’ She walked out of his office like she’d avoided the firing squad.  
 
      
 
    As she walked back to her desk, Izzy swore to herself that things would be different. She would become a model employee and a model girlfriend. Whatever dark thoughts she harboured, whatever resentments and worries swirled in the back of her mind, she would learn to sit on them. Maybe she and Mackenzie had problems, but it didn’t mean they should give up. Not when Izzy had finally found herself in an adult relationship. It was too early to throw in the towel.  
 
      
 
    She loved Mackenzie, she loved her job. These things had seemed like dreams come true before. She couldn’t just chuck them both away. She had to work harder, be better, hold tighter.  
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For a long time, Izzy managed to keep her vow. She kept the train running. And it didn’t matter if that got exponentially more difficult as time passed. It didn’t matter that now first blood had been drawn, Izzy and Mackenzie had stopped being so kind to each other. It didn’t matter that Izzy found it harder and harder to remember what she loved about her girlfriend. What mattered was continuity of service. They were a couple, in a long, terrible, seemingly unending rough patch. But a couple nonetheless.  
 
      
 
    So instead of having several big, relationship ending rows, they limited themselves to dozens of small, unpleasant squabbles. One time, Mackenzie forgot to take the bins out and it went like this. 
 
      
 
    ‘You forgot to take the bins out.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Was I supposed to do that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you sure.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. If I forgot, I’m sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You did forget. But it doesn’t matter.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It obviously does. And honestly, I don’t really think it was my turn.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Jesus, Kenz. It was, alright. It’s on the calendar.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What calendar?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘The one I put on the fridge. I told you about it. It was supposed to remind you to do things so I wouldn’t have to anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think we should decide together on things like shared calendars.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Fine. Forget it. I’ll rip it up.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You do that.’ 
 
      
 
    On another occasion Mackenzie asked Izzy to pick her up from the train station after a trip to see her parents. Izzy was twenty minutes late. The conversation went this way. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re late.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know, sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve been sat waiting. You could have texted me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t like to text and drive.’ 
 
      
 
    A pause. 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, why are you late?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Traffic.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You were sat in traffic?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you could have texted me when you weren’t moving.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s illegal. Even if you’re at the lights.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Could you not have called me hands-free, then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know how to put that setting on my phone.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s absurd. You work in radio.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I work in radio. We don’t make phones.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I just think someone who works with complex audio equipment should have figured out by now how to use their phone’s hands-free setting.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, Mackenzie. I’ll work on that. Can you just get in the car now?’ 
 
      
 
    It wasn’t all like that, of course. They still liked some of their time together. They still ate out, went to things. The problem was, that time seemed to shrink, like sand slipping through an hourglass. It was as though all those beautiful feelings they used to have were slipping through that hole. And neither of them knew how to flip the hourglass. 
 
      
 
     So Izzy kept a lid on her rage no matter what Mackenzie said, however careless or cruel. After all, she could be subtly critical too, shitty with Mackenzie too. All that mattered was that it didn’t blow up into a nasty row. Did she still look at Mackenzie with the same googly eyes as before? Not at all. Was she happy? No. Did she sometimes kind of hate her girlfriend? Sure.  
 
      
 
    But that was real relationships, she supposed. Whatever fairy-tale she’d been living in was being slowly strangled. The best she could possibly hope for was not to end up as bitter and miserable and angry as her parents. 
 
      
 
    And then came Izzy’s birthday. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy opened the front door to the flat. That weird smell hit as ever. She was going to have to call the landlord again. He kept coming ‘round and saying he couldn’t smell it, but he was a damn liar. How could you miss that stench? 
 
      
 
    Izzy took off her coat and threw it on the hook. She had twenty minutes before she and Mackenzie had to go back out again to make their restaurant reservation. Izzy would rather have sacked it off, given the choice. But Mackenzie had asked weeks ago what she wanted to do for her birthday and ‘Nothing’ was apparently not an acceptable answer, so in the end she’d buckled to dinner out.  
 
      
 
    ‘You in?’ she called down the hall as she slipped her shoes off. ‘The day I’ve had.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie stuck her head out of the living room. ‘Hi? You ready to celebrate, birthday girl?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sure’ Izzy said without enthusiasm. She was exhausted. Mark had her drive fifty round trip miles that day to speak to a pensioner about his memories of the Second World War. He hadn’t even been drafted. He’d stayed at home because of a respiratory thing. So it was an hour of ration books and ‘I didn’t see a banana ‘til I was thirty.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Great. Maybe we could do gifts before we go out?’ Mackenzie asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nah, we’ll do it after. We need to get going’ Izzy dismissed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Seriously?’ Mackenzie said. ‘A load of stuff came in the post today, don’t you wanna see?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No’ Izzy said flatly. She wasn’t in the mood to be told what to do on her birthday. Surely that was the point of them, that you got to do what you liked. But it never quite turned out that way, did it? It was like any other occasion, it became about pleasing other people. ‘Just leave it. No one ever gets me anything I want anyway.’ Izzy heard herself. Her brain asked her gently, ‘What the hell has happened to you that you can’t even get excited about a gift?’ But that was a question for another day.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, there’s something I think you’ll want to see’ Mackenzie said, glancing over her shoulder to the living room. 
 
      
 
    ‘What do you care? I opened your ones’ Izzy complained. She knew what was happening right now was rather dangerous. If she wasn’t careful, the evening would be ruined before it started.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, can you just come in’ Mackenzie bristled. 
 
      
 
    It was about then that Izzy gave up. She was too tired not to fight with Mackenzie. It took so much bloody energy and today, on her birthday, she didn’t have it, couldn’t find it. ‘Christ, give me a break, would you? I’m not some dog that jumps to attention when you snap your fingers’ Izzy complained. 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie stepped out into the hall. ‘Izzy, don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t what? Make a decision about what happens on my special day?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy, for god’s sakes!’ Mackenzie said quickly, shutting the door behind her. ‘Can you not be a dick right now?’ she said quietly. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s blood roiled, and anger she’d been sitting on for months washed right up to the surface. ‘Wow. Brilliant. Calling me a dick on my birthday? That’s top notch girlfriending, Mackenzie. Congratulations, really.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Iz-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know what? Sod it. I don’t want to do anything tonight. I think I’m just going to get a hotel for the night.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie was shocked. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I can’t be around you right now or I’ll say something I’ll regret.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It might be too late for that’ Mackenzie said, closing her eyes slowly.  
 
      
 
    Simon suddenly popped his head through the living room door. ‘Hi’ he said.  
 
      
 
    Izzy screamed. ‘What the… Simon?’ 
 
      
 
    Simon turned back to the living room door and called through. ‘OK, guys. I think we should probably all just leave now.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy watched in horror as about fifteen people trooped out of the living room sheepishly. Beyond them, she could see the party set up in the living room. Mackenzie had thrown her a surprise party and everyone she cared about had heard her biting her girlfriend’s head off. People from work, Gabby and other friends, her parents, all looking at a loss. Her mother gave her a terrible look of sympathy. But her brother’s face was the worst. He looked so disappointed in her. ‘Happy birthday’ he said as he walked out the front door.  
 
      
 
    Izzy ventured into the living room as the last of the guests for her party left. She heard the door click shut as she took in the balloons, food, banners.  
 
      
 
    ‘What the hell were you thinking?’ she asked as Mackenzie sloped back in. 
 
      
 
    ‘What was I thinking?’ Mackenzie said as she removed a banner that read ‘HAPPY BIRTHDAY IZZY!’ ‘I was thinking I wanted to do something special for your birthday. What a bitch, right?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t having that. ‘If you wanted to do something nice, you would have listened when I asked for a low-key birthday.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘People always say they don’t want anyone to do anything for their birthdays. No one ever really means it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I meant it’ Izzy told her. ‘And if you ever really listened, you would have known that I don’t like parties. I never have.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie grabbed ahold of a red balloon and popped it in her hands. ‘I listen, Izzy. It’s all I ever do.’ 
 
      
 
    Where had she heard those words before? Oh right. Her parent’s awful marriage. So there it was. Her nightmare had come true. They had become Scott and Joanne Mortimer, Izzy’s template for pointless, miserable, poisonous, damaging monogamy.  
 
      
 
    Izzy knew then that she couldn’t do this anymore. Because this was it. Rock bottom. 
 
      
 
    ‘Mackenzie?’ she began, as two more balloons were viciously murdered. ‘I think we need to talk.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I don’t want to. We just go around in circles’ Mackenzie said, popping another balloon. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know’ Izzy answered. ‘That’s what I want to talk about. I think… I think it’s time to stop this.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie, holding a sausage shaped balloon, froze before she could pop it. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m unhappy. You’re unhappy’ Izzy said miserably. ‘I think we need to stop doing this to each other.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was surprised to see tears spring to Mackenzie’s eyes. In the back of her mind, where the dark thoughts lurked, where she’d imagined how it might feel to call it a day, she’d pictured only relief when one of them finally said it. But Mackenzie was upset. ‘No, we can’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because I love you’ Mackenzie moped. 
 
      
 
    ‘And I love you’ Izzy told her gently.  And then she said something not so gentle. ‘But I don’t know how much I like you anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s a horrid thing to say’ Mackenzie said, shocked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy knew she was right about that. What she was saying was horrible. But it was also the truth and Izzy could no longer ignore it. ‘Can you honestly say you like me as much as you did when we met?’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie frowned. ‘That’s what happens, though, isn’t it? We were in the honeymoon period.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not an answer.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie licked her lips nervously. ‘OK, no. Maybe I don’t. But-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Do you like me at all though?’ Izzy asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘Sometimes’ Mackenzie said quickly. ‘I like doing things with you. Like hanging out with our friends or going out to eat.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe you just like doing those things with someone’ Izzy said sadly. ‘Maybe I did too.’ 
 
      
 
    Mackenzie didn’t say anything to that. Instead, she looked at the balloon in her hands. Eventually, she dropped the balloon and it drifted to the floor. ‘We can’t give up. Don’t you remember how we were?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s what’s killing me’ Izzy told her. ‘How the hell did we get here from there?’ Izzy asked miserably.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s the kids thing, isn’t it?’ Mackenzie said and then desperately added, ‘I’ve changed my mind. It’s fine. I don’t want them.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mackenzie’ Izzy moaned. ‘Please don’t.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But that’s it, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe to start with’ Izzy said. ‘But it’s not our only problem. You know it isn’t. We’re not right together.’ 
 
      
 
     Mackenzie sat down next to her on the sofa, deflated. ‘I know.’ 
 
      
 
    They sat there for some time in silence, amid balloons and cake. What had begun as a party was now a funeral. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy moved out a week later. She’d found another place to live, just as shitty and smaller to boot. But it was hers alone. She couldn’t bear the thought of living with anyone else after Mackenzie. Even though it felt like the right choice to leave, Izzy was miserable and lonely. She’d expected that. She was swapping one sort of misery for an easier one and that was fine. 
 
      
 
    But then something unexpected happened. Izzy began to feel alright. Lighter. Soon after that, she remembered that she was actually entirely capable of enjoying life. 
 
      
 
    It was shocking that she’d forgotten it. It was as though she’d had a bang on the head, suffering memory loss, forgetting to be herself. She’d been so caught up in being a pair for the first time, being one had been lost. But now she’d had another bang to the head and it all came back. She was ok alone. In fact, it was an entirely natural state of being.   
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Seven  
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was stomping down the hallway of the hotel looking for the woman she had an appointment to marry in half an hour. She was angry, worried. She was also hoping she was wrong. 
 
      
 
    She arrived at the door to the room she knew was empty and banged on it, just in case. She waited a moment and unsurprisingly, no one answered. Izzy decided to widen the search.  
 
      
 
    She went straight to the carpark to look for her beloved’s car. If it was there, she was still somewhere on the grounds. If not, Izzy would get in her own car and track the woman down like a bounty hunter. In that instance, her plan was to call her mother from the car, to instruct her to send everyone home. That was one thing she couldn’t face doing herself. She didn’t see why she should have to, anyway. She wasn’t the one doing a bunk. She been scared today, obviously. Scared that her entire history was telling her that she wasn’t cut out for marriage.  
 
      
 
    But Izzy realised now, as she stood to lose everything, that she’d wanted badly to at least try. She’d wanted the chance. Because everything that had led her here, it couldn’t be for nothing. Everything that had led her to take a chance on the heartbreak, the one that might never mend, it had to be for a reason. She had risked herself entirely for this. She’d given herself over to this love completely. Only to be made a fool of.  
 
      
 
    Izzy reached the carpark and went straight to the space the red Honda should have occupied. It was empty. Izzy walked into the gap left by the car and she turned around in it, slowly slumping to the ground until she was sitting in her dress on the tarmac. She inhaled deeply, accepting what had happened. 
 
      
 
    After a while, she stood. She walked over to her car and unlocked it. She got in and started the engine.  
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 Twenty-Eight  
 
      
 
      
 
     ‘Now’ said the yoga instructor, Kim, ‘I want you to fold your leg over the other, slip your arms up your sides, turn, touch your toes and then lean to your left.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned to Gabby. ‘What?’ she muttered out of the side of her mouth. Gabby shrugged. ‘Not a sausage’ she whispered back and started bending herself like a straw. It looked nothing like what the instructor was doing but the fact she was getting it so incredibly wrong gave Izzy the fortitude to get it wrong too. She began to move her body cluelessly. She was going to stop coming to this class. It was way too hard. If there was such a thing as a remedial yoga class, that was where she should have been. 
 
      
 
    A pair of hands appeared on her thighs. Kim was helping her. ‘OK, Izzy. Just lean this way a bit.’ Izzy wished she wouldn’t do this. Not because it made her feel like the dumbest kid in class, though it very much did. It was because Kim was a little bit too bendy and Izzy had been watching this beautiful woman with skin like a baby contort into all kinds of positions for weeks now and it was giving her a certain involuntary physical reaction. She didn’t want to be sleazing on someone who was just trying to do their job, but Kim had her hands on her actual arse right now and she was only flesh and blood.  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, that’s it’ Kim encouraged as she slid her hands up, positioning Izzy by the waist. ‘Just point your feet straight.’ Izzy shuffled her feet, feeling Kim pushing against her bum. She began to worry she was going to make a very bad noise. 
 
      
 
    She looked to her left and that was a mistake. Gabby was grinning like a Cheshire cat. ‘Stop it’ Izzy mouthed. Gabby winked. Izzy made a mental note to kill her friend after this was over.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘You’re a horn dog’ Gabby said afterwards over protein shakes. They tasted how Izzy imagined a woman’s lactations would taste if they were left out in a jar in the sun for a few hours.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not. It’s just been a while since I’ve dated’ Izzy said defensively. ‘You wouldn’t remember, because I don’t think you’ve ever had a dry patch in your life, but after a while, things start happening that you can’t altogether help.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So what’s the problem?’ Gabby asked. ‘Go and get laid.’ That was Gabby’s whole philosophy. Bad day? Go and get laid. Flat tire? Go and get laid. Spill your coffee? Go and get laid. She’d changed very little from university. That was what Izzy liked about her. She was consistently chaotic. 
 
      
 
    ‘Getting laid for the sake of it isn’t my cup of tea’ Izzy told her. Ever since the Sophie incident at university, she’d taken casual sex off the menu. Even if Sophie hadn’t lost her shit, Izzy felt casual sex would take her in the opposite direction of what she really wanted. Love. And her attempt at that had gone completely off piste too, so she was a bit stuffed when you looked at it. 
 
      
 
    ‘How long’s it been, anyway? Since, who was it? Mackenzie?’ Gabby asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had to think. ‘Well, we met a bit after uni and we lasted just under two years.... And then I was working crazy hours after I finally got that producer job. And then I moved a couple of times…’ The answer, when it came, shocked her. ‘Wait… Was that really three years ago?’ 
 
      
 
    She couldn’t believe she’d been single that long. None of her exes were. Last she’d heard Mackenzie had met someone and was settled now, just like Sophie before her. She didn’t know what had become of Alicia, she’d lost track of her entirely, but she was probably married with five kids or something. Because Izzy was apparently the last stop before people found real happiness. She was everybody’s crappy backstory. Even Ben was married now, with a kid and a job as an accountant.  
 
      
 
    ‘It’s that bloody job. You never stop working’ Gabby told her. 
 
      
 
    That was true. Getting Mark’s job after he left had turned out to be just another twist on a very long and windy path. It was funny to think at one time it had seemed like the dream. But that role had become a stepping stone, leading to a better paid job at another station. Then a jump to a bigger local station, BMR, which was where she was now. Her eye was turned to producing the news at a national level now, the next natural step. She wondered when it would end. When would she feel done? What would be enough? But she couldn’t talk to Gabby about any of that. Gabby was a total hippy who floated through life as though it were all a big party. Izzy was just the tiniest bit envious of her sometimes. To not care? How marvellous it must be. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m young. I’ve got time to meet someone’ Izzy told her. But she was a little worried. She was twenty-seven. Yes, she could meet someone anytime. But what did it matter if she was a train wreck who didn’t know how to make it work? 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve got someone I could set you up with’ Gabby said, casually sipping her drink. 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t even consider it. ‘No thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Why not.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because you’re a heterosexual.’ 
 
      
 
    Gabby squinted. ‘What’s that got to do with anything? I’m not setting you up with me, am I?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy leaned back in her chair. ‘How many lesbians do you know?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Loads!’ Gabby exploded. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I mean, right now. People in your life.’ 
 
      
 
    Gabby thought. ‘Four.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, and how many of them are single?’ 
 
      
 
    Gabby paused. ‘Two.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Am I one of those two?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes’ Gabby admitted.  
 
      
 
    ‘So you’re trying to set up the last two single lesbians you know.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s wrong with that?’ Gabby demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘The point of a set-up is to put together people you think will mesh. People with common interests, shared values, all of that. If the only thing I’ve got in common with your friend is that we both have and enjoy boobs, it’s not going to fly, is it?’ 
 
      
 
    Gabby’s face fell. Izzy enjoyed how flattened she looked. This was not the first time some good-hearted straight friend had tried to set her up. She knew how their minds worked. They meant well but they were essentially thoughtless about the love lives of gay people. They approached it like hamsters. Stick them in a cage and watch them go. Well, Izzy wasn’t wasting a night trying to find a scrap of common ground with a stranger. She had her work. That would do. Love was a waste of energy, energy that could go into something that had the slightest chance of lasting. For Izzy, the idea of trying to make love last was like building a sandcastle right at the water’s edge. Time and her personal failings could only do what they always did. Wash it away.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Twenty-Nine  
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy sat back in the booth, almost asleep as she listened to Grant read the headlines in the studio. It was his voice that was putting her under. That dependable yet dull baritone.  
 
      
 
    ‘The police say they have several suspects to speak to’ he said and then announced the time. He was mixed over to the morning team and walked out of the booth. ‘That was fucking ridiculous!’ he said to Izzy, far less calm and measured. 
 
      
 
    ‘What was?’ Izzy asked. This was happening more and more. Temper tantrums. They were now coming once a day. 
 
      
 
    ‘You didn’t here that? Why am I surprised?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Grant’ Izzy said calmly. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘They cut me off.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No they didn’t, I was listening.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Right, listen again’ Grant demanded. 
 
      
 
    Izzy checked the recording of the output. She heard nothing. ‘I don’t hear it.’ 
 
      
 
    Grant leaned over the PC and replayed the final three seconds. There was a fade over from his voice to the jingle. The transition was barely detectable. ‘There. You lose about a third of the last syllable.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy took a moment to collect herself. ‘It’s live radio, it happens. It’s an entirely acceptable loss. You can still hear the last word you say.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s the disrespect’ Grant moaned. ‘I’m sick of it. And as my producer, it’s your job to take it up with those morning arseholes.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wasn’t about to complain about something this piffling to the morning crew producer, Jenna. She was an intimidating creature at the best of times. She never shouted but somehow, she was still terrifying. It was in the eyes. Izzy glanced out to see Jenna in a booth adjoining studio one. Izzy gave her a friendly wave and smile. Jenna held up a hand back, but she didn’t smile. That was normal. Izzy wasn’t even sure she had teeth.  
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’m sorry, OK. But this is just something you’re going to have to accept’ she told Grant as gently as she could. ‘We’ve got to pick our battles, Grant. And this isn’t the hill we die on’ she said, trying to get him under control.  
 
      
 
    Truth was, she didn’t mean a word of it. He always made it so hard to take his side. Because the problem wasn’t mix-over etiquette. It was Grant’s fragile ego. Everyone knew he had his sights on an on-camera presenting job one day and so far, he was no closer. It wasn’t because he couldn’t do it. It was because he was a diva, and everyone knew it. The problem was a snake eating itself. The more difficult he became, the worse his reputation got, the further he got from the big job, the more difficult he became.  
 
      
 
    Izzy’s job had become less about producing the news and more about producing Grant. She was sick to the back teeth of it. Still, she couldn’t seriously consider firing him. Hateful as he was, he was decent at his job and Izzy didn’t want to fire anyone unless she absolutely had to. So unless Grant became completely incompetent, she was just going to have to grit her teeth and wait. She wasn’t going to work here forever. 
 
      
 
    But something special was in Grant’s craw today. He wasn’t letting this go. ‘I’m just saying, those morning prats are just so bloody pleased with themselves because it’s the top job.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy listened as Grant went on and on about his nemeses, the morning crew, Dave and Mike. How they were up their own arses, how they were brainless, how they never invited him to drinks, it was all pouring out. Izzy decided to take her mind to another place, somewhere pleasant. As Grant barked on about how he’d almost had one of their jobs and only lost it because he’d called the station head’s wife a bovine at the Christmas party, Izzy was in a hammock on a warm beach, a gentle breeze blowing. As she waved at a waiter passing by for a fruity cocktail, she noticed that Grant’s face was starting to look extra purple. She fell back to earth with a bump.  
 
      
 
    ‘In fact, you know what, fuck you!’ Grant said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Fuck me?’ Izzy asked mildly. ‘Why me?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Because you never have my back with those bastards.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes I do’ Izzy told him, rubbing her temples, tired. Grant had never sworn at her like this, but still, she was willing to let it go. I will not fire him she told herself. It had become her mantra these days.  
 
      
 
    But then a miracle happened. ‘No, you don’t. You don’t care about me or how I feel, no one in this place does. So you know what?’ Grant said, ramping up, ‘I’m done. I’ve had enough. I FUCKING QUIT!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stared as Grant spun to the studio and put two fingers up at Dave and Mike. Mike was mid speech and he was so distracted by Grant’s angry gesture, his voice trailed off, leaving dead air. Dave jumped in quickly, spreading gentle inanity over the moment and Mike gathered himself, joining back in. 
 
      
 
    Grant turned back to Izzy with a satisfied smile. ‘This is it. I’m changing the story. This is the moment I leave you all and go on to better things’ he announced and walked out.  
 
      
 
    Izzy watched him go. She wished him well, she truly did. But most of her well wishes went to anyone stupid enough to hire him. They would need all the strength they could muster. Izzy needed strength now too. Because she had one hour to find someone to read the news at nine. 
 
      
 
    She ran upstairs to the office, straight to the people who were paid to deal with this kind of rubbish. She ran in and went to the station manager’s office. ‘Jeremy!’ she huffed, out of breath, ‘I need a new presenter.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Is Grant ill?’ Jeremy asked and then dropped his tone. ‘Please let it be something serious.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Ha, no, he’s not ill. He’s just quit’ Izzy told him. 
 
      
 
    Jeremy clutched his hand to his chest. ‘He didn’t!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. He walked just now.’ 
 
      
 
    Jeremy fought to get his teeth under control, but they appeared anyway. ‘That’s terrible’ he grinned. 
 
      
 
    ‘Can you dance on his grave another time? He’s left me with no one to cover the morning.’ 
 
      
 
    Jeremy stopped grinning. ‘Right, yeah, lemme think.’ He chewed his lip for a second and then said, ‘Oh! I might have someone. Let me make a quick call.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was in her office, sweating bullets. It was ten minutes ‘til the hour and she still didn’t have anyone to cover. Jeremy had told her half an hour ago that someone was rushing in and that she would absolutely be there in time to get prepped and then let fly. He swore she was the girl for the job, someone who’d been recording jingles for years and was looking to make the leap to news. She would be there with bells on, so he said. 
 
      
 
    But the minutes ticked on. Izzy was starting to think she was going to have to do it herself. And Izzy was no ingénue, waiting in the wings for the star to break her leg so she could dance on and steal that show. She had no interest in the on-air side of things. She liked to be behind the scenes, making things happen, steering the ship. That was where she belonged. 
 
      
 
    Nonetheless, if this cover didn’t show up in the next minute, Izzy would have to face a personal nightmare. A mic and a script. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m here!’ said a voice. Izzy’s door opened, and the owner of the voice ran in. ‘I’m sorry, I’m here, I’m ready!’ Izzy looked up to see what she was dealing with. The woman was about thirty, glasses perched on top of a fashionably windswept bun. Izzy got up to shake her hand and the woman immediately dropped her bag. Izzy leaned down at the same time as the woman and they cracked heads. 
 
      
 
    ‘Christ!’ Izzy cried and looked to see if her head-butter was injured. She was clutching herself but already apologising. ‘Oh my god!’ she wailed, mortified. ‘Is your head alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s head did hurt. But this close to her brand-new newsreader, she was getting a better look at what lay beneath the chaos of her entry. She was looking at bright green eyes and delicate, waifish features. Izzy also couldn’t help but note that beneath the loose jumper, a slender, almost fragile body hid.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m alright’ Izzy said, meaning it. Funny how the pain was suddenly forgotten.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m Zoe. Zoe Moore’ the woman said. ‘Thank you for this opportunity. I’ll try not to head butt you again.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy smiled, in spite of the circumstances. And then she glanced at the clock over Zoe’s shoulder. Five minutes to go. She stood quickly. ‘Right, let’s get you in the studio.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy listened to Zoe finish the segment and she made a note to send Jeremy a fruit-basket. He’d delivered with Zoe. Zoe’s voice and manner were exactly what you’d want from your news. Her tone seemed to stroke up your spine like a long finger, tickling you here with the fluffy news, soothing you through the rougher stuff but all the while making you feel like everything was going to be fine. Izzy was knocked sideways. 
 
      
 
    Zoe came out of the studio, going into the booth with a nervous grin. ‘Whoo! That was fun.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded. ‘Glad you liked it. I thought I was going to have to read the news myself for a while. That would have been dreadful.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think you’d have been alright’ Zoe said, regarding her. ‘You’ve got the voice for it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy gave a nervous giggle that she hated the sound of and said, ‘Ha. Nails on a chalkboard.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe, now a lot calmer than when she’d burst into Izzy’s office, shook her head and smiled. ‘We’ll have to agree to disagree on that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy coughed, just for something to do. The eye contact Izzy was getting from Zoe made her feel wibbly, way too girlish. She wanted to look down at the ground and say, ‘Oh stop it!’ But she was at work. She couldn’t get all silly just because a pretty girl was paying her attention. She wasn’t eighteen anymore. ‘Anyway, you did a great job. Thanks for rushing in like this.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know about great job, but it’s something for the reel. What happened to the other guy, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Umm, he felt his talents might be better utilised elsewhere.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘In the middle of a shift?’ Zoe asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I was less than thrilled about his timing but if he had to go, he had to go’ Izzy said diplomatically.  
 
      
 
    ‘Well, it was really great to meet you’ Zoe said, putting out her hand. Izzy took it and had the most sexually charged handshake of her life. A nanosecond before it might have gotten weird, they both pulled out. Izzy felt tingly. 
 
      
 
    ‘See you around’ Zoe said and began to walk out. Izzy watched her go, wondering if she’d ever see Zoe again. And then she realised something. ‘Wait! Do you want a job?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Zoe was good. Really good. Izzy couldn’t believe this was her first permanent on-air job. She was a pro from the outset, always prepared, always hit her cues, always sounding like silky confidence. After the hardship of Grant, working with Zoe was like slipping into a warm bath. 
 
      
 
    But Izzy was worried. Zoe had caught her eye the second she’d slammed heads with her. Izzy was concerned about developing a crush. Scratch that, it was too late there, she was full on crushing. So it was more that she was worried it would get out of hand. Had she thought about that when she’d hired Zoe? Yes. Had she told herself that it would be alright, that she’d get over it? She had. Was that a lie? Without question.  
 
      
 
    So she was walking the line, every day. Between behaving professionally and respectfully whilst simultaneously trying to figure out if there was a possibility that she might have a shot with Zoe. She did that by asking subtle questions about Zoe’s after work plans, trying to ascertain if she was single. It seemed she was. But what did it matter? She was Zoe’s boss. Sleazing was not cool.  
 
      
 
    Yet still, as Zoe’s honeyed tones slipped into her ears every day, she couldn’t help but wonder how that voice would sound in other contexts. Naked contexts. Izzy was disgusted with herself. She had to stop this. 
 
      
 
    ‘And that’s the news at ten’ Zoe said and took her headphones off as the on-air sign turned off. She walked into Izzy’s booth and perched a cheek on the desk. ‘How’d I do?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy raised an eyebrow. ‘You don’t have to ask me that every day. I’ve told you. You’re doing a great job. I’m actually happy Grant left’ Izzy told her, hoping that sounded professional and not creepy.   
 
      
 
    ‘I guess I’m still adjusting. I’ve been waiting for this for ages. You have no idea.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then you’ve paid your dues’ Izzy told her. ‘Just accept you’ve earned this. Because in a few months, you’re probably going to start getting other offers.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe laughed at the outrageousness. ‘God, you’re so nice to me. Makes me wonder what you’re buttering me up for’ she said and then said, ‘Coffee?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded mutely, and Zoe walked out. Izzy sat in the booth, eyes narrowed, doing yet another breakdown of a moment with Zoe. Was that ‘Buttering me up’ comment flirtatious or innocuous? Izzy was dreadful at picking up on such things. Particularly when she cared about the outcome.  
 
      
 
    When Zoe came back in, she handed Izzy her coffee and said, ‘Hey, I was thinking... I was wondering if you wanted to hang out sometime. Not at work kind of thing.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy swallowed. ‘Sure. Err, yeah. Sure. Yeah.’ She stopped talking before she was trapped in her banal loop. 
 
      
 
    ‘Great’ Zoe beamed. ‘So anyway, I wanted to ask you something about levels…’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy only half listened. Inside, she still didn’t have a clue what was going on. Why was this so hard? Because she was at work, that was why. This was supposed to be her haven from all that romance bullshit. But she’d gone and confused it, taking the world she understood and diluting it with the one thing she didn’t. Women. She just hoped it wouldn’t end up biting her in the arse.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-three  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was just a movie. Friends went to movies. People went to movies with their parents. Mothers even went to movies with their babies. Izzy had once even heard of a thing where people took their dogs to see a movie. It was just a movie. 
 
      
 
    But as Zoe sat next to her and the curtains closed, the lights went down, Izzy was questioning everything. Was this a date? How could you ever know for sure if your work colleague was being friendly or if she was being friendly? If Izzy got this wrong, it wasn’t just awkward in the moment, it was awkward every single workday. A polite nightmare from which she’d never wake until she eventually buckled and quit from sheer awkwardness.  
 
      
 
    The problem was, Izzy had been single for so long, she had no idea about dating anymore. It had probably changed since the last time she’d been seriously looking. Actual years had passed since then. She’d always thought by the time she’d reached this age that she’d be more confident about woman, better at dating, smoother at the whole thing. But she felt no better off than she had at eighteen, falling into bed with the wrong girl and getting her heart stomped on. It wasn’t fair. Things should have changed by now. She should have been an adult. But as Zoe tilted her popcorn over and Izzy smiled her appreciation and grabbed a handful, she felt like a toddler.  
 
      
 
    ‘Have you heard anything about this film?’ Zoe asked. She’d been the one to pick, at Izzy’s insistence.  
 
      
 
    ‘No’ Izzy said. ‘I never seem to have the time to go to the cinema these days.’  
 
      
 
    ‘OK, well, it’s a thriller’ Zoe told her. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had hoped the film choice might be an indicator of the type of evening this was supposed to be. But it revealed nothing.  
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The lights went up and Izzy blinked in the hard light. She looked to Zoe, waiting to get her take. ‘That was shit’ Zoe said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed, relieved. ‘Yeah.’ 
 
      
 
    They stood and walked out. Izzy saw a taxi rank. ‘Well, early start in the morning’ she said, faking a yawn. This was clearly going nowhere. 
 
      
 
    Zoe raised an eyebrow. ‘Don’t you wanna get a drink and crap all over the film with me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy thought on it. It was inviting. But trying to read signals was getting exhausting. She wanted to give it up, go home, possibly have a bath which she swore would not lead to any self-pleasure while she thought of Zoe. ‘I don’t know…’ Izzy said, throwing a glance to a waiting taxi.  
 
      
 
    But Zoe gave her a little half smile and said, ‘Come on. It’s early’ and she started to back away like she already knew Izzy would do anything she wanted. 
 
      
 
    She was right. Izzy followed. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy’s evening had taken an upturn. Because she’d given up on the romance thing, she was just trying to talk to the woman, stop seeing her as a sex object. It was almost working. If she could just not look at Zoe’s perfect face, she could just about pretend she was talking to a brick wall with a voice like butter. 
 
      
 
    ‘But didn’t you know that guy was the killer?’ Zoe asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘No’ Izzy admitted. ‘I thought he was the love interest.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What film were you watching?’ Zoe asked with a shocked laugh. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not good at reading clues’ Izzy told her. ‘When I watched Titanic, I didn’t even realise the ship was going to sink. I thought they’d figure out a way around the iceberg.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe snorted. ‘Not great with clues. I’ll have to remember that.’ She looked at the time. ‘Oh my god, look at the time! We’ve got to be up at five.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, it’s bed time’ Izzy said accidentally and blushed a bit.  
 
      
 
    Zoe didn’t seem to notice. ‘Where are you? We could split a cab.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m in Borringdale.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Perfect, I’m in Chester Hill.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    The taxi ride was short and quiet. Izzy was spending it in the way she thought best. Trying to stop this nonsense. She’d done so well with building a sex wall the last few years. It was deeply annoying that Zoe had cracked through. But Izzy was a pro. She could get ahold of herself and let this be what it should have been from day one. A good working relationship. 
 
      
 
    The taxi pulled up and Zoe opened her purse. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, it’s OK, I’ve got it’ Izzy told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, no, please’ Zoe. ‘Let me pay him.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I have to pay him on the other end anyway. You’ll be paying most of the way.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t mind’ Zoe said and paid the man. She opened the door and stepped out.  
 
      
 
    Izzy scooched over to lean out. ‘See you in the morning.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe nodded but she didn’t say anything. 
 
      
 
    ‘OK, well, bye’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    Zoe tutted and rolled her eyes. ‘You’re seriously not going to get out?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy asked, thinking she’d misheard. 
 
      
 
    Zoe took a deep breath, leaned over and pulled lightly on Izzy’s collar, dragging Izzy forward to meet her for a kiss. Izzy’s eyes flapped closed at the first brush of Zoe’s lips. As Zoe kissed her, she thought to herself, ‘OK. This clue seems clear enough.’ 
 
      
 
    The cabbie coughed, and Zoe and Izzy broke it off. ‘So are you coming in?’ Zoe asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded again and got out of the car. The taxi drove off.  
 
      
 
    They barely made it inside before Zoe made move two. She pressed Izzy up against the door and kissed her neck, murmuring, ‘I’ve had to wait way too long for this.’ Izzy moaned as Zoe’s lips slid along her ear.  
 
      
 
    And then she suddenly remembered why she’d thought this might be a bad idea. ‘Wait a sec, wait a sec’ she said, and Zoe stopped kissing her ear and leaned back to look at her. ‘What’s wrong? Do you want to slow it down?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t want that at all. But her damn mind had started working its terrible machinations. ‘It’s not… It’s… I’m worried.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What about?’ Zoe asked, stepping back a little. 
 
      
 
    ‘We work together’ Izzy told her. ‘I mean, there’s a good reason this sort of thing is discouraged.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe sighed, hurt. ‘I… I’m not just trying to shag you, Izzy. I mean, I am. But I thought…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve thought about why this shouldn’t happen’ Zoe admitted. ‘But I thought it was worth the risk. Because we have a spark, don’t we?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s mouth turned up at one corner. ‘I think we do, yes.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, I mean, it might be a bit early for this conversation seeing as I haven’t even gotten your clothes off yet, but I thought we might be starting something.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you?’ Izzy asked, not wanting to get her hopes up. But it was so hard. Zoe looking at her like this, so earnest, laying it on the line. Izzy fell a little bit in love at that moment.  
 
      
 
    ‘If you don’t think this could go the distance, you can say so. It’s alright’ Zoe said, turning away. 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m just thinking…’ Izzy started to say and then stopped to gather herself. She was about to mess this up. And why shouldn’t she have what she wanted for a change? Why shouldn’t she take a risk on someone like Zoe? The woman was a serious catch. What kind of idiot threw a woman like her back in the water? ‘Zoe, I do think it could go the distance. I just got scared. I do that.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe licked her lips and looked Izzy in the eye. ‘Scared is alright. I can deal with scared.’ She leaned in and kissed Izzy deeply.  
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t speak after that. She made some noises, but they weren’t full words and thank god for that. It was time to disconnect her worries and fears and try again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Four  
 
      
 
      
 
     The next morning, Izzy sat in her booth watching Zoe read the news. Her lips were pressed tightly together to stop herself grinning as Zoe talked about a road traffic accident. It was unseemly to be happy while listening to such things. 
 
      
 
    But Izzy was happy. Last night had been something she didn’t know she needed. What had happened with Mackenzie had scared her more deeply than she’d realised. The last few years of drought, Izzy had told herself she was just being sensible. But it was obvious now that it had been pure fear at the wheel of her heart.  
 
      
 
    Last night Izzy had pushed that hand off the wheel. Her reward was deep pleasure. Zoe was a hellcat in the bedroom. Izzy just hoped that Zoe had been right, that the spark they had wasn’t merely sexual. That this thing, just this once, could go all the way.  
 
      
 
    ‘Several people were rushed to hospital with serious injuries’ Zoe said and caught Izzy’s eye. She grinned involuntarily. She quickly looked away, putting her mouth back into the serious shape needed. ‘Police have closed off the lane, so please be aware when making your way down the A78 this morning’ Zoe read on, trying not to look at Izzy again. Luckily, she was wrapping up and as the jingle played, Zoe was able to stand up and come into the booth. ‘I hope no one heard me sound like I was loving the fact that a car smashed into a lorry’ she said to Izzy dryly. 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re the consummate pro’ Izzy told her. ‘You kept your voice appropriately dour.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe pretended to wipe sweat off her forehead and then glanced at the other studio, visible through the glass. ‘Are they looking?’ she asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy cast a discreet glance in the direction of the morning crew. They were laughing at their own hilariousness as ever. Jenna watched with dead eyes. 
 
      
 
    ‘Nope. Why, you thinking about doing something we don’t want people to see?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Precisely’ Zoe said, stealing a kiss. Izzy’s heart swelled at the brief contact. She would have thought she’d have been scared to do that at work. But the reward far outweighed the risk. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hey, can I take you on a proper date?’ Zoe asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Last night wasn’t a proper date?’ Izzy replied, shocked. ‘Because it certainly felt like one. What with the naked bit.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It was a trial date. I was trying to read the vibe’ Zoe explained. 
 
      
 
    ‘I was doing that too’ Izzy confessed. It was nice to be honest.  
 
      
 
    ‘Then you’re not very good at it. I’ve been dropping hints for weeks. And you still nearly left.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you went for it anyway?’ Izzy probed, amazed. Zoe was so different from her. She didn’t seem to know the meaning of fear. And Izzy knew that word way too well. Every permutation and definition known to man, Izzy was an expert.  
 
      
 
    ‘Damn right I went for it’ Zoe said with a rueful smile ‘You were too cute, all flustered in that cab. I had to kiss you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m glad you did’ Izzy said, checking no one was watching them. This was the problem with working around all these glass walls. Hers and Zoe’s body language was screaming out WE HAD SEX! 
 
      
 
    ‘So you’re going to let me take you out?’ Zoe asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’d like that’ Izzy said moderately not wanting to sound too keen. But the second Zoe walked out of the booth, she was beaming like an idiot. 
 
      
 
    She looked over to see Dave from morning giving her quite an intense look while his partner prattled on. She thought for a second he’d been watching her interaction with Zoe, that he was onto her. But then he gave her a cheesy wink. Izzy clocked on. He’d thought she was smiling at him. Izzy dropped her grin immediately. Dave’s smile faded, and he turned back to his mic. 
 
      
 
    Once that awkwardness was dealt with, Izzy went back to enjoying the moment. There was something in the air. Izzy supposed it was a feeling of potential.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Five  
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy sat in her parents living room, drinking tea. She was on her official monthly visit. This one had a purpose. They were meeting Simon’s girlfriend, Andrea. The girl looked terrified. Simon looked pleased with himself.  
 
      
 
    Izzy had wondered if she should have brought her own person today but in retrospect, separation of family and girlfriends was probably for the best. That’s right, Zoe and Izzy were happening. Today was their three-month anniversary. The spark was now a bonfire. 
 
      
 
    Izzy was exhausted. But she wouldn’t have dreamed of complaining. She’d had never had so much sex in her life. She was high on a permanent diet of oxytocin. People commented on it. ‘God, you’re cheery’ Jeremy said when he saw her in the halls. ‘What’s your secret?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, just a good night’s sleep’ Izzy said vaguely. It was a hilarious lie. She got no sleep at all these days. It was wonderful.  
 
      
 
    And they didn’t just go at it like alley cats. They talked too, in-between orgasms. They talked about their respective lives, hopes, dreams, nightmares, tastes, all the usual. So Izzy felt like the sex wasn’t casual, like with Sophie. After all, they had things in common, unlike her and Mackenzie. They worked in the same industry, for a start. Also, Izzy had casually dropped in something about kids once and Zoe had been wonderfully ‘Meh’ on the subject. 
 
      
 
    Zoe had referred to her as her girlfriend too, while they were in the supermarket, three weeks ago. ‘My girlfriend needs non-bio fabric conditioner’ she’d asked the guy stacking shelves. ‘Have you got any?’ As they waited for the guy to check, Zoe suddenly spun to Izzy. ‘Sorry, do you mind me calling you that?’  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Um…’ Izzy sputtered, taken by surprise. But looking at Zoe’s nervous face, she knew what she had to say. Izzy smiled, kissed Zoe on the cheek and said, ‘No. Course not.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    Still, it was probably better not to have bought Zoe to this meet the parent’s thing. She would leave such gestures to Simon, who’d never looked so happy. Izzy was pleased for him, but she just hoped he hadn’t made a big mistake in bringing Andrea today. Because back in the day, her parents would have faked it for a guest. But lately, they’d been getting worse. More fights, more screaming, more anger, more bitterness. Every time Izzy spoke to either of them, they did nothing but complain about the other. They’d never been more wearing.  
 
      
 
    But so far, Scott and Joanne were doing alright. Then again, they usually were for the first hour. But sooner or later, someone would slip up. A shot would be fired across the bow. And then? War.  
 
      
 
    ‘So how long’s it been?’ Joanne asked the happy new couple. 
 
      
 
    Simon looked to Andrea. ‘What? About six months?’ Andrea nodded and smiled. 
 
      
 
    ‘Wow!’ Joanne said, slightly patronising. ‘So, getting quite serious then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Mum’ Simon admonished. ‘Take it easy.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, just excited’ Joanne said, crossing her fingers. ‘I mean, this one’s not going to give me grandkids’ she said with a nod to Izzy. ‘Oh, I don’t mean because you’re a lesbian! Just because you don’t want them!’ she corrected nervously.  
 
      
 
    Izzy bestowed her mother with a forgiving smile. ‘I know what you meant, Mum.’ She’d never been happier not to have Zoe here if this was the standard of conversation to be expected from the evening. 
 
      
 
    Scott looked over at Izzy. ‘I didn’t know that.’ 
 
      
 
    That was correct. Her mother knew Izzy wasn’t going to have kids because she’d asked. Her dad would never ask such a question because he rarely asked personal things like that - either because he wasn’t interested, or didn’t know how, Izzy had never quite established. But now that thing was going to happen. The thing that happened when her father felt out of the loop.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, that’s right. Not for me’ Izzy said quickly, feeling a bit awkward. She was meeting Andrea for the first time and so far they’d tackled Izzy’s sexuality and lack of interest in children in a few seconds. It was a bit much. But Andrea was beside the point now. The issue at hand had become containment, clean up. ‘It came up recently, no big deal.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Any reason?’ Scott asked evenly. Weirdly evenly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy shrugged. ‘Just not my thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s a career girl’ Joanne said to Andrea. Andrea nodded politely.  
 
      
 
    ‘Is that the reason?’ Scott asked. ‘Because you can have both.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy wanted to scream. It seemed her dad wasn’t going to go off but instead, he was being inappropriate in front of a stranger, which wasn’t a lot better. What was wrong with him? She’d just gotten used to how bloody obtuse he was and now, in his fifties, he was trying to reach out? It was nothing short of rude. 
 
      
 
     Izzy shrugged and said, ‘Yeah, I guess.’ She turned to Andrea. ‘So, how did you guys meet?’ 
 
      
 
    But Scott interrupted. ‘Is this because of how me and your mum are?’ 
 
      
 
    The temperature in the room fell several degrees. Izzy heard her mother say, ‘Scott’ softly. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, Joanne’ Scott said sadly. ‘She doesn’t want kids because she hasn’t had a good experience of how we’ve parented her. It’s obvious.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Dad, that’s not true’ Izzy said quickly, confused by yet another strange turn in the conversation.  
 
      
 
    But her dad didn’t listen to her. He was in his own head. ‘Well, I don’t know how to make that up to you. But we’re getting a divorce’ he told the room. 
 
      
 
    A silence fell over the room as the Mortimer kids took in the news of the demise of their parents’ marriage. Despite its inevitably, it was still shocking. It was as though they’d watched someone suffering some awful terminal illness hang on for years, to the extent that it seemed they might just go on for ever, sick, suffering, but just about living. But here it was. The death. 
 
      
 
    Eventually, Simon was the one to break the moment. He gave a cough and said, ‘Well, it’s been great to see you guys, but I reckon that’s about the limit. Thanks for saving this for today. Great timing, really. Just fantastic’ he said and stood up. Andrea stood, said, ‘Bye then’ to the room and scuttled nervously after him.  
 
      
 
    Joanne turned on Scott the second she heard the front door shut. ‘Why did you do that? We agreed to wait.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I know I shouldn’t have. But look. We’ve ruined our daughter!’ 
 
      
 
    The daughter in question raised an eyebrow at that. But rather than debate it, she decided to take a cue from her brother and leave on a sarcastic comment. ‘Right, I’m going to take my ruined self and get going, if you don’t mind?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘He doesn’t mean it like that’ Joanne said desperately.  
 
      
 
    ‘Was I forgetting the nice way to call someone ruined?’ Izzy asked her mother and father. No one could answer. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’m sure you’ve got some questions’ Scott said and Joanne nodded. ‘Yes. You must.’ 
 
      
 
    But Izzy had no interest in letting them turn this into ‘A healthy conversation’. It was too late for that. ‘No, no questions. No comments. No interest at all. Enjoy your separate lives’ she said and slammed out. 
 
      
 
    She walked down the street, headed for her car. She walked right past it. She was so angry, there was no way she could sit still right now. And she certainly couldn’t drive the car. She’d crash the thing, the state she was in.  
 
      
 
    She called her brother as she walked down the street. ‘Are you OK?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. You?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t know. How’s Andrea doing? I hope it wasn’t too traumatic for her.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She said it was fine. She was more worried about me.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s nice, you know. I think she’s a good one’ Izzy said. Truthfully, Andrea hadn’t really gotten a chance to show who she was one way or the other. But Izzy wanted to be encouraging.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, no… I don’t know if that’s going to work’ Simon said casually. 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘She’s nice, but… I don’t know if I’m ready to settle down.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Then why did you bring her to Mum and Dad’s?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Dunno. Stupid I guess.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Simon, I hope this isn’t because-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Gotta go, sis’ he said and hung up. 
 
      
 
    Izzy kept walking, her thoughts in an angry swirl. Those selfish bastards. All these years that they’d stuck it out to do this now? After putting her and Simon through the ringer? 
 
      
 
    And the insult laid on top? Her dad attributing it to how broken Izzy was? She was pretty sure he was broken, and her mother was broken, but not Izzy. She was doing alright. Maybe she’d gone a bit off course over the years, made a few wrong turns, gotten stuck on the odd roundabout. But she’d found Zoe. Zoe represented hope. It was early days, but the sky was the limit for them. After all, Zoe treated Izzy like she was made of gold. She told her constantly how cool and brilliant and sexy she thought Izzy was. She didn’t look at her and see a broken toy. That meant something. If Zoe looked at Izzy and saw something good, then it was there. Because Zoe was wonderful. So Izzy might be wonderful too. Her dad didn’t know shit. 
 
      
 
    Izzy was still walking when she found herself in the city centre, two miles away from her parents’ house. How long had she stomped, absorbed in this angry stream of thought?  
 
      
 
    She’d calmed down somewhat now. But she didn’t want to go back to her parents’ place to get the car. She might run into them and she’d had more than enough of that pair for one day.  
 
      
 
    She decided to call Zoe. Zoe knew about her parents, what nightmares they were. She’d understand what today meant, how it affected her. She’d listen. She took her phone out and scrolled to Zoe’s number. 
 
      
 
    But then something happened. Just before Izzy could make the call, she happened to glance up. At the shops. At one shop in particular. A jewellers. A mad thought seized hold of her.  
 
      
 
    Izzy spent several minutes trying to talk herself out of the crazy notion. But it wouldn’t shake. She’d been so cautious her entire life and what had it mattered? She’d still made mistakes, still lost out, still been unhappy, still never found real love. Until now maybe? So why be careful? Why not do something crazy? Risk it all for the greatest reward of her life? Zoe Moore.  
 
      
 
    Izzy walked into the jewellers. She thought for a moment it was empty and she wondered if she should just go, forget this madness. But then a white-haired guy walked out of the back. ‘Sorry, skeleton staff today. Can I help you with something?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. I need an engagement ring.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Six 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy had the ring in her pocket. She’d walked back to her parents and managed to sneak away in her car without being spotted. She was on her way. To Zoe. 
 
      
 
    She planned what she’d say as she drove. She thought she probably ought to start with telling Zoe she loved her. She was relatively confident that Zoe would say it back. The way Zoe was with her, she had to, didn’t she? 
 
      
 
    Once that was done, she could say something like, ‘I know we haven’t known each other long but I need to ask you something. I’ve been waiting my whole life for you and now I’ve found you, I want you to know what that means.’ And then she’d pop the question. She’d have to explain to Zoe that she knew it was fast and that she didn’t expect them to get married right away, nor even move in just yet, but that she wanted to get engaged now as a start on the road to a life together. Yeah, that sounded OK. 
 
      
 
    Izzy pulled in front of Zoe’s building and sat in the car for a moment, preparing herself, getting ready for the biggest moment in her life. She was going to propose to someone. She’d never really imagined this before, it was never her dream to get down on one knee, she’d kind of hoped it would go the other way someday. But somehow, doing this, it felt right. 
 
      
 
    She got out of the car and buzzed Zoe’s flat. An age passed, and Izzy worried she was out. But then, ‘Hello?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s me’ Izzy said into the intercom, trying to contain her excitement. She had to take this slowly, not just rush it and go at Zoe like a nut. ‘Can I come in?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did we have plans?’ Zoe asked, confused. 
 
      
 
    ‘No, I was just passing. I hope you don’t mind?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, no, no’ Zoe said. ‘Except, the thing is, I’ve got a workman in. He’s painting the kitchen.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, right’ Izzy said, trying to imagine a workman with his bum-crack out, slapping a coat of primer on a wall while she proposed. ‘Could you come down then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, give me a minute’ Zoe said and shut the intercom off. 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked around her, reconfiguring her plan. She needed somewhere nice to do this. Maybe a walk to the park around the corner? It was a warm day, it could work. 
 
      
 
    Zoe came out of the main door, looking flustered. ‘Hi! I really wasn’t expecting to see you today. I look a state!’ she twittered. 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at Zoe. She did look a little unkempt. But that only made this better. She was seeing Zoe as she was. Like she looked first thing in the morning. 
 
      
 
    ‘You look gorgeous’ Izzy said, leaning in and kissing her on the cheek. ‘Hey, you wanna take a walk with me?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Zoe said, catching on to Izzy’s slight air of occasion. 
 
      
 
    ‘I just, I just wanted to talk to you about something’ Izzy told her, smiling, taking her hand. ‘I wanted to start by saying…’ 
 
      
 
    Before Izzy could get her declaration of love out, she heard a door creak and she turned to see someone come out of the same door Zoe had. It was Jenna, the scary morning show producer. ‘Shit…’ Jenna said. ‘I thought you’d be gone’ she said, exchanging a fearful look with Zoe. 
 
      
 
    Zoe instantly slapped a smile on her face. ‘Oh, Izzy, did I tell you that Jenna popped by? She wanted to talk to me about some work stuff.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked from Jenna to Zoe. And back again. ‘What work stuff?’ She didn’t even know Jenna and Zoe knew one another.  
 
      
 
    ‘I… We thought Zoe might want to do a few promos for us’ Jenna said quickly. Zoe nodded. 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt nausea creep into her stomach. ‘Then why were you meeting at Zoe’s? Why not just speak at work?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Well…’ Zoe started to say, an expression on her face that Izzy had never seen before. She looked trapped. 
 
      
 
    Izzy took a step back from Zoe. And then another. ‘Did you… Did you sleep with her?’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe gasped, getting herself together enough to seem embarrassed. ‘Izzy! Don’t be absurd!’ 
 
      
 
    But Jenna wasn’t so quick to sort her face out. She was blushing. 
 
      
 
    Izzy made a low moan and looked at the ground. She wanted to be sick. ‘Oh god.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Izzy, don’t be crazy’ Zoe said. ‘I don’t know why you’d say something like that!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned away from Zoe, to Jenna. ‘I’ve known you for a few years and I’ve always respected your honesty. So I’m asking you… Did you?’ 
 
      
 
    Jenna licked her lips and flicked a look to Zoe. Izzy didn’t even need confirmation now, but she wanted to get it anyway. Jenna inhaled and said, ‘Yeah. We did. Sorry, Izzy.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned away, to her car. Zoe was at her back before she could get the door open. ‘Izzy, wait, it’s not what you think. I mean, yes, we did. But I didn’t plan it, it was a one off, it just happened.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It just happened while Jenna was at your flat for some reason?’ Izzy asked, turning back to Zoe. ‘You must take me for a total mug.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘She dropped by to talk about the promos, just like I said. Things… Things got out of hand. But you and me, it’s still early days, I didn’t think it would be a big deal.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You used the word girlfriend. That was your word. Are you going to tell me now that didn’t mean we were exclusive?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘This was a one off, Izzy. Please, don’t get upset about something so little.’  
 
      
 
    Izzy stopped and looked at Zoe’s desperate face. Was it really just the once? And if it was, did it change anything? There was an easy way to find that out for sure. She looked over at Jenna, still locked on the spot. ‘How many times has this happened?’ 
 
      
 
    Jenna gave an awkward shrug. ‘Four or five?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Will you shut the fuck up!’ Zoe screamed at Jenna. 
 
      
 
    Jenna gave Zoe a look of contempt. ‘You wanna lie, go ahead. But this kind of shit isn’t me. I should never have let you talk me into this.’ Jenna walked off down the street. 
 
      
 
    Zoe turned back to Izzy. ‘She’s a liar.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You’re the liar’ Izzy said. ‘I thought we had something, you know? So maybe I was wrong. Maybe I am a mug.’  
 
      
 
    Zoe couldn’t find any words to reply. Izzy took the moment to get into her car. She drove around the corner and parked up, out of sight of Zoe. She leaned on her steering wheel and cried ‘til she was dry. After that, she took the ring out of her pocket and put it in the glove box, never wanting to see it again.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Seven 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two days later, Izzy walked into her office. She didn’t want to be there. She was dreading seeing Zoe downstairs for the first time after she’d caught her. Maybe she could take a minute to gather herself before she braved it, she pondered. 
 
      
 
    But Zoe was waiting in her office, sat in her chair. Izzy nearly jumped out of her skin. ‘We need to talk’ Zoe said quickly. 
 
      
 
    ‘About the run down?’ Izzy asked. ‘Because anything else is off the table.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Please. Just listen for five minutes, that’s all I ask.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed. ‘I don’t have time. Tell me after the first hour, alright?’ 
 
      
 
    So, at eleven minutes past six, Zoe finished up and walked straight into the booth ‘Right, first off, I really did like you. And I meant everything I said.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy rolled her eyes.  
 
      
 
    Zoe was incensed. ‘I did! But you don’t know what it’s like for me. I have this problem, this intimacy thing. I start to get too close to someone and I have this… Itch.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘An itch? Have you tried medicine? I bet Canesten make something for that. Apply cream to your downstairs and treat the urge to be a cheating bastard?’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe shook her head. ‘Izzy, if you’re not going to listen-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, trust me. I can’t wait to hear this.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘Then you need to understand, this only proves what I thought. I’m in love with you!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy barked a laugh. It was so loud, the morning crew looked over. And they were in sound-proof glass. Luckily, Jenna was out of sight, no doubt keeping her head down. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, I’ve always had this thing’ Zoe explained. ‘About women in charge. My therapist says it’s because my mother was cold. I don’t know about that. But anyway, Jenna… Well, she’s such a bossy bitch, I couldn’t help myself. But after what happened, I realised… Sometimes you have to throw something away to realise you want it. And then you know how much that thing, that person, really means, and you come back ready to love them properly.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat back in her chair, astounded. ‘Are you trying to get me to forgive you?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, of course. I gave you a few days to get over it. And now I want to be honest. I want us to make a go of it.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy regarded Zoe, eyes wide with sincerity and she knew that Zoe meant every word she was saying. As she’d meant everything else she’d ever said. But only in the moment she said it. Because her attention was short. However, in other moments, other things would seem more important. Like her mummy complex bullshit. ‘Zoe…’ Izzy began, and Zoe smiled, waiting, expecting to hear that Izzy was ready to take her back. ‘I think you might need more therapy.’ 
 
      
 
    Zoe’s smile faded. ‘Does that mean you’ll think about it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stood and looked at Zoe. ‘Not a fucking chance.’ She left the booth, leaving Zoe wide eyed with astonishment. 
 
      
 
    Izzy headed upstairs, just like the last time she’d had a staff problem, to see Jeremy. ‘I’m sorry, but I have to quit.’ 
 
      
 
    Jeremy was astonished. ‘What, why?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t see any point in beating around the bush. ‘I’ve been seeing Zoe. She cheated on me. So now I have to leave because I can’t look at her anymore.’ 
 
      
 
    Jeremy had to sit down. ‘Christ. Can we fire her instead then?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You know we can’t. Not on this basis’ Izzy told him. 
 
      
 
    ‘I know. I was just fantasising. I’d rather lose her than you, any day.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s kind of you to say’ Izzy told him. She didn’t know if he meant it or if he was being nice, but she appreciated it just the same. 
 
      
 
    ‘God, why did I call her that day?’ Jeremy asked himself. ‘Why didn’t I call the guy with the bad wig? You probably wouldn’t have fallen in love with him. Although he does have a lovely smile.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy gave a tired laugh. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, what if you didn’t leave?’ Jeremy asked. ‘What if we moved her around? I could ask Jill from afternoons if she’d swap you her guy?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy thought about it. ‘I’d still know she was here. Maybe it’s crazy to you, but even that…’ Izzy shook her head. 
 
      
 
    ‘Christ, Izzy. She’s really fucked you up, hasn’t she?’ Jeremy asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s shoulders slumped. She hadn’t spoken to anyone about this yet and since she was talking to Jeremy, she might as well lay it out. ‘She’s a moral vacuum without pity. And I was ready to propose to her, Jeremy. I don’t know how to get past that.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you buy a ring?’ he asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. It’s in my glovebox now. I’m going to chuck it into the canal.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Was it expensive?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I spent a grand’ Izzy told him with a shudder. 
 
      
 
    ‘Get a refund’ Jeremy told her with conviction.  
 
      
 
    Izzy had of course considered it. But the thought of walking back into that shop - the shop she’d walked into so full of hope, so utterly blind - and asking for her money back, was somehow as horrifying as finding Zoe with Jenna. It was like trying to get a refund back on a terrible life choice. Not possible. ‘I don’t think I can face going back into the jewellers-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, you’ve got to take it back. Take that money and spend it on you, buy something to cheer yourself up. Don’t let her take more than she already has from you.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy chewed her lip. ‘I’ll think about it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright. Look, if you can stay a week, I might be able to help you find something new, speak to someone I know. I heard about something that might be coming up. I don’t want to say more until I know for sure.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s eyes were wide. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Can’t promise anything. But I’ll give it a go.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s generous of you, thank you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So you’ll give me the week?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Of course’ Izzy told him. ‘I would have anyway.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You think you can deal with it?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘One week? I think I can manage. Just about.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Good woman’ Jeremy said, giving her a companionable clap on the back. ‘But heed my advice. Take that fucking ring back.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Eight  
 
      
 
      
 
    Yes, Izzy did manage the week. But it was rough. Seeing Zoe every day, trying to do her job properly while she was hurting so much, it was a bad week. 
 
      
 
    The only consolation was in that week, she happened to see Jenna and Zoe walk past each other in the hall. They looked away from each other, Jenna’s face plastered in disgust. So Izzy had one thing to grasp onto. Zoe and Jenna weren’t walking off into the sunset together.  
 
      
 
    Eventually, the hellish week ended, and Izzy slipped out. She’d requested no party, no fanfare. But there were still a couple of tearful hugs from station staff. Izzy had never realised how liked she was until she was leaving.  
 
      
 
    As she left the building, she turned and saw Zoe in the window. Zoe gave her a shy wave and a smile. Izzy remembered Grant’s big exit and decided to follow his lead. She gave Zoe the finger. Zoe’s smile dropped, and she disappeared from the window.  
 
      
 
    At her car, Jeremy appeared. ‘Hey, I haven’t forgotten my promise’ he said as he hugged her goodbye. 
 
      
 
    ‘Do what you can’ Izzy said and went home. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    At her flat, Izzy climbed into a hot bath and stayed there until it went stone cold. After that, she lay in her bed until dawn broke through the following day. She didn’t sleep a wink. 
 
      
 
    What she couldn’t get over, above and beyond all else, was how stupid she’d been. She’d thought she’d struck lucky, won the girlfriend lottery. How had she not realised what kind of person Zoe was? Were her instincts so out of whack that she couldn’t smell fecklessness when it was right under her nose. Four or five times. Four or five times. That’s what Jenna had said. Over what period? A week? Two weeks? A month? How long had Izzy been a fool?  
 
      
 
    And what were the specific times? Was it when Zoe said she was going to Wednesday night Tabata class? When she said she was going for a drink with an old friend? When she went to see her grandmother in hospital? Holy hell, was there even a grandmother? 
 
      
 
    These questions haunted her.  
 
      
 
    Izzy’s phone went. It was a text from Gabby, checking in and asking if she was going to yoga. She wasn’t. She just wanted to curl up on her bed and wait for god knows what. She’d never felt more adrift in her life. A week ago, she’d been in love, she’d had a good career. This week she was single and unemployed. How could it be this easy to wreck your life? 
 
      
 
    Her phone went again. It was her mother texting to ask delicately how she was doing, no doubt worried that Izzy was rocked by the news of the divorce. But that was old news. Barely a blip on the radar.  
 
      
 
    Izzy went to the fridge and looked inside. There were just some condiments in there, and half of them were on the turn. This wouldn’t do at all. If Izzy was going to get herself good and depressed, she was going to need food. 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was in a onesie. In the supermarket. It was official. She’d stopped giving a shit. 
 
      
 
    She walked through the cereal aisle, piling it high with the sugar packed ones that kids ate. Then she went onto the baked aisle, loading herself up with assorted filthy carbs. Crisps after that. Then booze. She was thinking about putting on roughly five pounds in the next two weeks.  
 
      
 
    She loaded the car up and climbed in. As she queued to drive out of the carpark, some young guy in a small convertible cut her off. She honked the horn at him and he just laughed at her. Izzy was so incensed she stalled the car. ‘What’s wrong with you?’ she screamed out of her window. ‘Don’t you know there are other people in the world? People who are affected by your selfishness!’ 
 
      
 
    But the guy had driven off by this point and Izzy was left shouting at nothing. She took a second to catch her breath – screaming at people really took it out of you - and then put her hand on the gear stick to start the car again. But as she did, she chanced to look at the glovebox. She thought of what was in there, the ring box. She had a choice. She could throw it away or she could take it back. 
 
      
 
    But Jeremy had a point. Zoe had taken enough from her. She was not going to rob her of a grand. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Thirty-Nine  
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy walked into the jewellers, still in the onesie. There was no pride to be had here so why bother pretending? She was returning an engagement ring. Let it be awful. Because after she had her money back, she was going to splurge on something stupid. She didn’t know what the stupid thing was yet - spending recklessly wasn’t really Izzy’s thing - but there had to be something to chuck the money away on besides bad girlfriends.  
 
      
 
    But first, the unpleasant business of the refund. She looked around, hoping to spot the guy who’d sold her the ring in the first place. But she couldn’t spot him. Only two women were in today, one middle aged lady standing in front of the counter, and another younger looking woman (Izzy could tell from the clothes) leaning down with her back to Izzy, arranging rings in a cabinet. Izzy went to the counter, to the middle-aged woman. ‘Hi. I bought this ring about a week ago. I’d like to return it please?’ she nearly whispered.  
 
      
 
    ‘Have you got the receipt?’ the woman asked coldly.  
 
      
 
    So it was going to be like that, was it. Izzy fished the receipt out of her pocket. The woman had a look at the receipt and then looked at the ring with a side eye to Izzy.  
 
      
 
    The bell above the door went and a big smile suddenly slid onto the woman’s face as she beheld someone behind Izzy. ‘Mrs Smythe! Have you come about the double rope of pearls? I’ve been holding them for you!’ 
 
      
 
    Mrs Smythe answered, ‘Yes. And while I’m at it, I’d like to look at your cufflinks. I need something for my husband.’ 
 
      
 
    The woman completely forgot about Izzy, running around to get to Mrs Smythe. ‘I’m sure we’ve got something he’ll like.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy almost walked out there and then, but then the woman tossed a look over her shoulder at the younger woman fiddling with the display on the corner. ‘Alicia, can you help this lady with her return?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy turned as the woman stood and she thought, no, it can’t be. But it was. Alicia Coleman. Former best friend, virginity taker, heartbreaker. 
 
      
 
     Alicia looked to see who she was being asking to help, and she locked eyes with Izzy. Izzy wondered if she’d even recognise her. But there was no question from the look on Alicia’s face. ‘Jesus Christ on a cracker!’ Alicia exclaimed. Her colleague shot her a warning look before turning back to Mrs Smythe. Alicia paid it no mind. ‘Izzy! Is that you?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at Alicia and no one could argue with the fact that the years had been kind to Alicia Coleman. Everything that had made her gorgeous as a teenager had made her stunning as an adult. That dark hair was still long and straight and thick, those bright blue eyes still sparkled, electric as ever. That long body had a few new curves now, womanhood filling her out magnificently. ‘Alicia?’ Izzy said, nothing else to say. 
 
      
 
    Alicia walked around the counter and Izzy didn’t know what was happening until Alicia’s arms were around her. ‘I can’t believe it’ Alicia said. After a moment’s pause, Izzy’s arms came to life and she hugged Alicia back, feeling her old friend, familiar and strange all at once. She suddenly remembered she was wearing that damn onesie. She no longer took comfort from it. She would burn it later. 
 
      
 
    Alicia leaned back from the hug, grabbing Izzy by the shoulders. ‘Isabel Mortimer’ she said with dreamy wonder, looking right into her eyes. Izzy felt overwhelmed. She’d never expected to see this person ever again and here she was, inches away. Looking amazing. It was a lot to take on. ‘You look well’ Izzy sputtered. 
 
      
 
    ‘So do you’ Alicia breathed. Izzy knew that was a lie, despite Alicia’s efforts to sell it. She was a mess, top to bottom. ‘How long’s it been?’ Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘I, oh, I don’t…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Graduation’ Alicia said. ‘I haven’t seen you since school ended. How on earth did we let that happen?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy shook her head as if to say, ‘Who knows?’ But she knew the answer. Oh, she knew damn well. Funny how the pain came up so quickly, despite how long ago all that was. She felt her body stiffen.  
 
      
 
    ‘Wait, did you want to return something?’ Alicia realised.  
 
      
 
    Oh god. The ring. ‘It’s… Don’t worry about it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What? Come on, it’s no big deal, I’ll put it through right now.’ Alicia ran around the counter and picked up the receipt, glancing at the ring. As she looked at it, Izzy cursed at whoever oversaw the universe. Because that person had it out for her, it had never been clearer.  
 
      
 
    But Alicia didn’t ask a single question about the ring. She just completed the refund and put the ring away. She handed the refund receipt to Izzy. ‘There you go. All done.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy almost cried with relief. She was free of that terrible object. And if Alicia had any questions about why Izzy was returning what was clearly an engagement ring, she kept them to herself. Izzy just had to grin and bear this a moment longer. ‘Well, it’s been lovely to see you-’ Izzy began. 
 
      
 
    ‘Not so fast, Mortimer’ Alicia grinned. ‘Gimme your number.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy couldn’t think why she’d want it. ‘My number? What for?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So we can catch up some time’ Alicia said as though it were obvious. 
 
      
 
    Izzy had a decision to make. She could refuse to give the number, but then Alicia would want to know why, and Izzy wasn’t about to go into their history in the jewellery shop. She could give a fake number. But sooner or later, Alicia would know what she’d done, and Izzy would always know she knew. The third option was the easiest. Give in. So she did, reciting it to Alicia who duly tapped it into her phone. 
 
      
 
    ‘Great’ Alicia said. ‘Alright, I’ll let you go then. For now.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt a blush rise and she laughed lightly, fairly running out of the shop. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was back in the bath. She was contemplating her misfortune. Because added to her list of rubbish recent bad luck was running into Alicia. Alicia who she’d been in love with as a teenager. Alicia who’d tricked her into getting close and then stepped back the second she’d gotten what she wanted. Alicia, who had Izzy’s phone number and might use it at any minute.  
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t want that. She didn’t want to re-tread this old ground. It had taken her a long time to get over all that. Longer than she’d wanted to admit to herself. To have it dug up again? What possible good could it do? What was she going to do, become friends with Alicia? Laugh about the old days and that one time they did something a bit silly because they were drunk at a party? Izzy shuddered at the thought of pretending it was all so long ago and that she barely thought about it. 
 
      
 
     She didn’t think about it constantly, of course. The wound had closed over. But the scar remained. And the idea of looking at that scar and making light of it for Alicia’s comfort sickened her. Izzy was surprised to find just how angry she still was.  
 
      
 
    Oh, and the other thing that enraged Izzy was that Alicia looked good. Very good. Better than she had a right to. All this time, Izzy had painted a picture in her mind of Alicia growing older, maybe putting on a few extra pounds, losing definition from her beautiful face, getting tired and frumpy. And perhaps worst of all, losing that sparkle in her eyes, growing dull from the general grind and disappointment of life. Izzy hadn’t wished a bad life for Alicia, but the image brought her comfort. 
 
      
 
    And none of it had happened. She looked as good, no, better than ever. It wasn’t fair. So whatever happened next, Alicia had stolen that uplifting fantasy. Even if she never saw Alicia ever again, Izzy’s picture had been replaced by that of a beautiful, confident woman, probably permanently draped in men who wanted nothing but to please her. Just like the old days. 
 
      
 
    The water had gone cold again. Izzy got out. Her phone beeped. She ignored it. It was probably a text from Domino’s telling her about some amazing offer on dough balls. It could wait until she was dry and warm again. 
 
      
 
    But later, when she picked up the phone, it wasn’t about pizza. It was Alicia. Only three hours had passed since the jewellers and she was texting already? What was her game? 
 
      
 
    I’m still in shock at seeing you. But a good shock. Wanna meet this week? P.S Loved the onesie. 
 
      
 
    Classic Alicia. Playing with her like a cat with a mouse. Well, there was only one way to deal with that. She was going to meet Alicia and she wasn’t going to be all buddy-buddy and pretend like they’d just drifted apart and never mind because that’s how it went. No. She was going to give it to her straight. What did she have to lose? Her dignity? The week she’d had, dignity had stopped being a priority. She might as well put her foot on the accelerator and barrel toward rock bottom. 
 
      
 
    You free Thursday? 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-One 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy walked into the Italian restaurant and she wasn’t wearing a onesie this time. She was dressed to kill, wearing the sexiest dress she owned, the dark red number that showed her cleavage. Her hair was washed and styled by a hairdresser who’d put thick, loose waves into it. Izzy had then spent four times the amount of time she usually would on her make-up. If she was going to give Alicia both barrels, she had to look good while she did it.  
 
      
 
    She looked around to find that Alicia was already there, sat at a table, easily beautiful, wearing a short skirt, high heels, a flowy fancy blouse. Izzy was bitter at the thought that she probably hadn’t put a tenth of the effort into it that Izzy had. She stood up to greet Izzy. ‘Holy Christ, hi!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Holy Christ?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, I just meant you look… Nice’ Alicia said and then bit her lip and looked to the table where a bottle sat. ‘Well, anyway, I’ve ordered a bottle of something white, I hope that’s alright?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, you always liked a drink, didn’t you?’ Izzy asked, trying to keep the sneer from her voice. She wasn’t ready to blow it all up. Not yet. She was going to relish this moment. Still, there was something of a tone. 
 
      
 
    But Alicia didn’t hear the tone. ‘That’s right, I did go hard back in the day, didn’t I?’ she said as she sat. ‘I don’t drink that much anymore. But this seemed like a special occasion.’ She filled Izzy’s glass and then her own. 
 
      
 
    ‘Special occasion?’ Izzy asked, pulling up a chair. 
 
      
 
    ‘Well, it’s been, what? Ten years?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘About that, yes’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    Alicia cleared her throat and took a small sip of wine. ‘Is this place alright? I wasn’t sure…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m easy’ Izzy said, feeling anything but. Alicia was acting weird. She seemed different than Izzy remembered from the old days, different even from the jewellers. Less sure of herself.   
 
      
 
    ‘So, come on, what you doing these days?’ Alicia demanded. 
 
      
 
    That was a bit of a difficult question being as Izzy was currently on a break from work and in fact, life in general. So she tried to keep it vague. 
 
      
 
    ‘I work in radio.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Radio?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yep. I’m a producer.’ 
 
      
 
    The waitress walked over right then, handily for Izzy. She took their orders and Izzy felt safe on the other side of the career question. Tonight wasn’t about her failings. It was about Alicia’s.  
 
      
 
    But as soon as the waitress left, Alicia picked right back up where she’d left off. ‘So where do you work?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Erm, I was working at BMR-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Shit!’ Alicia exclaimed. ‘That’s my morning station.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Is it?’ Izzy asked, surprised. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. I kind of hate the morning crew - all morning DJs are tossers - but I like to get their news.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I do news at that time’ Izzy blurted, unexpectedly delighted. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you serious? You’re producing the news I’ve been listening to on my drive to work?’ Alicia gaped. ‘That’s too fucking weird.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s a bit weird, yes’ Izzy had to admit. 
 
      
 
    ‘So what happened to the guy, the one that always read it and then suddenly vanished? Was it Grant something?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You noticed that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Long time listener here.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘He left because…’ Izzy started to say, planning to give Alicia the corporate line about moving onto other projects. But for some reason, she changed her mind. ‘The short story is that he quit because he’s a massive diva.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia was delighted. ‘Oh, brilliant. Inside gossip. Tell me more.’ 
 
      
 
    So Izzy did. She detailed Grant’s years of temper tantrums and his ridiculous exit. Alicia was rapt. Izzy was a bit annoyed that she was allowing herself to get off-mission like this but there was always time to bring things around. ‘So anyway, I heard he’s doing traffic reports for some dinky station in the middle of nowhere now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What’s the new woman like?’ Alicia asked. ‘She a diva too?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy barely flinched at the mention of Zoe. ‘No… Not really.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia narrowed her eyes. ‘I smell intrigue. What is it? What’s wrong with her?’  
 
      
 
    Starters appeared on the table and Izzy began to dig bread into her warm camembert at double speed. ‘No intrigue. She’s fine’ Izzy said through gloopy cheese. 
 
      
 
    Alicia ate one of her olives thoughtfully and asked, ‘If you say so. Hey, I meant to ask what was wrong with the ring?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt her eye twitch. ‘What ring? 
 
      
 
    ‘The one I refunded.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘There was nothing wrong with it. It was an impulse purchase I regretted, that’s all’ Izzy said truthfully. 
 
      
 
    Alicia picked at her olives. ‘Oh, alright. I guess, well, that particular ring is the kind of thing people sometimes buy for engagements. That’s all.’ 
 
      
 
    So Alicia had picked up on that after all. Great. ‘Yes, it was for that. But now it’s not.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It didn’t work out?’ Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Did you say yes and change your mind or…’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was confused for a second. ‘No, I was the one proposing.’ 
 
      
 
    Now Alicia was confused. ‘Oh. But that’s a lady’s ring, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was suddenly struck by the realisation that Alicia had not thought for a single second that Izzy wasn’t straight. She’d thought that Izzy was returning a ring given to her from a male of the species. ‘Yes, it was intended for a woman. I’m gay, Alicia.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia blinked three times in rapid succession. ‘You are?’ 
 
      
 
    Of course Alicia didn’t think she was gay. Because what had happened between them was probably something Alicia thought all straight people tried at one time or another. Before resuming ‘Normal’ service. ‘Does that shock you?’ 
 
      
 
    But it was Alicia’s reaction that shocked Izzy. She began to laugh. ‘No, I guess. I’m just surprised that… Back in the day, you seemed very….’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy pressed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Hetero.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t know what to say to that. But it was as good a lead in as any to the main event. ‘What did you find to be particularly hetero about me?’ Izzy said, thinking, Wait for it, wait for it… 
 
      
 
    ‘I guess you seemed very into Ben’ Alicia said, putting an olive into her mouth. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose that looked quite straight’ Izzy conceded. ‘But you know what might have tipped you off, though? That time we had sex with each other’ Izzy said calmly, thrilled at her own brazenness.   
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes went wide. She didn’t say anything. Izzy was rather surprised at just how successful her comment had been at hitting Alicia where it hurt. But then Alicia started to go bright red and began to make a wheezing noise and Izzy realised she wasn’t shocked at her ribald home truth. She was choking on an olive. Before Izzy could jump up and attempt a Heimlich, Alicia spat it out onto the table, gasping. 
 
      
 
    ‘Are you OK?’ Izzy asked.  
 
      
 
    Alicia gave a thumbs up. ‘Sorry, don’t speak. Get your breath back’ Izzy told her. Alicia nodded.  
 
      
 
    The waitress dashed over. ‘Is she alright? Should I call someone?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Alicia, do you need a doctor?’ Izzy asked.  
 
      
 
    ‘No, please, it’s fine. I’m fine’ Alicia said, her pink face calming down somewhat.  
 
      
 
    ‘What was it you choked on?’ the waitress asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘It was an olive’ Izzy answered for her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Consider them comped’ the waitress said and walked off. 
 
      
 
    ‘God, if I’d known all I had to do was almost die to get free olives…’ Alicia said dryly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was still worried, despite the sarcasm. ‘Are you sure you’re alright?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m embarrassed but I’m alright. Thanks.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s mouth quirked. ‘Sorry.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I think that was my fault’ Izzy said guiltily.  
 
      
 
    ‘Unquestionably’ Alicia said with a laugh. ‘You threw me for a loop there. I wasn’t even sure you remembered that.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy frowned. ‘You thought I’d forget losing my virginity to you?’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia gave a rueful smile. ‘I guess you did, didn’t you? Well, if it makes a difference, I lost mine to you too’ she added casually, taking a sip of water. 
 
      
 
    ‘Sorry, what? Izzy asked. She wasn’t going to sit here and listen to bare faced lies. ‘What on earth are you talking about?’ Izzy asked. ‘You lost your virginity to Gary Miller. In a Burger King, if memory serves. In the carpark. And then there was Michael Paternick. And Ryan Goddard’ Izzy said, surprised at how quickly these names and facts sprung to mind. 
 
      
 
    ‘My god, Izzy. You never believed all that, did you?’ Alicia asked, looking pink, but not from her dance with death with a black olive. ‘Gary Miller told everyone we did it, but we didn’t. I went out with him twice. And then I dumped him. So he took his revenge by making up that Burger King thing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But you were the one that told me’ Izzy reminded her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. Once it was out, I went along with it’ Alicia confessed.  
 
      
 
    ‘Why?’ Izzy asked, her voice high. ‘Why would you go along with it.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia sat back in her chair and sighed. ‘There was stuff going on back then.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What stuff?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You remember my dad?’ Alicia asked. Izzy nodded. ‘I never told you but… He was kind of… He cheated on my mum. A lot.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy clutched a hand to her throat. ‘What? But he was so nice!’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah. That was the problem. He was being nice all over the place, with a lot of the mums from our school.’  
 
      
 
    Izzy was scandalised. She couldn’t speak, she was so taken aback. Mr Coleman? A cad? 
 
      
 
    ‘It all came out around the same time as the Burger King thing, and I was hoping that if people were talking about me, then they wouldn’t talk about that. And then, I don’t know, I started to like the way it made people look at me. I felt like people thought I was a woman or some silly shit. Which was why, when those other little shits - Ryan and Michael - also decided to tell everyone that they’d had a go on the town bike, I didn’t deny it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You never had to lie for attention’ Izzy responded, still processing. ‘You were the queen of our school. You had people eating out of your hand.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe I wanted to understand how my dad felt, why he needed to shag about’ Alicia theorised, looking a little embarrassed. ‘He used sex to feel special. And so did I, in a way.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sat back in her chair, flabbergasted. ‘How did I not know all this?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I presume you had your own worries’ Alicia said kindly. ‘I remember how your mum and dad were.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, I was… Your first.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right’ Alicia nodded, picking up another olive from the bowl and almost putting it into her mouth before she realised what she was doing. ‘Someone needs to take these little bastards away before I make a better stab of choking to death.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy barely heard her. She couldn’t square what she’d heard. Alicia had been That Girl, effortlessly gorgeous, popular, chased by boys. But the boys had apparently never caught her. At least not then. 
 
      
 
    ‘So how about now?’ Izzy asked, trying to recover from the night’s revelations. ‘You seeing anyone? Married?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Nope. Just broke up with someone a few months ago.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh dear.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, it’s fine. We weren’t compatible. We’d both figured that out by the end, so it was fairly amicable.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy thought of her own, less amicable break up. Must have been nice to feel no ill will. ‘Were you living together?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. I gave her the flat. I was lucky, I found somewhere quickly-’ 
 
      
 
    For what seemed like the seven hundredth time that night, Alicia had said something that required immediate clarification. ‘Wait, did you say ‘Her?’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia looked at Izzy like she was the stupidest woman on planet earth. ‘For heaven’s sakes, Izzy. Did you not click? I’m gay too.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy laughed to herself. ‘Sorry, Alicia, I think I’ve gone temporarily mad. Could you repeat that?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m a lesbian. I always was.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy said, ‘I see. Would you excuse me for a moment? I simply must urinate’ and she stood without waiting for a response.  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Two 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy stood looking at herself in the bathroom mirror. It was appropriate. She felt like Alice, fallen through the looking glass. Everything she thought she knew was upside down. She didn’t know what to think, what to say.  
 
      
 
    The facts as she’d recalled them were these: Alicia was a girl who had an easy sexuality and applied that sexuality vigorously with the male population of their school. Alicia had gotten drunk at a party and bedded Izzy for no other reason than that she could. That moment had revealed Izzy’s gayness to her. It had also forced her to accept her true feelings for Alicia. On the verge of revealing them, Alicia had told her not to tell anyone and insisted that she stay with her boyfriend and not make the event into something it wasn’t. 
 
      
 
    But now other facts had been revealed about that decade old incident. Firstly, Alicia had never been with anyone before her. Presumably, it had also been something of a turning point for someone who was discovering that they liked the female persuasion.  
 
      
 
    How did Izzy add the first set of facts to the second? She couldn’t. So what was she expected to do about any of this? Forgive Alicia?  
 
      
 
    No. 
 
      
 
    Because what had happened was even more painful now. If Alicia had been gay the whole time, it was so much worse. In this new light, the whole thing had been entirely personal. Because if Alicia had wanted Izzy, she could have had her, all of her. Only Alicia hadn’t been interested and not because she’d dipped a toe in the lady pond and thought, ‘Not for me.’ It was only Izzy herself that she hadn’t wanted. Only Izzy who she’d used to trial the whole thing out before deciding there were more interesting girls out there. Sexier, cooler, better.  
 
      
 
    Izzy was freshly angry. She felt refocused, reinvigorated, ready to kick Alicia’s arse once again.  
 
      
 
    She slammed back into the restaurant, sat back down with a thump, noted the mains had been delivered to the table and said, ‘How are you feeling from the olives? 
 
      
 
    ‘Alright.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Good’ Izzy said and picked up her cutlery. She put it straight back down. ‘Because I want you to tell me right now what the hell you thought you were playing at when we were eighteen?’  
 
      
 
    Alicia paused but she didn’t look entirely unready for this line of questioning. ‘You’re gonna have to be more specific.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I didn’t know I was gay before that night. Did you know that?’ Izzy asked ferociously. ‘You made me realise it.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I did?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes. You cracked the whole thing wide open, if you’ll pardon the expression. I went into that bedroom confused and came out clear.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Christ’ Alicia breathed. 
 
      
 
    ‘So when we sat in that kebab shop, I was a mess but you know what I did know? I knew how I felt about you. And you rejected me. So I just have to ask why you did that to me? Because we were friends before then. You were my best friend, in fact. And you broke my heart. For nothing. So I need to hear from the horse’s mouth-’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Woah, wait’ Alicia said, sitting bolt upright. ‘I broke your heart?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes’ Izzy spat. 
 
      
 
    ‘Me. I was the one who broke your heart?’ Alicia said and now she looked not only confused, but a little angry too. That gave Izzy pause. Alicia leaned forward to deliver the killing blow. ‘I don’t see how, considering I was fucking crazy in love with you.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘What are you talking about?’ Izzy asked. She really didn’t understand the words coming out of Alicia’s mouth. It had been the other way around. If she’d knew one thing, it was that. The story Alicia was telling was wrong. It had to be. 
 
      
 
    ‘You had that boyfriend and you talked about him all the time. It killed me. I had to listen to you tell me about how you were going to have sex with him, exactly how it would happen. It was torture’ Alicia explained awkwardly, folding her arms across her chest. 
 
      
 
    ‘But you laughed at me. You made me feel like I was a little kid, kept telling me that sex was no big deal’ Izzy argued. 
 
      
 
    ‘How the hell else was I supposed to listen to that and not show how I felt? I had to act like I didn’t care, like you didn’t matter to me like that’ Alicia said. She looked hurt, upset. Izzy sat like a lump and listened as Alicia really got going. ‘That night, I took a chance. I’ll admit there was some liquid courage at work but kissing you that first time was the scariest thing I’d ever done. And you couldn’t get away quick enough.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I was scared too-’ Izzy started to say. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. You don’t know fear. You just told me you didn’t know how you felt until you walked into that bedroom. But I knew. I knew for a long time how I felt about you. And I finally get up the nerve to kiss you and you tried to run off. I practically had to beg you to stay. And then we slept together. And you made it feel like you were doing me a favour.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s not how it was’ Izzy said, shocked, and she found her hand reaching out, trying to touch Alicia. But Alicia withdrew her hand quickly. ‘I was freaking out because I’d just understood that I… I loved you. I’d always loved you’ Izzy confessed, feeling lightheaded. ‘But then you told me to go back to Ben.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes were wide with shock. ‘Because I thought you would anyway. I was waiting for you to give me some speech about how it was a one-off. So I decided to get in front. I was just trying to protect myself’ Alicia said. 
 
      
 
    Izzy and Alicia looked at each other anew. So there it was. Every mistake and misunderstanding was out, sitting on the table with the candle and the bread and the wine. A decade Izzy had hurt over this. And she’d gotten it completely wrong.  
 
      
 
    ‘For heaven’s sakes’ Izzy said and she laughed, feeling like a weight had come off her. She hadn’t known until now just how heavy it had sat on her. She’d believed she’d been used and rejected by someone who didn’t care, didn’t see her. And Alicia had believed the same. The pair of them, in love, never seeing that feeling reflected in the other. ‘We were so stupid.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We were young’ Alicia corrected, a sad smile on her lips.  
 
      
 
    A moment passed and then Izzy heard herself say, ‘We’re not young now.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia licked her lips and unfolded her arms. ‘No. We’re not.’ 
 
      
 
    The waitress turned up right then. She looked at the full plates. ‘Is everything alright?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy cursed the waitress's timing. She didn’t know what was happening right now with Alicia and she wasn’t sure if it was a good idea for anything to happen at all. There were many good reasons not to let anything happen. Chief among them was that Izzy was coming off of the nastiest break-up of her life. She was still hurting over that.  
 
      
 
    Yet still. 
 
      
 
    ‘The food is fine’ Izzy told the waitress.  
 
      
 
    ‘Are you sure-’ the woman asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘If you just stop talking and fetch the bill right now, I’ll tip you so big it’ll make your head spin’ Alicia told her flatly. 
 
      
 
    The woman nodded and dashed away. Izzy and Alicia were left alone again. Alicia pushed her food to the side and leaned forward. ‘You wanna get out of here?’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Three 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy and Alicia were sat in Alicia’s flat. It was split level, modern, light, big. ‘Nice place’ Izzy said as she sat on the sofa, drinking a cup of tea. It was all very civilised. 
 
      
 
    ‘I get a break on the rent because someone died here’ Alicia said.  
 
      
 
    ‘What?’ Izzy said, mid sip. ‘Are you kidding?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes’ Alicia smiled. ‘It’s a friend’s place. I’m just subletting while he’s off travelling. Way out of my price range otherwise.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t make a lot as a jeweller? Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘God, not at that place. They think I’m a kid and they don’t know shit about jewellery that wasn’t forged a hundred years ago. I want to set up my own place someday. Modern designs.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can imagine’ Izzy said, picturing Alicia, queen of her own castle. Alicia didn’t belong in that other place at all. All those stiff types, it wasn’t the Alicia she remembered. That girl was a rebel.  But there again, if the last few hours had shown Izzy anything, it was that she hadn’t known Alicia as well as she’d thought. Add to that ten missing years and maybe she didn’t know her at all. ‘We’ve got a lot of catching up to do, haven’t we?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s true’ Alicia admitted. ‘I hope…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You hope what?’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia paused. ‘Nothing.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘No, go on. Please?’  
 
      
 
    ‘I guess I hope we still like each other’ Alicia said quietly, not quite looking at Izzy. 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded her agreement. She took a deep breath. ‘In the spirit of that, I better tell you some stuff about me that isn’t so great. Then you can decide if you like me at all anymore’ Izzy said, and she told her about Zoe, the planned proposal, the cheating, the whole humiliating debacle, ending with her current lack of employment. Alicia listened carefully and when the tale of woe was done, she put a hand on Izzy’s. Izzy felt a sharp shock go up her hand. It was scary and thrilling. ‘Zoe sounds like a tool’ Alicia said softly yet firmly. 
 
      
 
    ‘No. I mean, yes. But I’m the prat. I believed everything she ever said. I thought we were in love.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You can’t feel bad for that. You didn’t see her for what she was because you’re not like her. That’s all. You thought she was as decent as you are.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m not perfect. I’ve made mistakes’ Izzy said, thinking of Mackenzie. And Sophie. And now Alicia too could be added to the hall of fame. ‘Big ones. Maybe Zoe was my punishment.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’ve made them too. I’ve got a whole decade worth to fill you in on.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’d like to hear them’ Izzy said.  
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe later. I’d rather not scare you off just yet’ Alicia said, trying to sound like she was kidding. Izzy saw right through it. ‘You wouldn’t’ she vowed. ‘I mean, if anything were to happen. I’m not assuming.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You can assume’ Alicia said, a smile tugging at the corner of her mouth. ‘I don’t know if this is crazy, we haven’t seen each other in so long and it sounds like you’re maybe not in the best place right now. But I don’t know. You walking into the shop? I’d love to think it wasn’t a coincidence.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt a blush travel up her neck. ‘I almost didn’t come in that day. I nearly chucked that ring in a river’ she remembered with horror. 
 
      
 
    ‘And then we wouldn’t be sitting here now. So maybe your mistake, buying that ring, was good. Because it led you right back. To me.’ Alicia rolled her eyes at herself. ‘Oh no. That’s… I didn’t mean to get so cheesy’ she said, embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry, it’s too soon to be talking like this, isn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t answer with words, she didn’t have any left. All she had was a feeling and the direction it was taking her in. Toward Alicia, that familiar old route. Izzy leaned in and kissed her. Alicia met Izzy’s lips with passion, bringing her hands to Izzy’s cheeks, pulling her tighter. Izzy was drawn in quickly. Alicia’s kiss felt like coming home.  
 
      
 
    A few minutes in, Alicia suddenly broke the kiss. ‘Are you sure about this?’ Alicia asked. ‘Is it too soon after whatsherface?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy didn’t care about Zoe right then. She felt like a bad dream that Izzy was waking up from. In fact, it was obvious to Izzy that she hadn’t really loved Zoe at all. Izzy had had an itch for love. She accidently scratched it with sex. And the proposal? That hadn’t been about Zoe at all. It had been about her parents’ divorce. How had she not seen that until right this minute? ‘Don’t think about her. I’m not. Not now’ she told Alicia. 
 
      
 
    ‘If you’re sure’ Alicia said. ‘It’s weird, that these ten years have passed and it’s like they didn’t.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nodded, feeling the sentiment deeply. ‘But let’s not think of the last decade right now. Let me just keep kissing you. Like we never stopped ten years ago.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘We didn’t stop ten years ago’ Alicia reminded her.  
 
      
 
    ‘You’re right, we didn’t. You guided me to womanhood’ Izzy grinned, nervously. 
 
      
 
    Alicia took a deep breath. ‘Then I guess that’s where we pick up. Come on’ Alicia said and stood. She took Izzy’s hand and led her to the stairs, up to the bedroom.  
 
      
 
    Izzy let the enormity of the moment wash over her on those few steps up. Alicia was right. Through some minor miracle, her life had led her right back here, to the chance to pick up where a mistake had left her. She’d never believed in luck. Until today.  
 
      
 
    In the bedroom, Izzy and Alicia looked at each other and smiled foolishly. ‘Is it warm in here?’ Izzy asked nervously. She was almost coming out in a sweat. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s freezing, actually’ Alicia said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh. Maybe it’s early menopause’ Izzy said with a short laugh that quickly faded. What the hell was she talking about the menopause for? 
 
      
 
    ‘You don’t have to be nervous’ Alicia told her. 
 
      
 
    ‘Aren’t you?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    ‘Maybe a bit. Or maybe a lot actually’ Alicia admitted. A slow smile crept onto her lips. ‘Do you remember what happened last time? How it started out? At that party?’ Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    Izzy thought for a second. ‘My shoe.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded. She walked over to Izzy and bent down, slipping her shoe from her foot. Izzy allowed the shoe to be taken, amused. 
 
      
 
    ‘Here. Come and get it’ Alicia said, backing away with the shoe. 
 
      
 
    Izzy bit her lip and took a step toward her. ‘Give it here’ she said, recalling her young self. 
 
      
 
    Alicia shook her head and took another step back. ‘No.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy stepped forward until she was right in front of Alicia. ‘You’re a maniac’ she said quietly.  
 
      
 
    ‘Come on. Take it’ Alicia grinned. Izzy stepped forward and they slipped onto the bed, Izzy right on top of Alicia. She looked down at her. Alicia smiled up shyly. Izzy remembered what happened next. Alicia had surprised her with a kiss and she’d jumped off the bed in a panic. It didn’t need to go that way this time. She reached over and snatched the shoe. She looked at it. ‘I’ve changed my mind. I don’t need it’ she said and threw it over her shoulder.  
 
      
 
    Alicia was delighted. She pulled Izzy down, kissing her deeply. ‘I missed you’ she murmured between kisses. 
 
      
 
    ‘I missed you too’ Izzy told her, moving her mouth down to Alicia’s soft neck. Alicia began to pull her clothes off and they went with ease. Alicia was naked soon after. They rolled over and now Alicia sat astride Izzy. She looked up at Alicia and she remembered something she’d tried to forget. Alicia was all she’d ever really wanted. Whatever came next, right now, Izzy knew that much. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Four 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy was watching Alicia sleep. She was ready in case she woke, ready to slam her eyes shut and pretend she was asleep too and not being a creep. But she couldn’t help it. She hadn’t fallen asleep with Alicia last time. Things had gone wrong quite quickly after they’d slept together ten years ago. So she’d never gotten to see this before. Alicia looked angelic.  
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes suddenly flew open and Izzy wasn’t quick enough. ‘Caught you’ Alicia said sleepily. 
 
      
 
    ‘I was just… I wasn’t staring. I just happened to wake at the same time you did’ Izzy said. 
 
      
 
    Alicia wiped at her eyes. ‘Yeah, sure, Mortimer.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy smiled sheepishly. ‘I could never get away with anything with you, could I?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘You could get away with anything’ Alicia replied, turning over to rest on her elbow. ‘I thought you were the best.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m still trying to adjust to that concept’ Izzy admitted.  
 
      
 
    ‘I was such a good faker, wasn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I hope not’ Izzy said, rolling over and matching Alicia’s position on her elbow. 
 
      
 
    ‘That I did not fake. Not then, not now.’ Alicia’s smiled dropped. ‘Look, I know you said you weren’t thinking about your ex, but I need to ask you something… Am I a rebound?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was shocked at the idea. ‘You couldn’t be. I mean, thinking about it, everyone since you have been the rebounds’ Izzy said. She meant it. Everyone that came after, in the back of her mind, she’d always compared them to Alicia.  
 
      
 
    Alicia smiled quickly, but it faded. ‘That’s sweet. But I’m serious. We can’t fuck this up again. It hurt too much last time. So if you’re not ready…’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I can’t promise anything. Neither can you’ Izzy said honestly. ‘But I feel ready for this. I shouldn’t be. But I am.’ 
 
      
 
     ‘I’d hate for us to lose each other again’ Alicia said, frowning.  
 
      
 
    ‘So would I’ Izzy replied. ‘This decade has really dragged without you.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia laughed softly.  
 
      
 
    Izzy’s phone beeped. ‘I’m ignoring that’ she said. 
 
      
 
    ‘Check it. Could be important.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That word has been somewhat redefined in the last twelve hours’ Izzy told her.  
 
      
 
    Alicia rolled her eyes and felt around on the floor until she found the phone. She passed it to Izzy. ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed and looked at her phone. It was a text from Jeremy.  
 
      
 
    Hey. You have a meeting today with Bell Smith at 3pm at her office. Sorry about short notice but she’s flying to Guatemala tonight. She needs a new producer in a month and I’ve been talking you up. Don’t fuck it up. Oh and she’s sixty-five with grandkids so don’t try and shag her this time? You’re not her type. 
 
      
 
    Izzy’s eyes nearly fell out of her sockets. She was up for a job with Bell Smith, the award-winning radio journalist who investigated everything from political scandals to business corruption to healthcare scams. Had Izzy died last night sometime around the fourth orgasm and gone to job heaven? Panic set in quickly. What if she didn’t get it? What then? 
 
      
 
    ‘So what was it? Alicia asked. 
 
      
 
    She looked up from her phone at Alicia and she thought, It’s just a job. If I don’t get it, I don’t get it. There’ll be other jobs. Whereas Alicia? There was only one. She knew that for a fact, because she’d been trying to replace her for all her adult life and never gotten close. ‘Got an interview for later today’ she told Alicia. 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s great. Is it something good?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s alright’ Izzy said, pulling Alicia toward her. ‘But it’s not ‘til three. Right now, I’m where I need to be.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia melted against Izzy. ‘Yes you are.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    Later that day, Izzy walked out of her interview with Bell Smith and no one could have read her poker face. Not until she walked over to the car where Alicia waited. ‘How did it go?’ she mouthed through the windscreen. Izzy nodded. Alicia screamed and jumped out of the car, running around to grab Izzy. ‘You’re a rockstar.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Bell Smith is a rockstar. I’m more of a roadie.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Not to me’ Alicia said. ‘So how shall we celebrate?’ 
 
      
 
    As easy as that, Alicia was talking about them as ‘We’. Izzy wanted to be a ‘We’ with Alicia. More than with Sophie, more than with Mackenzie, more than with Zoe. As much as she had at eighteen. 
 
      
 
    Izzy leaned down and grabbed hold of her shoe, picking it off and holding it aloft while she hopped on the spot. ‘How do you think I want to celebrate?’ 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Present Day 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Forty-Five 
 
      
 
      
 
    Izzy sat in her car, trying not to cry. Why had Alicia done this? The last three years had been good, hadn’t they? Better than any other time in Izzy’s life. Izzy and Alicia had slipped back together with ease and everything that came before began to feel like an old black and white photo. So deep in the past, it barely connected to the present. All those mistakes, all those worries that Izzy didn’t know how to love someone properly, they seemed to fall away. Right from the start, Alicia showed her how easy it was. 
 
      
 
    She’d moved in with Izzy five months after that first night, when Alicia’s homeowner buddy had come back from his globe-trotting. Izzy had thought of Mackenzie, they’d taken the same risk and look how that turned out. But Alicia wasn’t Mackenzie. Living together didn’t drive them apart, it brought them closer together. They rowed sometimes but it didn’t end with anyone on the sofa. They talked it out, tried to understand each other. 
 
      
 
    And then, on the first anniversary of the day Izzy went into that jewellers to return an ill thought out engagement ring, Izzy was in the bathroom getting ready to go out for the night, when she heard a kerfuffle. She ran to the sound, coming from the bedroom. 
 
      
 
    ‘God almighty!’ Alicia exclaimed. ‘What happened to my favourite top!’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy ran in to see that Alicia was looking at a cardigan on the drying rack. ‘What’s wrong with it?’ Izzy asked. 
 
      
 
    Alicia pulled it off the rack and held it up against herself. It covered roughly half of Alicia’s torso. ‘Take a wild guess.’  
 
      
 
    ‘Oh no. Sorry, darling’ Izzy said. She’d been the one to wash it. 
 
      
 
    Alicia pulled the cardigan on, stretching it to fit onto her frame. ‘I look like The Hulk’ she said, flexing her muscles, laughing.  
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at her wearing that tiny, ruined cardigan and she’d never loved her more. ‘I’ll get you another.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, you will!’ Alicia laughed. ‘Goddamn, I was hoping to get myself a proper wife. This is the third thing of mine you’ve shrunk.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘A proper wife, eh?’ Izzy said, walking over to Alicia, slipping her arms around her waist. 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, wait, is that a bad word?’ Alicia asked, putting her arms around Izzy’s neck. ‘Are you going to freak out? Because this isn’t me proposing.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy smiled sheepishly. ‘I’m not freaking out. I asked you to live with me, didn’t I?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So, you’re saying you wouldn’t run the other way?’ Alicia said with an eyebrow raise. 
 
      
 
    ‘You won’t find out until you ask’ Izzy said vaguely. She didn’t really mind if or when they had that conversation. She felt safe with Alicia. It could wait. 
 
      
 
    Alicia nodded and slipped out of the hug. She went to her bedside table and took something out. And there and then, in the bedroom, wearing that absurdly tiny cardigan, Alicia got down on one knee and said, ‘So this is me proposing. I was going to do this later, but… Will you marry me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy nearly fell over. ‘What?’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia cleared her throat and tried again. ‘Izzy Mortimer. I loved you at eighteen. I love you now. I’m going to love you at eighty. I know it. Would you please marry me?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy was floored. She hadn’t seen this coming for a second. Of course, she’d thought about doing this herself, madly in love as she was. But after Zoe, she thought it best to wait so that Alicia knew she didn’t just go proposing to woman all the time.  
 
      
 
    But apparently, Alicia wasn’t waiting.  
 
      
 
    ‘Yes, yes’ Izzy sputtered. ‘I’ll definitely marry you.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia grinned, stood and slipped a beautiful modern ring from her new shop on the high street right onto Izzy’s waiting finger. They kissed and fell into bed and were very late for that dinner reservation. 
 
      
 
    And now, two years later, after a slow engagement, Izzy was sat in her car, travelling down the long driveway of the hotel she was supposed to be married in, a mess, alone. She didn’t understand how this had happened. If Alicia had changed her mind, they could have talked about it. It hadn’t needed to get to this. Izzy was determined to tell her so. But she had to find her first. She supposed that if Alicia was doing a flit, she might have gone back to their place to pack and leave. She’d try there first and after that, Izzy didn’t know. 
 
      
 
    But as she arrived at the turning that signalled the end of the hotel’s road, she spotted a car coming up from the main road, turning in. A red car. It levelled with her. It was Alicia. She looked over the steering wheel at Izzy, her mouth hanging in surprise. She broke sharply and wound down the window. ‘Where are you going? You ditching me or something?’ she asked with an easy smile. 
 
      
 
    ‘Where have you been!’ Izzy demanded. 
 
      
 
    ‘I got you a gift for today, but I left it at the flat’ she explained. ‘I just nipped back to get it, why?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But why didn’t you pick up your phone?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I left it in the hotel. I was coming right back.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy would have cried but she’d already done that once today. ‘I’m a twat’ she moaned. ‘I thought you’d changed your mind.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia’s eyes went wide. She got straight out of the car and ran around, jumping in. ‘What the hell? Why would you ever think that, Iz? Don’t you know I love you, you tit!?’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy felt stupid. ‘I do. I don’t know what happened. I guess I just panicked.’ 
 
      
 
    Alicia frowned. ‘What did I say that first night when we got together. I said we couldn’t fuck up again. And look, you nearly ran off again. From our wedding.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Only to find you!’ Izzy exclaimed. 
 
      
 
    ‘Right. But that means you doubted us.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘I don’t doubt you. I doubt me. That’s different. So maybe my dad’s right. Maybe I am ruined’ Izzy breathed sadly. 
 
      
 
    ‘If there’s one thing I’m sure of, it’s that your dad has never been right about anything’ Alicia said. Izzy was surprised to find herself smile. But she wasn’t sure if this was something Alicia could fix with a joke. 
 
      
 
    ‘Look, alright, our wedding’s in ten minutes’ Alicia said. ‘So we have to figure this out right now.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Agreed’ Izzy replied. 
 
      
 
    ‘So here’s the choice. We can either look at what our parents are and say, ‘I can’t get away from it, I’m doomed to repeat their mistakes. Or… We can jump off a cliff and hope for the best.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound very hopeful’ Izzy frowned. 
 
      
 
    ‘It’s all I’ve got’ Alicia shrugged. ‘All I’ve got is that I love you and that we fucked things up and I never got over it and then somehow, you came back to me. That’s all I have. I think it’s enough.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy looked at the woman she was going to marry, and she knew she’d nearly done it again. Alicia was right. She’d nearly let fear and history and genetics and blind idiocy rob her of Alicia Coleman. For the second time.  
 
      
 
    ‘I’m sorry. I’m an idiot’ Izzy sniffed. ‘Would you marry me anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yeah, of course’ Alicia said and leaned in, kissing Izzy. Izzy grabbed her and pulled her tight, kissing her fiancée hard. She was a lucky fool. ‘What was this about a gift, anyway?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh!’ Alicia said and excitedly opened her bag. She pulled out an ornate silver double photo frame. One side held a photo of two girls, a selfie taken in the back of a bus. They were laughing, young, happy. ‘From when we were twelve’ Alicia told her. ‘I think it was about a week after we met. I already had a crush on you. You were so weird and fun, not like anyone else.’ 
 
      
 
    Izzy sighed happily at the photo. She noticed that the other side of the frame was empty. ‘What goes there?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Today’ Alicia said, grabbing Izzy’s hand. ‘Us getting hitched. I wanted you to be able to look at it and always remember that some things never change.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘But some things do’ Izzy said, brushing away a fresh tear. ‘Some things really do.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘That’s right’ Alicia told her. ‘Speaking of which, can we go and get married now?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes please’ Izzy replied, sighing with contentment. It was time to get this show on the road.  
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
      
 
    As Izzy walked down the aisle, she walked past a lot of people she cared about. She walked past her repressed mother and her angry father, sitting separately with new partners. She saw her brother standing alone next to the aisle, ready to supply the ring she would slip onto Alicia’s finger. She saw her old boss Jeremy and her new boss Bell, sat with their spouses. She saw Gabby and her date, a new guy, as ever. She was glad to see them all, smiling at her, wishing her happiness. She wished it right back to them. 
 
      
 
    As she kept walking, she imagined other people who might have sat in the rows. She saw Sophie, too keen to give her heart away. She saw Mackenzie, too quick to settle down. She saw Zoe, who didn’t know how to. She saw a young Alicia, too wounded to let anyone get close. And Izzy imagined that in all their different ways, they all wished her well too.  
 
      
 
    She didn’t want to forget those lovers. They’d taught her things that she had to remember as best she could. They were her history, the Book of Izzy, to be kept on a high shelf, taken down and perused occasionally, its lessons always there when needed. Izzy knew she still had a lot to learn. She needed to keep learning how to be happy when things were good or how to be strong when they weren’t.  
 
      
 
    Then Izzy imagined her own young self, sitting in the back, confused, not knowing if she could ever figure out how to love someone, or indeed to be loved. That girl wasn’t gone, she was a part of Izzy now, living quietly inside her, part of the story of how she got to this moment, to her wedding. To the rest of her life. 
 
      
 
    She reached the front of the aisle and turned to face Alicia. She’d made it, through the miles and years, to the place she was meant to be. She smiled at Alicia. Alicia smiled back. Izzy leaned into her before the registrar could kick it all off. ‘Hi. I know I only saw you ten minutes ago but can I say, you look incredible.’ 
 
      
 
    ‘So do you’ Alicia whispered back. 
 
      
 
    Izzy was glad to hear that. She’d had only a few minutes to put herself back together in her room – not to mention tell Simon and her mother that the wedding was going ahead - before it was time to come back down.  
 
      
 
    Alicia kissed Izzy on the cheek. ‘I can’t wait to ravish you on our honeymoon. But I guess we have to get married first. You ready?’ 
 
      
 
    ‘Yes’ Izzy said, fixing her bride with a steely look. ‘I’m ready.’ 
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