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To Porky’s, the original Ritz. We miss you every day.
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Pig and Trumpet, Match 1 of 8

Zeroes all round and everything to play for…

‘It’s a spaniel, Clar! Come on, look at its ears.’

Clarrie Midwinter took another look at the sheet Sonny had thrust in front of her, showing photos of the dog breeds they needed to identify for the quiz picture round, and shook her head. ‘No it isn’t. Its face is a weird shape.’

‘Well, yeah. It’s a dog.’

‘Spaniels have got them long noses though, haven’t they? That one’s all flat.’

‘Maybe it’s a spaniel that ran into a patio door,’ Dave said, draining the last of his pint. ‘I’ve seen them do that.’

‘Yeah, bet you laughed as well,’ Sonny said.

‘I did actually.’ Dave nudged the man next to him. ‘Here, Dad. What’s this dog?’

Jeff was half dozing, his double chin burrowing into his chest. He jerked awake when Dave jammed an elbow into his gut.

‘Hm?’ he said, stifling a belch.

Dave held the sheet up in front of him. ‘Number four. What is it?’

‘It’s a dog.’

‘We know it’s a bloody dog. What kind of dog?’

‘That? Chinese water terrier, that,’ Jeff said with a knowledgeable nod.

‘You just made that up.’

‘Honest to God. Saw one on Crufts.’

Since Jeff’s record on getting questions right was about one in every ten pub quizzes, Dave ignored him and passed the sheet back to Clarrie.

‘All right, Clar, ball’s back in your court. We’re stumped this side of the table.’

Clarrie elbowed the tall, dark-haired man next to her. He was leaning languidly on the back of his chair, facing the other way.

‘Oi. I see what you’re doing there, Simon Dewhirst.’

‘What am I doing?’

‘Making eyes at Sally Pemberton behind the bar. Come on, stop thinking with what’s in your pants and get your actual brain in gear, can you? You’re a dead weight on this team when you’re randy.’

‘I’m not randy. I’m scheming.’

‘You’re always bloody randy,’ Sonny said.

‘Okay, fair comment,’ Simon said, grinning as he turned back to face them. ‘But this is strategic targeted randiness. I’m projectile flirting in the hope she’ll bump me to the front of the queue when it’s my round.’

Dave nodded. ‘Good work.’

‘Do you have to encourage him?’ Sonny said. ‘There’s never any spare girls for us with him around.’

‘The chances of me getting lucky with Sally Pemberton are slim to none,’ Dave said. ‘The chances of Si getting lucky with Sally Pemberton, and me therefore receiving the knock-on benefit of a faster pint, are about 99.9 per cent. I’ll take those odds.’

Clarrie was still squinting at the photo of the dog, which was small and Ewok-like with curly beige fur.

‘I reckon it’s a cavapoo,’ she said.

Si shook his head. ‘That’s not a thing.’

‘It is too a thing, the woman next door to my mum’s got one.’

‘What, so it’s half poodle, half fizzy wine?’

She nudged him, smiling. ‘Half Cavalier King Charles, you div.’

‘You know, dogs really went downhill when they started breeding them for comedy portmanteau purposes.’

‘Go on then, write it down,’ Dave said, rolling the pen to Clarrie. ‘You’re captain, you get final say.’

‘All right.’ She jotted it into the answer box. ‘But if it’s wrong, it’s wrong. I don’t want it following me to the grave like Sonny and the fifth Marx brother.’

Sonny scowled. ‘Do we have to bring that up every week? Anyone could’ve made that mistake.’

‘Very true,’ Dave said gravely. ‘I’m sure Karl had plenty of time after writing Das Kapital for a bit of slapstick fun with the family.’

‘Oh, knob off, can you?’ Sonny rubbed a V-sign at Dave against his cheek. ‘Eight years ago I got that wrong. Jesus.’

‘Still funny though,’ Dave said, grinning. ‘Right, I’m off to the bar. Same again, you lot?’

Jeff was half asleep again, but he flickered to attention when he heard the magic word ‘bar’.

‘Another Landlord for me, young Davy.’

‘Si?’

‘I’ll skip this round.’ Simon waggled his still half-full beer. ‘All right with what I’ve got for now.’

Clarrie glanced at the dregs of her pint. She had to work tomorrow. Probably should go easy…

Oh, what the hell.

‘Carlsberg. Ta, Dave.’

‘Another Guinness, mardy bollocks?’ Dave asked Sonny, slapping his shoulder.

‘Yeah.’ Sonny’s tone was sulky after the reference to the infamous Marxgate. ‘And you can get me a bag of them Nobby’s Nuts while you’re up there.’

‘I don’t know why you let him wind you up, Sonny,’ Si said when Dave had gone. ‘It’s only a game, isn’t it?’

‘A game?’ Sonny’s eyebrows shot up into his carefully gelled hair. ‘This is the League, Si! Get some perspective, for Chrissakes.’

Clarrie felt Simon’s knee nudge her under the table. She tried not to laugh as she caught his eye.

By the time Dave was back with the drinks, Simon’s attention had wandered away from dog breeds and back to Sally Pemberton. Clarrie grabbed his chin and forced his face round to look at the sheet.

‘Here, stop flirting and help. We’ve still got loads of blanks.’

‘Well, if you want me to stop flirting then you know what to do, don’t you?’ Si said, snatching Sonny’s peanuts from the table and helping himself to some.

‘What?’

‘Take me off the market.’

She rolled her eyes. ‘Here we go.’

‘Come for a Domino’s with me this Thursday,’ he said through a mouthful of nuts. ‘I’ll pay.’

‘Gee. The last of the great romantics.’ She shook her head. ‘Not going out with you, Si.’

‘Ah, go on. Just once so I can die a happy man.’ He leaned in closer, until she could smell the faint mix of tobacco and Lynx Africa that hung round his shirt, and brought his mouth to her ear. ‘You never know, you might like me.’

God, would he ever stop? Simon Dewhirst, with his stupid dark eyes and his stupid dark hair and his stupid… everything. She knew he only did it to wind her up, she knew it didn’t mean anything. She knew the way her stomach somersaulted when he leaned in close was just a knee-jerk response to the things he had going on physically that had always been so effective at making girls’ stomachs somersault. But it was seriously inconvenient when your best friend would insist on turning you on in public places, just because he knew he bloody could.

She jerked her head away from the teasing tickle of his hot breath. ‘Still a no. Sorry.’

‘Virgin.’

‘Sex pest.’

‘Stop pissing about, you two. We’ve got dogs to identify here.’ Dave watched Clarrie as she fiddled with the fluorescent orange strap digging into her shoulder. ‘Is your bra too small or something? Because I could take a look at it if you like, see what I can offer in the way of additional support.’

Clarrie tilted her head to one side as she tried to yank the strap into a more comfortable position. ‘It’s not a bra.’

‘Eh?’

‘It’s my bikini top. Didn’t make it to the launderette this week.’ She yanked the strap again and it snapped back against her skin. ‘Argh! Bastard!’

Sonny shook his head. ‘You are pure class.’

‘Graduated top of my finishing school.’

‘Take it off if it’s uncomfortable,’ Si said.

‘Yeah, you’d like that, wouldn’t you? I’m not sitting here with my tits swinging free for the whole pub to gawp at, ta.’

‘Spoilsport,’ Dave said.

Sonny’s eyes narrowed as he watched a middle-aged woman in a blue twinset head into the Ladies, tapping at her smartphone.

‘Well, it looks like Barb’s team’ll be getting full marks on the dog breeds round,’ he muttered.

‘Again?’ Dave glared after her. ‘It’s not like she’s even subtle.’

‘Tim’d never let us get away with that,’ Si said. ‘It’d be disqualification, no second chances.’

‘She’s probably bonking him between rounds,’ Sonny said. ‘I always knew you could sleep your way to the top of this quiz league.’

Dave nodded to Clarrie. ‘All right, Clar, you’re up. Close your eyes and think of Tom Hardy, this could be our year.’

‘I’m not sleeping with Maserati Tim just so we can win the quiz league, David.’

‘Oh, go on. Give him one for the team.’

‘Why don’t you ask Si? He’s our slag-in-residence.’

Simon glanced over his shoulder at a slick-haired, loud-suited man setting up a microphone near the bar. ‘Not sure I’m Tim’s type, much as I’d love to help.’

‘Try your projectile flirting on him.’

Si winked at the quizmaster, who grinned and blew him a kiss.

‘There you go, you’re in,’ Clarrie said.

‘Oh yeah, that reminds me,’ Dave said. ‘Are we all allowed to ask you out or just Si?’

‘Bloody hell, Dave, am I the only lass in town or something?’

He laughed and jerked his head towards the bar, where a throng of men were waiting to be served. ‘You looked around lately?’

‘Yeah, it is a bit of a sausage fest this year, isn’t it?’ Clarrie said, following his gaze. ‘Looks like it could just be me and Barb flying the flag for the sisterhood now Gem and Yvonne are out of the League.’

‘Why aren’t the Farmers doing it this year?’ Sonny asked.

The Dalai Farmers – a five-man team consisting of Si’s parents, Yvonne and Pete, plus Dave’s dad, Jeff, and a couple of other oldies – had been doing the quizzes for years. This was the first time in around a decade that they hadn’t registered for the League.

‘My dad’s got a note from his mid-life crisis,’ Si said. ‘Him and Mum are going on a three-week coastal retreat this summer instead.’

‘Good news for us though, right?’ Clarrie said. ‘One less team in the competition nudges our odds up a bit. Plus we inherited Jeff.’

They all turned to look at the senior team member, one hand clasped protectively round his pint while he hummed with throaty snores. Dave gave an embarrassed cough.

‘Anyway, in answer to your question, Dave, yes, only I may ask Clarrie out,’ Si said. ‘In fact, I invented asking Clarrie out. You get your own rejection complex.’

‘All right, I will,’ Dave said. ‘And it can be on you, since I’m about to ask you out as well. Beer festival at the Hole this Thursday, what do you all say?’

‘Not me,’ Sonny said. ‘I’m staying in with the papers this week, make sure we don’t miss anything. Tim always does a current affairs round in the second quiz.’

Dave made an impatient motion. ‘Bring them with you if you’re that desperate to revise. Come on, it’s ten ales and a covers band. Should be a laugh.’

‘Nope.’ He flashed Dave a dirty look. ‘At least one of us has to take this seriously.’

‘Count me in, I’m not doing anything,’ Si said. ‘I mean, I certainly won’t be having pizza or sex or anything of that nature.’ He shot Clarrie a pointed glance, which she ignored.

‘Clarrie?’ Dave said.

‘Go on, if there’s a band,’ she said with a shrug.

Simon nodded to the door of the Pig and Trumpet, where another team were arriving. ‘Hey, who’s the newbie with Daz’s lot? He looks familiar.’

Clarrie turned to look at the man who’d just come in with Darren Constantin and his team, Les Quizerables. He was around sixty, short and full-bellied with round glasses perched precariously low on his nose.

‘Yeah, he does a bit.’

‘Didn’t go out with your mum, did he?’

Clarrie gave him a look. ‘Not everyone round here’s been out with my mum, you know.’

Sonny examined the man through narrowed eyes. ‘Hm.’

‘What’re you looking like that for?’ Dave asked.

‘Why’s the speccy bloke so much older than the rest of them?’ Sonny said, nodding to the other members of Les Quiz, their arch-rivals for the League title. ‘Looks a bit suspect.’

‘Well, why’s Jeff so much older than us?’ Clarrie said. ‘Probably drafted one of their dads to help with the olden days questions.’

‘Dunno, Clar, I’ve got a bad feeling.’

‘And I’ve got a nicotine craving.’ Si squeezed Clarrie’s shoulder. ‘Coming, kiddo? We’ve got about ten minutes, by my reckoning.’

He always asked, even though he knew she didn’t smoke. Well, not much. Not really. Not usually before the third pint.

‘Okay. If you promise not to ask me out again.’

‘I promise.’

*

‘So how about me and you dropping into that new Indian on Saturday?’ Simon asked as soon as they were out on the cobbles that served as the Pig and Trumpet’s smoking area. He pulled out his Zippo, lit a cigarette and passed it to her. ‘You can pay.’

‘You rotten little liar.’

‘Who’s little?’ Si said, smirking down at her from his six-three.

‘Stop towering me.’ Clarrie took a draw on their cigarette, exhaled with all the appreciation of a social smoker in heavy denial and handed it back. ‘You know, I was bigger than you once.’

‘For like five minutes. By Year Eight I could pick you up with one hand.’ He savoured a long drag on the cigarette, a kiss of baby pink around the filter now from her lipstick, and passed it back. ‘So what about it then?’

She placed the cigarette between her lips; felt the warmth, the slight wetness where he’d held it in his.

‘Pack it in, Si,’ she said, handing it over again. ‘Come on, the asking me out routine’s getting seriously old now. It’s not funny any more.’

‘It’s not supposed to be.’ He looked down into her face. ‘I mean it, Clar.’

‘The hell you do,’ she said, smiling. ‘You’ve never meant anything you’ve said to me in your whole entire life.’

‘Harsh.’

‘So are you going to ask Sally Pemberton out once you’ve finished pretending you want to get into my knickers? Doesn’t seem fair to tease the poor girl.’

‘Hey,’ he said, looking wounded. ‘If there’s one thing I never fake, it’s my desire to get into girls’ knickers.’ He glanced down at her jeans. ‘Assuming you’re wearing any.’

‘Er, excuse me?’

‘I thought you were out of clean clothes.’

‘I may be spilling out of my last pair of too-small Betty Boop pants here, yeah, but I haven’t quite resorted to going commando in the pub.’

‘Mmm. That’d really be… rock bottom.’

‘Fnar fnar.’ She finished the last of their cigarette and stubbed it out. ‘Anyway, sorry to shatter the fantasy.’

‘You build a man’s hopes just to cruelly dash them away,’ he said, shaking his head.

‘Like the hussy I am.’

‘You want to do your washing round at mine? I can pick you up after you finish work on Wednesday if you like.’

She looked up. ‘Oh, could I?’

‘Course, any time. I know you only skip the launderette when you’re broke.’ He smiled. ‘Tell you what, I’ll even lend you a tenner.’

‘God, I love you,’ she said, giving his arm a grateful hug. ‘So how about Sally then? She’s had her eye on you for ages.’

He shrugged. ‘Might as well ask her, now I’ve put in the groundwork. Unless you want to change your mind? Last chance.’

‘Nope.’

‘Pictures? There’s a new Marvel film out. I’ll buy you a hot dog and we can feel each other up in the dark.’

‘Tempting. But still no.’

‘Top halves only and I’ll throw in a popcorn? Final offer, take it or leave it.’

‘Sorry, Si. Washing my hair.’

‘Not even if—’ The teasing grin disappeared as his gaze fixed on something over her shoulder. ‘Oh shit.’

‘What?’

‘Behind you.’

She turned round. A group of girls in matching pink team jackets were heading their way.

‘Oh shit,’ she echoed.

‘Did you know she was coming?’

‘No. Not heard from her in ages.’ She tapped his elbow. ‘You’d better go inside and warn him. I’ll try to stall her.’
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Clarrie made an effort to fix her face into a smile as the group of laughing women approached.

‘Um. Hi Gem,’ she said to the pretty, butter-blonde girl at the front.

Gemma Wagstaff. The lost team member.

‘Oh. Oh! Midwinter. Hiya. Didn’t see you hiding there in the dark.’ Gemma peered around the cobbled courtyard. ‘Where’s Si? I’m guessing things haven’t changed so much round here that you’ve actually started buying your own cigs.’

‘He went in when he saw you.’

Gemma’s smile vanished. ‘Right. Did he?’

‘Not like that,’ Clarrie said quickly. ‘He just thought he’d better let the lads know you were here.’

‘I see. And you’re stalling me while he does it, are you?’ Gemma turned to her bemused-looking friends. ‘Go on in, girls, find us a table. I’ll be there in a sec.’

‘Gem, what the hell are you doing here?’ Clarrie whispered when the rest of the women had gone into the pub.

‘The quiz, obviously. Recruited myself a new dream team from work.’

‘I thought you’d quit the quizzes. It’ll upset Sonny when he sees you.’

She sighed. ‘Really, still?’

‘Why didn’t you text me you were coming?’

‘Because I knew you’d try to talk me out of it. I just wanted to see him, Clar. I thought maybe, after all this time…’ She looked up, her eyes damp. ‘I just wanted to see him,’ she said again, an undertone of helplessness in her voice. ‘That’s not so wrong, is it?’

‘Still hoping he’ll give you another chance?’

‘Something like that. Not that I deserve it, I know.’

Clarrie sighed. ‘Well, come here,’ she said, folding her friend into a hug. ‘Missed you.’

Gemma smiled as she gave her a squeeze. ‘Missed you too, Midwinter.’

‘I mean, I missed you doing the quizzes. Jeff’s bloody useless.’

‘Yeah. I thought that’s what you meant.’

‘Come on,’ Clarrie said when she’d let her go. ‘Come say hi to the boys, then it’s over with.’

‘How do you think he’ll take it?’ Gemma whispered as Clarrie linked her arm to guide her into the pub. ‘Think he’ll speak to me?’

‘Well… I wouldn’t get your hopes up.’

Inside, Tim was still messing with his microphone and Gemma’s friends had settled themselves at a table close to the bar. Clarrie could see her own team, doing their best to pretend they were making idle small talk, but it was obvious Si had prepared them for Gemma’s imminent arrival. Sonny’s eyes kept flickering to the door, and he tensed visibly when he caught sight of his ex-girlfriend.

‘So… look what I found outside,’ Clarrie said when she reached their table, fixing on her brightest all-friends-here smile.

‘Er, just thought I’d come and say hi before we got going,’ Gemma said. ‘Hi guys.’ Her face twitched. ‘Hi Sunil.’

Sonny flinched. She was the only one who ever called him by his given name, apart from teachers. Even his mum called him Sonny.

‘Hi,’ he mumbled, avoiding eye contact.

Si glanced up at her and smiled. ‘Hiya, Gem. Good to see you.’

Gemma smiled too, relaxing a little. ‘All right, tall, dark and handsome?’ She ruffled Simon’s wavy brown hair, and he wrinkled his nose. ‘Still asking Clarrie out?’

‘Yep.’

‘You still turning him down?’ Gemma asked Clarrie.

‘Yep.’

Gemma shook her head. ‘You must be off your nut, love.’

‘You’d do me, wouldn’t you, Gem?’ Si asked, smirking up at her.

‘In a New York half-heartbeat.’

‘What about me?’ Dave asked, standing to hug her across the table.

Gemma shrugged. ‘Why not? We can drink cheap vodka and play Spin the Bottle, it’ll be just like the old days.’

‘Let’s do it. Maybe you’ll get Clarrie again.’ Dave grinned. ‘Highlight of my teenage years, that. On my deathbed I’ll be kicking myself for not bringing a camera.’

‘Not sure I should be listening to this,’ Jeff said. ‘I’ve got enough youthful indiscretions of my own without having to hear about yours, Davy Boy.’ He flashed a smile at Gemma. ‘Nice to see you again, pet.’

‘You too, Jeff. Thanks for keeping my seat warm.’

She turned to face Sonny again. ‘Well?’ she asked softly. ‘Do I get a hug from you then, beardy?’

‘I don’t think so, do you?’

‘It’s been nearly a year, Sunil.’

Sonny scowled into his drink. ‘Try me after ten. It’s not the time, Gem, all right?’

‘No. I’m starting to pick up on that.’ Gemma glanced over at her new team. ‘I better get back to the girls.’ She nodded at the new addition to Sonny’s face, a black goatee. ‘I’d lose that thing if I were you, by the way. Makes you look like a magician.’

Gemma went back to her new friends, giving her old ones a sad little wave over her shoulder.

Dave slung an arm around Sonny’s shoulders. ‘You okay, mate?’

‘Yeah.’ Sonny patted his hand. ‘Thanks, Davy.’

Clarrie couldn’t help smiling. It was sort of sweet, the way Sonny and Dave ticked between best friends and bitter enemies at ten-minute intervals.

She felt her Si sense tingling, and turned to find him close to her ear.

‘Well, that was awkward,’ he whispered.

‘You’re telling me,’ she muttered back.

‘How’d it go on your fag break then, Si?’ Dave asked, strategically changing the subject. ‘She say yes this time?’

‘What do you think?’

Dave shook his head at Clarrie. ‘You are such a virgin.’

‘Can everyone please stop calling me a virgin?’ She looked at Sonny. ‘Back me up, you.’

‘Yeah, you lot know I keep Clarrie’s virginity in the trophy cabinet with my other conquests,’ Sonny said. ‘You’re welcome to come round and inspect it.’

‘I’ve got yours under the bed,’ Clarrie said, smiling. ‘Props up the wobbly leg pretty well.’

She couldn’t remember the night she’d spent with Sonny too well now, except that, like any sixteen-year-old’s first time, it had been brief, damp and embarrassing, leaving a lingering impression of too many limbs and a disappointing haze of anti-climax.

They hadn’t even been going out. She remembered him, a gangly mix of swagger and blushes, getting her on her own in the sixth form common room during a free period.

‘Fancy coming round mine tonight?’ he’d asked.

‘What, for the English homework?’

‘Um, no, thought we could have sex. I’d rather lose it with you, Clar.’ He’d looked thoughtful. ‘And we might have time to work on the English after. I mean, I don’t know how long it’s supposed to take or anything.’

‘Oh.’ She’d shrugged. ‘Yeah, if you want.’

Hearts and bloody flowers, eh?

‘All right, blondie, we all know you’re a bona fide sex goddess really,’ Dave said. ‘Sonny’s never walked the same.’

‘Don’t call me blondie, Dave.’

‘Sorry, Clarissa.’

She winced. ‘Or that.’

‘Sorry, Melons McGee.’

‘That’s better.’

Si, who’d been at the bar, reappeared with a tray of fresh drinks for them.

‘Cheers, Simon,’ Clarrie said, helping herself to a lager. ‘Do I take it your projectile flirting worked then?’

‘Yep. Got served first and I’m cooking a meal for her at mine next Monday.’

Sonny glared at him as he reclaimed his seat. ‘We need to get you bloody neutered. Then you might be able to concentrate on the important things in life, like winning the League.’

Simon turned his eyes upwards and sighed. ‘Life’s hard when you’re irresistible.’

‘Oh, please do get over yourself,’ Clarrie groaned.

It didn’t annoy her that Si had grown up to be gorgeous. It sometimes woke her up at night, but it didn’t annoy her. The fact he knew he was gorgeous and exploited it shamefully: now that was annoying. Bloody Simon Dewhirst, causing palpitations in bosoms and knickers wherever he went. Honestly, I mean, she loved him, but he could be insufferable sometimes.

‘You might get girls too, if you shaved that horrific thing off,’ Dave said to Sonny, indicating his friend’s goatee.

‘No way,’ Sonny said, stroking his chin like a hairy Bond villain. ‘My mum says it makes me look well smart.’

Dave snorted. ‘You let your mum make decisions on your facial hair? Priceless.’ He pulled the answer sheet towards him. ‘Mirror fucking Spock,’ he muttered.

‘So are we starting or what?’ Jeff asked. ‘Tim’s been fannying with that microphone for a quarter of an hour.’

‘Yeah, I think it’s broke,’ Si said. ‘He keeps tapping it.’

‘Don’t know why he needs one, other quizmasters manage well enough,’ Jeff muttered. ‘Typical Tim, can’t get enough of the sound of his own voice. He was the same at school.’

Clarrie spotted Gemma looking over at them from her table. Gem flashed her a smile when she caught her eye and Clarrie smiled back, making a mental note to text her tomorrow and arrange to go out for a drink or something. It’d been too long.

‘Okay, game faces on, you lot,’ Dave said, nodding towards Maserati Tim, who finally seemed to have got his mike working. ‘Looks like it’s quiz o’ clock.’
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‘Right. Welcome one and all to the Fourteenth Annual Denworth Pub Quiz League,’ Tim finally boomed from his unnecessary microphone.

‘About bloody time,’ Jeff muttered.

‘Rules are same as last year,’ Tim continued. ‘Eight quizzes, each in one of the local pubs. There’ll be five rounds of trivia questions in each, plus the picture round. Play your Joker card on any round you like to double your points. An overall draw in the final will go to a best-of-three tiebreak. Anyone can take part for fun, but to enter the League competition, teams must be registered at the start, have a minimum of four members, a maximum of six, and live within a ten-mile radius of Denworth. That clear?’

A chorus of dismissive grumbles met him. Everyone there knew how it worked.

‘This year, as well as the trophy, we’re playing for an eight-pint voucher per team plus a cash prize for first and second in each quiz, so eyes on the prize, lads and lasses. Right.’ Tim skimmed down a sheet of paper in his hand. ‘Looks like the usual suspects. Ten teams in all.’

‘Read them out, can you?’ Jeff called. ‘We haven’t got all night.’

Tim shot a resentful look at his old school friend. ‘All right, princess, keep your beard on.’ He scanned the list of teams. ‘Okay, first up: The Cockwombles.’

There was a cheer from a lairy group of lads sitting in the snug.

‘Always one, isn’t there?’ Si muttered to Clarrie.

‘Hmm. Wasn’t it you who named us David Beckham’s Cock Sock the year we did our A-Levels?’

‘No, it was Sonny.’

She narrowed one eye. ‘Pretty sure it was you.’

‘Shut up, Clar.’

‘Right, next,’ Tim boomed. ‘A newcomer: The Pink Ladies.’

Gemma’s gang, the only all-female team, gave a wave, drawing interested glances from the Cockwombles table.

‘Old favourites and two-time winners: The Murgatroyd Family,’ Tim bellowed.

Barbara Murgatroyd, her husband, Jack, and their two sons smirked round the pub.

Dave shook his head. ‘Every year. They should be disqualified for shit team-naming as well as blatant cheating.’

‘Our returning champs: Les Quizerables!’ There was a loud cheer from Darren’s team.

Sonny shot him a resentful look. ‘Not this year, Daz. Not this year…’ he muttered.

‘All right, mate, try not to take it quite so seriously, eh?’ Si said. ‘It’s scary. You and Darren nearly ended up having a punch-up last final.’

‘He had it coming. Cheating bastard.’

‘He didn’t cheat, Sonny. We just lost.’

‘Look, whose side are you on?’

Simon sighed. ‘Ours.’

‘And?’

‘And he’s a cheating bastard.’

Dave was staring at the newest member of the Les Quiz team, the man with the round glasses.

‘I swear I know that bloke,’ he muttered.

Tim ran quickly through the other teams. ‘The rest, all old hands: The Superbeeroes, The Frank Einsteins, The Quizzy Rascals, Spliceworld The Movie, Quiz-teama Aguilera, Let’s Get Quizzical, and finally –’ he shot Jeff a dirty look, ‘long-time challengers, no-time winners, The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers.’

‘Oh, that’s us,’ Sonny said. ‘Go on, cheer, guys.’

Dave glared at him. ‘Not again. I thought we’d agreed on Trivial Purse Hooters.’

‘We didn’t agree on that, David, because it’s shit.’

‘No way! We always lose when we’re the Flower Arrangers.’

‘We always lose anyway,’ Clarrie said.

‘Yeah, because we’ve got a crap name,’ Dave said, glowering.

Si clapped him on the shoulder. ‘No, Davy, because we’ve got crap general knowledge. Try not to take it too hard.’

Dave shot Sonny a resentful look. ‘What was wrong with my team name, you?’

‘It’s sexist,’ Sonny said, raising his eyes. ‘You’ll offend the lady on the team.’

‘We haven’t got a lady. Just Clarrie.’

‘Oi.’ Clarrie sighed, the special oh-God-not-Dave-and-Sonny sigh she’d been perfecting since Year Seven. ‘Look, never mind the name, lads. It’s the taking part that counts, eh?’

Sonny’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Are you off your head?’

‘You know, I’m starting to wonder. Go on then, what is the point?’

Sonny and Dave answered almost in unison. ‘Beating Darren!’

‘Okay, first round – world literature,’ Tim announced.

‘Right, Clar, you’re on.’ Dave pushed the answer sheet to Clarrie.

‘Just because I run a bookshop doesn’t mean I know about books.’

‘You did English at university, didn’t you?’ Jeff said.

‘That just means I got plenty of sleep.’

The mike crackled to life. ‘Question one,’ Tim said. ‘Which novel by William Makepeace Thackeray…’

‘Vanity Fair.’ Clarrie scribbled it on the answer sheet.

Sonny eyed her suspiciously. ‘You didn’t hear the whole question.’

‘It’s always Vanity Fair. That’s the only Thackeray novel anyone knows.’

‘You better be taking this seriously, Clar.’

‘Yeah, Clar.’ Si smirked at her. ‘Don’t make Sonny put you over his knee.’

‘Look, it’s right, okay? No need for Sonny to get his paddle out.’

‘Not what you said last night,’ Sonny said.

Dave raised his eyebrows. ‘Did you just crack a joke?’

‘What? I do jokes.’

‘Not when the League’s on you don’t, you just get that murderous glint in your eye. The thousand-yard stare and ridiculous beard of the committed psychopath.’

Sonny stroked his chin. ‘Don’t mess with the beard, David. Just because I’m the sophisticated one and you’re a little ginger gnome.’

‘Oi.’ Jeff cuffed Sonny round the ear. ‘That’s the fruit of my loins there, sunshine.’

Dave grimaced. ‘Let’s save your loins for after a few more pints, Dad, eh?’ He turned back to Sonny. ‘Who told you that you were sophisticated, evil overlord reject? Your mum?’

‘Shut up.’

‘Ha! That’s a yes then.’

After Tim had whizzed through the literature questions, he moved on to entertainment.

‘Question one. Who played Darth Vader in the original Star Wars trilogy?’

‘Original theatrical releases or remastered?’ Dave called out.

Tim turned to look at him. ‘Eh?’

‘Which versions? Before Lucas started pissing about with CGI dinosaurs or after?’

‘Christ, I dunno. The latest versions.’

‘Right. In that case, face, voice, body or ghost?’ Dave demanded.

‘You are taking the Michael, my lad.’

‘Seriously. There’s four right answers.’

Tim sighed. ‘Right. Quarter for each then, if IMDB backs you up.’

‘Yes!’ Dave hissed to himself as he wrote down the answers. ‘The geek strikes back.’

‘You’re not making us any friends, Davy,’ Clarrie said. Resentful eyes had fixed on them from every corner of the pub.

‘We’re not here to make friends. We’re here to win.’ Sonny slapped Dave on the back. ‘Good work, ginger.’

‘Looks like somebody else knows it, though,’ Si said, nodding to the Les Quiz table. Speccy Bloke was scribbling enthusiastically, looking pleased with himself.

‘He won’t get Sebastian Shaw. No one ever gets him,’ Dave said. But he looked worried.

‘Hmm,’ Clarrie said. ‘Did they conscript their own pet geek?’

‘Looks like. And that was the one thing we had that they didn’t.’ Simon sighed. ‘Well, our odds just plummeted again.’

‘Can they plummet from nothing?’

‘I think they’re into minus figures now. We could cause the universe to implode.’

After the entertainment round came 1960s nostalgia.

‘Okay, Dad.’ Dave poked the answer sheet at Jeff. ‘Old people round. Go on, time to earn your seat.’

‘I don’t remember the sixties, you cheeky bugger,’ Jeff said. ‘I’m only fifty.’

‘If you can remember the sixties you weren’t there, eh?’ Dave said, winking at him. ‘Too many acid trips during the Summer of Love, was it?’

‘Yeah. Best first birthday ever.’

‘Right, folks, that’s your lot this half,’ Tim announced at the end of the round. ‘Free supper of chips and curry sauce will now be served, and I’ll be coming round for a quid off everyone.’

‘Awesome, I’m starving.’ Si rose and rested a hand on Clarrie’s shoulder. ‘Want some chips, kiddo?’

‘No, I’m good, thanks.’

‘I’ll come up with you, Si,’ Dave said. ‘Dad?’

‘Go on then,’ Jeff said. ‘You two get the chips, I’ll get the drinks in.’

‘I’m okay for food, I’ll stay with Clarrie,’ Sonny said. He looked up at Jeff. ‘I’ll have another Guinness though, if you’re offering.’

‘Thought you might.’

Si and Dave made a beeline for the food table while Jeff peeled off to the bar.

‘Sure you won’t come to the beer festival?’ Clarrie asked Sonny when they were alone. ‘It won’t be the same without you.’

‘I can’t, I’ve got plans.’

‘Swotting for the current affairs round hardly counts as plans, Sonny.’

‘No, I mean I’ve got proper plans.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Clar, don’t tell the boys, but… I’m going to Gurdwara.’

‘You what? Since when do you go to Gurdwara, you massive heathen?’

‘Mum wants to set me up with her mate’s daughter. Said I’d go and be introduced after evening prayers.’

‘Why? She’s been trying to set you up with some nice Sikh girl since forever, it’s never made you catch religion.’

Sonny fished out his smartphone and pulled up a Facebook photo. Clarrie looked with interest at the stunning Punjabi girl baring her toned midriff in a green and gold sari.

‘Swit-swoo.’

‘Right? Could be a winner.’

Clarrie shuffled her chair round so she could link his arm. ‘You know, you could always ask Gem to the beer festival instead,’ she said, nodding to Gemma sitting with her Pink Lady friends. ‘Bet she’d say yes. I saw her do that finger thing at you.’

‘What finger thing?’

‘You know, the finger thing. Girls do it when they fancy you.’

‘I have literally no idea what you’re going on about, Clarrie.’

‘You know. This thing.’ She parted her lips and ran her little finger slowly along her mouth.

Sonny stared at her in silence.

‘Okay, that was pretty hot,’ he admitted eventually. ‘Did she really do that?’

‘Yeah, didn’t you see?’

‘No.’ Sonny sighed. ‘It doesn’t matter. I’m not getting back with Gem just because you miss having your mate around.’

‘She was your mate too. Come on, I know you’ve still got feelings for her. Everyone knows.’

‘She cheated on me, Clar, you don’t just get over it.’

‘I know,’ Clarrie said with a sigh. ‘Won’t you even consider talking to her? I know there’s no excuse but she is genuinely eaten up over it.’

‘She looks fine to me,’ Sonny muttered, glancing at Gemma laughing with her friends.

‘Seriously, I know she is. She’s putting a brave face on, that’s all.’

‘Like you’re the bloody love-life expert all of a sudden. When did you last even have sex?’

‘Not that long ago.’

‘Yeah? When?’

‘Well, give or take…’ She did a quick mental calculation. ‘Dunno, nine months ago?’

‘And that’s what you call not that long, do you? That’s the actual gestation period of a human child, Clar.’

She shrugged. ‘Well. Never really seems worth the effort, sex.’

‘If it isn’t then you must be doing it wrong. Who was it? Ed?’

‘No, we’d broken up by then. It was that lad James from the Boar.’ She grimaced at the memory. ‘Dire as well.’

Sonny glanced over to the food table, where Dave and Simon were queuing for chips. ‘You could always take Si up on his offer.’

She snorted. ‘Si Dewhirst, are you kidding me? You know he only asks me out because he’s reigning king of the wind-up merchants. I bet he’d run screaming if I ever shocked him by saying yes.’

‘You never think maybe he means it?’

‘Don’t be daft. Simon’s had knickers dropping for him since he was sixteen. Why the hell should he be interested in me?’ She tugged at her bikini strap again, wincing as the plastic bit dug into her flesh. ‘He’s like a proper grown-up, with his house and his car and his… washing machine. I can’t even manage to dress myself.’

Sonny smiled. ‘I reckon he likes you that way.’

‘Come on, he’s been asking me out since school. It’s a game to him. Just like sex is a game.’ She looked at Si, loading a couple of baskets with chips. ‘Twenty-six and he’s never had a steady girlfriend. That can’t be healthy, can it?’

‘You two’ve been best mates since you were tiny though.’

‘Exactly. And the last thing we need is to start messing about with that.’ She glanced in Gemma’s direction. ‘Shagging your friends only causes problems, Sonny. You know that.’

When the other three came back to join them, Si dumped one basket of greasy-looking chips in front of her and another by his own chair.

She looked up. ‘I said I wasn’t hungry.’

‘Yeah, you always say that, then you eat all my chips. Fool me once, shame on you. Fool me twice… well, still shame on you. But you’re not getting my chips.’

He grinned, and the fizzy feeling in Clarrie’s stomach settled down again. He was just Si. Of course he didn’t mean it. He never meant anything, did he? She grinned back.

‘You can read me like a book, can’t you?’ she said.

‘Yep. A greedy chip-thieving book. Still, I’m sort of fond of you.’ He gave her shoulder an affectionate rub as he took his seat next to her.

‘Right,’ Sonny said, pulling the answer sheet towards him. ‘Where’ve we got gaps?’

‘That entertainment round,’ Dave said. ‘Bloody reality TV questions.’

‘The sixties round isn’t looking too healthy either,’ Si said. ‘Jeff’s a dead loss – no offence, mate.’

Jeff shrugged. ‘None taken.’

‘Anyone know this one, city Martin Luther King was killed in?’ Clarrie asked, looking round at her teammates. ‘I’m sure we did it in RE.’

‘Oh, wait! Think I might.’ Sonny tapped his temples. ‘Where does Elvis live? It’s in a song.’

‘Graceland?’ Si said.

‘No, the city.’

‘Memphis?’ Clarrie suggested.

‘Yeah, that’s it. I’m positive that’s it. Put it down.’

‘Okay.’ She scribbled it into the empty space. ‘Try this one on then. Which US president was born 29 May 1917?’

Sonny was still tapping his head, as if he could shake trivia out of the grey cells. ‘Must be sixties, mustn’t it? Let’s put JFK, he’s the most famous.’

‘Bloody hell, you’re on form today,’ Dave said, reluctantly impressed. ‘How d’you know this olden day’s stuff?’

‘I’ve seen things, man. I was in ’Nam.’

‘No you weren’t,’ Si said. ‘Bet Jeff was though.’

‘For Christ’s sake.’ Jeff drained about half his Landlord in one sup and wiped a fleck of foam from his grizzled ginger beard. ‘Look, I wasn’t in Vietnam, I wasn’t in the trenches and I wasn’t chief fucking wiper of Queen Victoria’s arse. Now give the old man a rest, eh? If I wanted the piss ripped I’d stay in with the wife.’

After musical intros and pot luck, the team decided to play their Joker on Clarrie’s literature round as their best chance of doubling their points. But an eighteen out of twenty wasn’t enough to push them to the top. They finished fourth in the table, putting them behind The Murgatroyds, Gemma’s Pink Ladies and their main competition – last year’s winners, Les Quizerables.

‘Well, we’ve had worse starts to the League,’ Si said to Clarrie as they walked home arm in arm at the end of the night. ‘Top five. That’s not bad, is it?’

‘Mmm. We’re still screwed though.’

‘Oh yeah, royally.’
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The Bookshelf was just that: a shelf in a broom cupboard, where Clarrie’s infrequent customers could come to browse the handful of volumes currently taking up mahogany space.

Okay, slight exaggeration. There were at least twenty actual shelves, including the dividing bookcase slicing the little room into two aisles. The second-hand books they were stacked with defined eclectic – expensive old hardbacks, iconic orange and black Penguins, tatty eighties bonkbusters, Wainwrights and Herriots galore…

The shop was slap in the middle of Wickden, a Yorkshire Dales village popular with tourists and walkers, so there was usually a steady trade in the summer. Enough to keep The Bookshelf’s proprietor in Oxfam tops and Sugar Puff sandwiches anyway. Not quite enough to keep her in beer, but the rest of the quiz team were used to accidentally ‘overlooking’ Clarrie’s round.

No one quite knew what had possessed her to set up a bookshop. Most of her uni friends had headed to the cities after graduation for jobs in publishing, journalism, PR. But not Clarrie. No: she had a degree in books, more or less, she’d always wanted to run a bookshop, and like the stubborn cow she was, that was bloody well what she was going to do.

Okay, so she hadn’t always wanted to run a bookshop. At five, after seeing Star Wars for the first time, she’d wanted to be an astronaut. She was going to build a rocket and explore planets, her and Simon. He’d wanted to fly it, which she was fine with, as long as she got to press all the shiny buttons to see what they did.

A year later she was bored of that dream and she was going to write books, like Roald Dahl or someone, and be famous, and live in a big house and eat ice cream all day and have twelve puppies that would never get big.

But why write books when you can read them, right? Get lost in other worlds, ones where Mum and Dad didn’t shout at each other so loud that even a pillow wouldn’t block it out. So she’d made a library in the attic, transporting all the books she thought were worth reading up there. Everyone who wanted to read one got a ticket, and a tuppence a day fine if they were late back.

And last of all, because there didn’t seem to be much money in the library business on tuppence a day, she’d wanted to be a lady in a bookshop. And that, for some reason, had stuck. So after graduating from uni, she’d tapped the money her dad had left for her – the final gesture of a guilty conscience after her parents’ marriage had broken down – and here she was in The Bookshelf: a tiny shop with a tiny kitchen-diner at the back and a tiny flat above.

Yep, she was living the dream all right. She sighed while she ingested her coffee behind the counter, looked around at the silent books – judging her as usual, the little bastards – and wondered if the bell that meant ‘customer’ was going to ring today.

That reminded her. Gemma. She tapped out a quick text.

Glass of something later? Come round after closing if you’re free.

It buzzed almost immediately with a reply.

You had me at ‘glass’, Midwinter. See you at six.

The day yielded three whole customers. The first two were walkers looking for the OS maps, the third a tall man in a sharp grey suit who spent twenty minutes rummaging through the quality hardbacks. Probably a tourist.

He finally approached the counter and Clarrie took the box he handed her. Hitchhiker’s Guide, the five-book set. Good choice.

‘Six pounds ninety-five please,’ she said without looking up.

‘You’re undercharging, you know.’

She was surprised to hear a Yorkshire accent. Not a tourist then.

‘Probably,’ she said, ringing the purchase through on the cash register.

‘How much more for a date?’

Clarrie finally glanced up at the man. ‘Not that kind of bookshop, love. This is the Dales, not Soho.’

He laughed, his grey eyes crinkling.

Clarrie ran her eyes over him. Not bad-looking. Tall, sandy hair. Smartly dressed, and good taste in books too.

‘Okay, how about six pounds ninety-five now and I’ll buy you dinner later?’ he asked.

He was the wrong kind of good-looking though. Not her type at all. And the way he was drumming his fingers on his thigh was already starting to annoy her.

‘Sorry, I’m seeing someone.’

‘Really seeing someone or fobbing me off seeing someone?’

‘Fobbing you off seeing someone.’

He flashed her an amused grin. ‘Okay, I’ll take the hint. Here.’ He opened his wallet and passed her a business card. ‘Call me if you change your mind.’

She looked at the card as the door swung closed behind him.

Ugh. Worked in insurance. She’d dodged a bullet there. Crumpling it, she chucked it in the bin.

Gemma turned up at six on the nose, bouncing through the door brandishing a bottle of wine. She flipped the shop’s sign to Closed behind her.

‘Here,’ she said, plonking the wine on the counter. ‘I naturally assumed you’d be broke and boozeless as usual.’

‘Always happy to welcome guests bearing bottles.’ Clarrie came out from behind the counter and gave her a hug. ‘Come on in the kitchenette, I’ll get us glasses.’

At the little dining table, Clarrie handed Gemma a glass of wine and sank into a seat opposite.

‘Er, thanks,’ Gemma said, eyeing the glass. It was an oversized picnic goblet in neon pink plastic.

‘Sorry,’ Clarrie said with a grin. ‘Broke the guest glass last week. Still, you’re posher than me, Gem.’ She took a sip of wine from a pewter Guinness tankard with A Souvenir from the Emerald Isle engraved on it.

‘Yeah, but you get a bigger drink. Swings and roundabouts,’ Gemma said. ‘So how’s business? Earn enough today to buy yourself a new guest glass?’

‘Nope. Only three customers. Two walkers and a bloke who asked me out.’

‘And you said no, right?’

‘How’d you know that?’

Gemma laughed. ‘Please, born-again virgin. When was the last time you went out with anyone?’

‘Don’t you start.’

‘Go on, what was wrong with this one?’

‘Nothing,’ Clarrie said, shrugging. ‘Didn’t fancy him, that’s all.’

‘Come clean, Midwinter. You Edded him, didn’t you?’

Clarrie frowned. ‘Is Ed a verb now?’

‘Yep. So, what was it?’

‘Okay, okay. Drumming his fingers on his leg. And he worked in insurance.’ Clarrie swallowed a mouthful of wine. ‘So how was quiz night for you then?’

‘Oh, I don’t know. Painful. Wonderful.’ She gave a sad little laugh. ‘Didn’t look very pleased to see me, did he?’

‘He’s hurting, Gem.’

‘I know he is. And I know it’s my fault.’ She sighed. ‘I just can’t stop missing him, Clar. Does he ever talk about me?’

‘Not often. But he misses you too, I know he does. He’s even moodier than usual these days.’

Gemma summoned a smile. ‘When we were in sixth form I used to think he was all intense and brooding.’

‘Nah. Just a sulky bugger.’ She squeezed Gemma’s hand. ‘You ever going to tell him why it happened?’

‘It’d only make things worse,’ Gemma said, her voice choked. ‘Sounds like an excuse, doesn’t it?’

‘Go on, tell him. It’s been a year and neither of you has been able to move on. Might make it easier for him to forgive.’

Gemma dropped a tear into her ridiculous pink wine glass. ‘Yeah, that’ll work. “Hi honey. Forgot to mention earlier, I had a pregnancy scare a year ago and went into meltdown because at twenty-five I still felt like a fucking kid. Oh, and during the ensuing booze bender I shagged some wanker I picked up in a club. Want to grab dinner and forget about it?”’

‘Er, yeah. Don’t think you should say it quite like that, Gem.’

‘Well, come on. How would you feel?’

‘Okay, not great,’ Clarrie admitted. ‘But it did get to him, seeing you at the quiz. And I told him you did that thing with your finger.’

‘What thing with my finger?’

‘You know, this thing.’ She did the thing.

Gemma looked puzzled. ‘Did I do that?’

‘No. But I told him you did, and he seemed pretty keen on it. Lads like that.’

‘Er, thanks. What is this, seduction by proxy?’

‘Don’t knock it if it works,’ Clarrie said, shrugging. ‘So. You’ve got all your new Pink Lady mates now then.’

Gemma laughed. ‘Jealous?’

‘Yep.’

‘You’re sweet, Midwinter. Drink on it.’

‘Okay. On three.’ Clarrie tapped out three beats and the two women drained their glasses then slammed them back down, Gemma’s pink monstrosity hitting the table a split second sooner than Clarrie’s tankard.

‘I win,’ Gem said, laughing. ‘You were never a native wine drinker, were you? Go on, top us up.’

‘Yeah, I’ll always be a lager girl at heart. Still, this stuff’s not bad.’ Clarrie took the wine from the half-sized fridge and poured them each a fresh glass.

‘So?’ she said, sitting back down. ‘Do you like your new mates best?’

‘They’re nice girls, I know them from work,’ Gemma said, shrugging. ‘But it’s not the same as with you lot. I’ve known you and Si fifteen years now, the other two even longer. You can’t replace that.’

‘Is it really that long since we started secondary? Bloody hell.’ Clarrie raised her tankard. ‘Well, cheers to old age.’

‘What’s it like being the only girl?’ Gemma asked when they’d clinked glasses.

‘There’s a lot of talk about my boobs,’ Clarrie said with a shrug.

‘Davy?’

‘Obviously.’

‘Sorry, Clar. Never thought about you being left to take the get-your-tits-out-love bullet for the team when I went.’

‘God, Gem, I miss you,’ Clarrie said. ‘Can’t you come back? Even if you and Sonny could just be mates again…’

‘That’s his call, not mine.’ She rested her forehead on her palm. ‘I never realised, when Sunil and me broke up, how difficult it’d be to carry on seeing the rest of you. I’ve barely seen Dave and Si since it happened.’

She didn’t say it, but Clarrie felt a stab of guilt all the same. Gem hadn’t been seeing much of her either, at least not compared to before.

It was difficult, when their social life revolved around the group. They couldn’t cut Sonny out when he’d been the wronged party, but they hadn’t wanted to lose Gemma either. In the end, they’d had to let the ex-couple guide them – and for Sonny’s sake Gem had decided to self-exile.

Gemma was staring meditatively into her wine. ‘You lot’ll be off on your boozy camping trip soon, won’t you?’

‘Yeah, next month,’ Clarrie said.

‘Wish I was coming.’

‘Me too.’

‘How many years is it now? Nine? Must’ve been the summer after A-Level mocks the first time we did it.’

‘Ten. We started after GCSEs. Jeff bought us all that cheap beer, remember?’

‘Oh yeah. Bloody hell, don’t think I’ve ever been so ill.’ Gemma’s eyes had a wistful, faraway look. ‘I used to love those weekends. Highlight of the summer holidays.’

‘Couldn’t you talk to him, Gem?’

‘I told you, it’s for him to decide where we go from here.’ She gave a half-hearted shrug. ‘Ah well. Only myself to blame.’

‘Right couple of sad cases, aren’t we?’ Clarrie said, swirling her wine. ‘Crap love lives, the pair of us, drowning our sorrows in a Barbie wine glass and an old man tankard.’

She caught Gemma’s eye, and the pair of them burst out laughing.

‘Oh God,’ Clarrie said, wiping her eyes. ‘You bring any more wine?’

‘Funnily enough…’ Gemma reached into her handbag and yanked out another bottle.

‘Want to stay over and get leathered?’

‘Asking me out, Midwinter?’

‘I should know the drill by now, Si’s been doing it long enough.’ She grabbed the remaining wine from the fridge. ‘Come on, let’s go up to the flat and order pizza. I’ll let you pick the film.’
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The Hole in t’Wall wasn’t a pub at all in the traditional sense, although at its heart it was more of a pub, a real British pub, than a lot of the Stepford Wives chain efforts that had sprung up around Denworth in recent years. The Hole was exactly what it said on the tin: a couple of cubby holes inside an old woollen mill, banged together to make a dingy space with an inappropriately luscious solid oak bar stuffed into one corner.

The landlord, Gaz, was a local lad with big ideas, determined to create something a bit different for his fellow drinkers. The result was a bleak, scrapbook, speakeasy sort of place, both cosy and sprawling, with a great selection of real ales, iconic movie posters on the exposed brick walls and an atmosphere you could cut with a broken Newky Brown bottle.

Clarrie liked it. The drinks were cheap, and… well, that was it, really. The drinks were cheap and she was skint. A pub didn’t need to work too hard to impress her.

Shame she couldn’t seem to develop the same attitude to men.

She smiled at the scene that greeted her when she entered the crowded pub. A red-headed child of about four was sitting on the edge of the bar clutching a bunch of carnations, talking earnestly to Si. It was Ellie, Gaz’s little girl from his second marriage, who occasionally made an appearance in the Hole when it was her dad’s weekend to have her.

‘Them’s roses, Simon,’ Clarrie heard her telling Si with an air of authority. ‘They grow out the floor. In mud.’

‘Thanks, Els, I’ll remember that.’

The little girl puffed herself up. ‘In my garden we got roses too but lots, lots bigger – lots. They gets big coz my mummy lets me put water on them.’ She looked up at him. ‘Flowers has to drink too, you know. When they get thirsty.’

He smiled. ‘And what about when they get hungry?’

‘They eat, er…’ She paused to think before settling on a suitable meal for a flower. ‘Cheeseburgers.’

‘From Flower McDonald’s?’

She giggled. ‘Yup.’

‘Want to hear a joke about flowers, Els?’

Ellie clapped her hands. ‘Yeh! Joke please.’

‘What do you get if you cross a sheepdog and a rose?’

‘Dunno.’

‘A collie flower.’

Ellie gave a little bark of a laugh, like she always did when anyone told her a joke – whether she understood it or not. ‘Funny joke.’

Clarrie came up behind Si and flicked his earlobe.

‘Heyup, sailor. Show a girl a good time?’

He turned to face her. He was smart-casual in dark jeans and a tight grey t-shirt, a charcoal blazer with sleeves rolled to the elbow hanging open over the top.

‘I’m guessing that’s Clarriespeak for “I’m broke, buy us a drink”.’

‘It is, yeah.’

‘Way ahead of you. There’s a pint on its way.’

‘You’re a gentleman and a scholar, Simon Dewhirst.’ She smiled at the little girl. ‘Hi, Els. Remember me?’

‘I remember. Simon’s friend.’ Ellie thrust out her flowers for Clarrie to look at. ‘Here, you gotta smell these.’

Close up, Clarrie could see the little bouquet was actually plastic, tied with a red ribbon. She made a show of sniffing it deeply.

‘Mmmmm. Nice.’

‘Want to hear a joke?’ Ellie asked.

‘Hit me.’

‘Wassa dog that eats flowers called?’

‘Poorly?’

‘No. Um…’ She paused, frowning with the effort of memory. ‘Cabbage.’

‘Cabbage?’

‘Yeh. Simon says.’

Si shrugged. ‘It’s the way she tells ’em.’

‘Where’s Daddy, Els?’ Clarrie asked her.

A thick-set, shaven-headed man who wouldn’t have looked out of place on the door of a nightclub appeared from somewhere, looking flustered.

‘Here,’ Gaz panted. For some reason he was clutching a towel in one hand and a golfing umbrella in the other, which he stashed under the bar before swinging his daughter down in huge, heavily tattooed arms.

‘Come on, Els. Let’s take your flowers upstairs and put them in some water, eh? Nana’s here to see you.’ He nodded to Simon. ‘Thanks for watching her. My ex-missus has really dropped me in it, dumping her on me like this in the middle of the beer festival. I’ve had to get my mum to drive over from Wakefield. Was she okay for you?’

‘Good as gold. You know, you should get her a spot on Gardeners’ Question Time.’

Gaz laughed. ‘I’ll get her out of your hair. Cheers, Si.’

‘You big softie,’ Clarrie said, nudging Simon. ‘You must be king of the Dad joke.’

‘Hey, I learned from the best. My old man’s got a million of them.’ He smiled after Ellie as Gaz led her away. ‘Sweet kid, that.’

‘Where’s Davy?’

Si nodded to the faded Iron Maiden t-shirt at the other end of the bar that contained Dave, topped off by his short-spiked ginger hair. ‘Waiting for our beers. Come on.’

‘Here you go,’ Dave said when they joined him, sliding a couple of pints over. ‘One for the babysitter, one for the lady.’

Clarrie held hers up to the light, blinking into the russet-hued liquid topped with a half-inch foamy head.

‘What is it?’

‘Proper beer,’ Si said. ‘You can’t have lager at a beer festival.’

‘It’s called… wait a minute…’ Dave ran his finger along the bar pumps, stopping on a placard showing a lecherous-looking cleric with some sort of chicken under his arm. ‘… er, Bishop’s Cock.’

Clarrie shot him a look. ‘Trust you two to pick the dirty one.’

‘Hey, don’t blame us,’ Dave said, holding his hands up. ‘They’re all like that.’

She cast her eyes along the labels. Randy Stoat, Old Girl’s Knockers, The Butcher’s Bullocks… yep, this was seaside postcard innuendo at its finest.

‘I think Gaz hand-picked them to embarrass the barmaid,’ Si said, nodding to the girl pulling a pint at the other end of the bar.

Dave grinned at Clarrie. ‘You should’ve seen the colour she turned when Si ordered three Bishop’s Cocks.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘Come on, Si, not another barmaid who fancies you?’

He shrugged. ‘Girl’s only human.’

‘You ever get tired carrying that heavy ego around?’

‘Nah, keeps me in shape,’ Si said. ‘So, Clar, how do you like the Cock?’

She rolled her eyes. ‘You’ve been waiting for me to get here so you could crack that one out, haven’t you?’

‘What do you think?’

‘I think you’re a couple of perves.’ She lifted the beer to her nose and inhaled deeply. ‘Mmm, cheeky. I’m getting parmesan, I’m getting treacle, I’m getting—’

‘You’re getting foam on your nose,’ Si said with a laugh, brushing it away for her. ‘Stop sticking your nostrils in it and take a gulp.’

‘Okay.’ She took a long draft, then stuck out her tongue. ‘Ick. Tastes like trousers.’

‘Notes of trousers?’ Si looked thoughtful. ‘Funny how they don’t put that on the label.’

‘I like it,’ Dave said. ‘I’d characterise it as a rich, earthy ale with plenty of nose.’

Clarrie narrowed one eye. ‘I’m sure you said that last time we went to a beer festival. About a different beer.’

‘Well, sounds impressive, doesn’t it?’ He struck a pose, leaning on the edge of the bar and gazing into the distance. ‘If I say things like that and do this, girls’ll think I’m aloof and interesting.’

‘I think that only works with wine.’

‘At least my rich, earthy bitter sounds more appetising than your treacly parmesan.’

‘Come on, ale connoisseurs,’ Si said, putting an arm around each of their shoulders. ‘Let’s nab ourselves a table.’

‘Hey. Have you two seen who’s here?’ Clarrie said, as Si guided them towards a vacant table for four.

Si and Dave followed her gaze to a middle-aged couple wrapped round each other in a corner. The man had one hand on his partner’s backside while he whispered something in her ear – something pretty naughty, judging by the smirk on her face.

Dave groaned. ‘You don’t mean we have to watch Yvonne and Pete licking each other all night? I thought we’d be safe once they dropped out of the League.’

‘Oh, give over. I think it’s sweet,’ Si said, smiling in the couple’s direction.

Clarrie shook her head. ‘What is wrong with you? I’d be mortified if I kept bumping into my parents getting off with each other in the pub.’

Si shrugged. ‘They love each other, what’s up with that? I hope I get to have what they’ve got with somebody one day.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘Yeah, you just need to find the right five or six girls and you’ll be sorted, eh?’

He sighed. ’I know, it’s going to be tough making that kind of commitment. But we all have to settle down sometime.’

‘Didn’t you know your mum and dad were coming?’ Dave asked Si.

‘Are you kidding? Since when do they tell me where they’re going?’ He nudged Clarrie. ‘Come on, we’d better say hi. Davy, you go grab that free table before someone else nicks it.’

Si approached the loved-up couple and cleared his throat.

‘Oi. Gaz says to tell you there’s no heavy petting, dive-bombing or running near the deep end.’

‘Oh God.’ Yvonne nudged her husband. ‘Pete, it’s the boy.’

Pete detached himself from her and turned round to face his son. ‘Typical. What do you want, Simon, money for the pictures?’

‘What’re you two doing here?’ Si asked.

‘Your mother’s discovered some American thing called date night,’ Pete told him. ‘I have to take her out once a week and buy all her drinks or she’s threatening to trade me in for a newer model.’

Yvonne smiled at Clarrie. ‘Got to keep the menfolk on their toes, eh?’

Clarrie laughed. ‘Come on. You’d miss him if he was gone.’

‘I suppose.’ Yvonne reached up to run her fingers through her husband’s hair. ‘Still, he is starting to look a bit rough around the edges. Maybe a toyboy on the side wouldn’t be such a bad idea.’

Pete snorted. ‘Toyboy? He could never keep up with you, love.’

She grinned. ‘You say the sweetest things.’

If Yvonne did fancy a toyboy, Clarrie couldn’t imagine she’d have too much trouble recruiting one. Si’s parents always reminded her of the kind of couples you got in ads for life insurance: really far too good-looking for ordinary old people.

Yvonne was still youthful in middle age, not much different now from the giggling, warm, occasionally strict woman in her early thirties Clarrie remembered answering the door to her decades ago whenever she’d been round to see if Simon was playing out. Whereas Pete was a Si of a fifty-odd year vintage – handsome, magnetic and towering, with the same full, wavy hair, only fairer and a little grizzled. Si’s dark eyes peeped out from a few crinkles, glittering with the same wicked sense of humour.

‘How’s the new holiday place then, you guys?’ Clarrie asked.

Yvonne nodded. ‘Looking good. The key’s always available if either of you fancy a cheap break on the coast, by the way.’

Si shook his head. ‘Other men have a mid-life crisis, they buy a Porsche. Maybe a villa in Tuscany. My dad ends up with a static caravan in bloody Filey.’

Pete shrugged. ‘Don’t look at me. I had my eye on a nice little timeshare in Provence, till your mum accused me of class treachery and said I wasn’t the earthy son of toil she’d married.’

‘A joke that’ll come back to bite me on the backside when I’m nibbling soggy chips off a donkey on a rainy beach in Filey,’ Yvonne muttered.

‘That’ll teach you to wind me up then, won’t it?’ Pete said, nuzzling her ear.

She giggled. ‘Give up, you randy sod.’

‘Ahem,’ Si said. ‘You know, I’m right here.’

‘And this is how you got right here,’ his dad said, looking up from his wife’s neck. ‘Go on, our Simon, bugger off. You’re killing the mood.’

‘Yeah, come on, the band’s starting.’ Clarrie took Si’s arm. ‘Let’s go back to Davy.’

‘All right.’ Si waved goodbye to his parents. ‘Enjoy your date night, you two. Don’t tell anyone in here we’re related, eh?’

They left Pete and Yvonne to their public displays of affection and went to join Dave.

‘Your parents almost make me grateful for mine,’ Dave said to Si when they were all sitting down. ‘They might’ve barely spoken in twenty years, but at least I don’t have to watch them doing it in my local.’

‘Oh, let them be,’ Si said, smiling in his parents’ direction. ‘I like seeing them happy together.’ He grimaced. ‘Although I wish I hadn’t seen where my dad just stuck his tongue.’

He shuffled his chair around a bit so they were out of his eyeline.

‘Do they ever get a room?’ Clarrie asked.

He took a sip of his beer. ‘They don’t need a room. They’ve got their bloody shagpad in Filey, haven’t they?’

Clarrie glanced at the empty chair. ‘Shame Sonny couldn’t make it, eh? It’s not the same without him sulking at us.’

‘Yeah, hope she’s worth it,’ Dave said.

Clarrie stared at him. ‘How did you know he was seeing a girl?’

‘His mum told my mum in Tesco Express. I won’t half rip into him when I see him, pretending he was revising.’ Dave took a long draw on his pint. ‘Tell you what, this stuff does kind of grow on you.’

‘Poor Sonny,’ Clarrie said. ‘Nobbled by mum gossip over the frozen sweetcorn.’

‘You can’t have any secrets round here, Clar, you know that,’ Dave said. ‘The only three hobbies we’ve got in this community are drinking, gossiping and inbreeding.’

‘Speak for yourself, Davy. In our family we tend to stick to the first two,’ Clarrie said. ‘Apart from my mum’s cousins, Dennis and Shirl, but we don’t talk about them.’

‘So who’s this girl then?’ Si asked.

‘Someone his mum found,’ Clarrie said, draining another mouthful of Bishop’s Cock. Dave was right. It wasn’t half bad, once you got used to the trousery aftertaste.

‘Seema still trying to set him up with a Sikh lass, is she?’

‘Yeah. This one looks like a supermodel though.’

‘Bloody hell, really?’ Dave said. ‘Well he’s got no chance then.’

‘Oh, come on, Dave,’ Clarrie said with a smile. ‘Sonny’s pretty fit for a normal person, that daft goatee aside.’

‘You think so, do you?’ Si said.

‘Why, you jealous?’

‘Of Sonny? Never.’ He turned dark, long-lashed eyes on her. ‘What about me, am I pretty fit for a normal person?’

She could tell he was doing his best to look sexy. It was working, obviously, but she wasn’t going to tell him that. She swallowed the obvious answer, that he was pretty fit for a bloody Chippendale.

‘Stop smouldering at me, I’m not feeding your ego. Go ask the barmaid what she thinks of you if you need a boost.’

‘When does he ever need a boost?’ Dave said darkly. ‘Handsome git. Pretty unfair on the rest of us.’

‘Aww, poor Dave.’ Clarrie reached across to ruffle his hair. ‘I’d do you.’

‘Thanks, Clar, you’re sweet.’

‘How about this lass of Sonny’s then? Think he’ll go for her?’ Si asked.

‘No,’ Clarrie and Dave said in unison.

She reached out a crooked finger. ‘Jinx, Davy.’

He hooked his little finger over hers. ‘Yeah, jinx. You noticed he’s pining for Gem too then?’

‘Yep,’ Clarrie said. ‘Still loves her, I reckon.’

‘Casting vote, Si?’

‘Well, yeah, obviously,’ Si said. ‘Arse over tit, as ever. Never stopped really, did he?’
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‘I saw Gem again last week,’ Clarrie said a little later after Dave had made a trip to the bar for another round of filthily named beers. This one was called Virgin’s Ruin, which he delivered to her with a wink and a grin. ‘Day after the quiz. She stayed over for a film night and we got hammered.’

‘Yeah?’ Dave looked suddenly interested. ‘You’ve only got the one bed at yours, haven’t you?’

Clarrie shot him a look. ‘I took the settee.’

‘Braid each other’s hair? Practise kissing? Talk about boys you fancy who are all me?’

‘We’re twenty-six, David.’

‘Okay, what do twenty-six-year-olds talk about at sleepovers?’

She shrugged. ‘Just the usual. How hard it is to get a bra that fits. The elusive multiple orgasm. Girl-on-girl oral sex techniques involving banana yogurt.’

Dave winced heavily. ‘What did you have to go and say that for?’

‘Gaz has got a shower upstairs. Want me to ask if he’ll run you a cold one?’

Si laughed. ‘Stop teasing him, Clarrie.’

‘He started it.’

‘Still, it’s mean. So do you reckon Sonny would ever get back with Gem?’

‘I dunno,’ she said, shrugging. ‘She did cheat on him. Would you take her back?’

‘Maybe not.’ Si shook his head. ‘Still can’t believe she did it though. She always seemed besotted with him.’

‘Yeah, well.’ Clarrie stared into her pint. ‘Maybe there’s more to it.’

Gemma had never told the lads about her pregnancy scare. Only she and Clarrie knew what had happened that weekend, the weekend she’d realised her period was late and gone completely off the rails.

Dave sighed. ‘Down to them in the end, isn’t it? Come on, let’s talk about something else.’

‘Like what?’ Clarrie asked.

‘You could tell me more about this banana yogurt thing.’

‘Well, I’ve heard Müller Lights are best, lubrication-wise…’

Luckily for Dave’s peace of mind the band started up then, a rock covers five-piece. The three friends sat a while in appreciative silence, listening to the slightly out of tune renderings of everything from Bat Out of Hell to Heartbreak Hotel. A few drinkers meandered up to the front, gyrating themselves an area of dance floor that quickly became no-go for the quieter element.

‘Hey, Clar. You free this weekend?’ Si asked after a bit, raising his voice over the music.

‘Oh, here we go. I thought it’d been at least five minutes since you last asked me out.’

‘God, love, get over yourself,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘I just wondered if you had plans for the Grand Prix.’

Dave nodded. ‘Yeah, I’ve invited myself round to Si’s to watch on his big telly. Thought we might make a party of it, the three of us racing junkies.’

She grimaced. ‘Can’t. Luke’s wedding on Saturday, remember?’

‘Oh yeah. Do you have to go?’

‘It’s a bit late to get out of it now. I RSVPed months ago.’

‘Right.’ Dave seemed distracted suddenly, staring over at the dance floor. ‘Er, hey, think I might just go have a boogie. The Proclaimers, I like this one.’

‘A boogie? What’re you, eighty?’

‘Mmm.’

‘Davy?’

‘That’s me.’ He stood up, still with the same absent look on his face. ‘See you in a bit, yeah?’

‘What’s up with him?’ Clarrie asked Si when he’d gone.

‘Dunno, must be a full moon or something,’ Si said, shrugging. ‘You don’t really have to go to this godawful wedding, do you?’

‘Feels like I ought to. Luke’s the only ex I’ve got who doesn’t think I’m a total basket case, it’d be nice to stay on speaking terms.’

Clarrie had had exactly three steady boyfriends since school. Her university boyfriend, Luke, was the only one she’d describe as a healthy relationship, with a nice, clean breakup to finish. After graduation, they’d smiled their goodbyes and headed home to build a life each, as university couples so often do. Perhaps that’s why that one had been so easy. She’d always known where the finish line was.

After him there’d been Olly. Nice lad. Good-looking too: tall, dark curly hair. He’d got on with her mates, liked the things she liked. But he’d told her he loved her after six months, she’d freaked out and that had been the end of that.

Oh yeah, and Ed. That had been her fault too.

It had seemed wonderful at first. He’d been a sweet guy, Ed. Made her candlelit meals, that sort of thing. But then she’d started to notice the way he rubbed his fingernails when he was anxious. The way he always took his shoes off in the house and misused apostrophes on Facebook. His preference for keeping ketchup in the fridge instead of the cupboard.

Nope. Goodbye Ed.

She winced and pushed the graveyard of boyfriends past back into the depths.

‘Want me to come with you?’ Si asked, giving her shoulders a squeeze. ‘I know you hate stuff like that.’

‘No, you watch the racing, I should be able to cope. I’m an adult, for Chrissakes. Anyway, it’s only the reception. Just a few hours of torment and it’ll be over.’

‘York, is it?’

‘Yeah, some swanky hotel.’

‘Well, text if you need me, okay? I can pick you up any time.’

‘Cheers, Si.’ She patted his knee. ‘Appreciate it.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Si muttered suddenly, staring at the makeshift dance floor.

‘What?’

‘Clar, look over there and tell me if you see what I think I’m seeing. My eyes might’ve gone funny.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Clarrie echoed, following his gaze. ‘He only got up five minutes ago.’

Under the dancing disco lights, Dave was tonsil-deep in a short, fair-haired girl wearing a Metallica vest.

‘Come on.’ Si grabbed Clarrie’s hand and pulled her to her feet. ‘This is too good to miss.’

They weaved through the dancers swaying drunkenly to an off-key rendering off Don’t Want to Miss a Thing until they reached Dave. Si tapped one of the hands rubbing up the Metallica fan’s back and their friend made an unpleasant sucking sound as he unplugged himself from her.

‘That was fast work,’ Si said. ‘Well done, Davy.’

‘Cheers. Our eyes met across a crowded pub.’

‘So are you going to introduce us then?’ Clarrie asked, nodding to the girl.

‘Hiya,’ Dave’s new friend said with a bashful smile. ‘Lyndsey. Nice to meet you.’

The look of relief that flashed over Dave’s face suggested exchanging names hadn’t been the first item on the agenda when he and Lyndsey had hooked up.

‘Er, Lyndsey, these are my mates, Si and Clarrie. Girl mate but, you know, not a girlfriend. So, er, no need to worry. I’m all yours.’ He gave a high-pitched laugh then stopped abruptly.

‘Well, your loss,’ Lyndsey said to Clarrie.

Clarrie opened her mouth to make a comment, then quickly closed it again.

‘You two want a drink then?’ Si asked.

Lyndsey leaned over to whisper in Dave’s ear.

‘Shit, really?’ he muttered.

She nodded.

‘No, we’re going back to hers apparently,’ Dave said, blushing furiously. ‘Um… so I guess I’ll see you later, guys. Bye.’

Dave let Lyndsey lead him away, looking dazed. He just managed a thumbs-up for his friends as she yanked him through the door.

‘Blood-y hell,’ Si said, staring after them. ‘What just happened, Clar?’

‘I think… Dave pulled.’

‘Don’t be daft. Dave doesn’t pull.’

‘We are well down the rabbit hole here.’

Si glanced at the band, who’d stopped playing and were downing instruments. ‘Looks like they’re taking a break. Quick, grab us a table before these dancers sit down. I’ll go to the bar.’

‘No, it’s my shout for this one,’ she said. ‘I can just about afford a round now Dave’s gone.’

It took Clarrie fifteen minutes to get served. By the time she eventually got her hands on a couple of pints, she was wishing she’d let Si use his barmaid-melting superpowers after all.

‘Took your time, didn’t you?’ he said when she got back to their table.

‘Barmaid doesn’t want to get in my pants, it turns out.’

‘Good thing Dave’s gone, he’d have his legs crossed for weeks with a visual like that.’ He took a sip of the beer she handed him and stuck his tongue out. ‘Ew. Tastes like cream soda.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘That’s what it is! I knew the smell reminded me of your birthday parties.’

‘Heh. Yeah, I used to love that stuff. Thank God I grew up and discovered beer.’

‘Amen.’ Clarrie sucked on her pint and made a face. ‘Well, maybe not to this one.’ She glanced around the pub. ‘Are your mum and dad gone?’

‘Yeah, I saw them sneak off earlier.’ Si turned to her, breaking into a grin. ‘Hey. Look what’s happened, Clar.’

‘What?’

‘You’re going out with me.’

‘Am not.’

‘No one else here, is there? I’m pretty sure that’s what they call a date.’ Si glanced at the impromptu dance floor, where the band were preparing for the second half. ‘They’ll be off again in a minute. Want to dance?’

‘No.’

‘Ah, come on, I won’t grope your bum or anything.’

‘Can you just stop? I honestly don’t know who’s worse: you with your fake date-pestering or Sonny and Dave with their quiz-winning nutjobbery.’

‘Why do you always think it’s fake?’

‘Because it’s you, mate.’

He turned to face her. ‘Seriously. Why don’t you believe me? I keep telling you, Clar, I mean it.’

‘Oh, please. Asking me out was the next step on from twanging my bra straps. You’ve been doing it off and on since we were eighteen.’

‘Yeah, and it took me a year to get up the nerve. I spent most of sixth form trying to tell you I fancied you. No joke.’

He was smiling, but his expression was serious enough.

She shook her head. ‘I don’t believe you.’

‘Well, you should.’

‘You couldn’t have fancied me at school. I’d have noticed.’

‘I did, you know. You were just too busy getting a lady stiffy for that lad on the rugby team to pay me any attention.’

Clarrie drew herself up. ‘I did not have a lady stiffy. That’s not even a thing.’

‘You still had one though,’ Si said, sipping his beer. ‘Didn’t Sonny tell you about the time I thumped him for telling everyone in the common room he’d shagged you?’

‘What? That little bastard!’ She paused. ‘That wasn’t why he had to take that week off, was it?’

‘Yeah, he had to stay at home while his nose healed. I nearly got suspended for that. Only got off because he told the head he started it.’

‘He said he was on army cadet camp learning to fly Chinooks.’

Si laughed. ‘And you didn’t think there was anything suspect about that?’

‘Well. I was young and innocent in those days.’

‘You’ve never been innocent in your life,’ he said, smiling. ‘So, now do you believe me?’

Clarrie blinked into her beer. Her head was reeling, and she didn’t know if it was the third pint or Si’s unexpected confession that was sending her into a daze.

She summoned a smile. ‘Stop winding me up, eh? Let’s call a truce for once and have a relaxing rest of the night. I’m too tipsy to spar with you now.’

‘On my mother’s life, Clarissa, it’s not a wind-up. I mean it. I want to go out with you.’

‘Because I’m the only girl in town you haven’t managed to charm the pants off yet.’

‘Because you’re Clarrie.’ He smiled. ‘I had you marked down for a keeper the first day of Reception when you let me catch you in Kiss Chase. You remember?’

‘I remember. And I didn’t let you, you rugby-tackled me.’ Clarrie couldn’t help smiling too as she remembered the curly, fair-haired boy who’d hurled himself at her on the school field, kissed her cheek and run away in embarrassment.

‘And I’d do it again too. All’s fair in love and Kiss Chase.’

‘Look, Si. Let’s pretend for five minutes that I’ve completely suspended reality and I believe you,’ she said. ‘Why me? You know it kills me to say it, but you could have anyone. And you have had most of them.’

‘I’m not interested in them the way I am in you.’

‘But why?’ she demanded. ‘Look at me. Really look at me.’ She took his face in both hands and forced his eyes to hers. ‘Some bony fake blonde with her roots showing. And you’re at least a seven.’

He quirked an eyebrow. ‘Please. You know I’m a nine.’

‘Yeah, but I’m docking you for being so bloody cocky.’ She released his face. ‘I mean it. I’m nothing special.’

‘You are to me.’

She smiled. ‘Ah, well now you’re being charming at me. That’s cheating.’

‘Go out with me. Go on, I’m being sweet. Girls love that.’

His tone was light, but there was something in his eyes, an earnestness she’d never noticed there in all the years he’d been teasingly trying to coax her into dates.

‘I… no, Si.’ She shook her head. ‘Ask someone else. You always get plenty of takers, don’t you? You’ve had girls throwing themselves at you since Milly Raine showed you her knickers in Mrs Carroll’s reading corner.’

‘Told you, not interested. Anyway, everyone knew Milly Raine had nits.’ He dipped his head to look into her face. ‘Why won’t you? If you can give me one good reason, I promise I’ll never ask you again.’

‘I don’t fancy you.’

‘Bollocks you don’t.’

Clarrie flushed. It was hard to know what was worse: the fact she actually did fancy Si or the fact it was so bloody obvious.

‘All right then. Gem. That a good enough reason for you?’

‘Are you saying you won’t go out with me because you might lose your place on the quiz team? Nice ego boost, thanks.’

‘Yeah, like you need one. Anyway, you know what I mean. Failed relationships are the surest way to ruin good friendships, we’ve seen that first-hand. And I can’t lose you, Si, you’re too important.’

‘What makes you so certain we’d fail?’

‘Because it’s us, isn’t it?’ she said, waving a hand. ‘We’ve hardly got the greatest track records in the world. I’ve screwed up every relationship I’ve ever had, you’ve never even made it past the third date.’ She shook her head. ‘No. Even if I did fancy you – I’m not admitting I do, by the way – we’re better off keeping things as they are than gambling on something that might not work out.’

‘And what if this could be it? You know, it?’ Under the table, he covered her hand with his. ‘What if this was meant to happen and you pushed it away because you were afraid?’

‘That’s… a chance I’m willing to take.’

‘You can’t let fear make your decisions for you, Clarrie,’ he said softly.

She snorted. ‘Fuck off, Yoda.’

‘I’m serious.’

‘Yes, well… so am I.’ She forced a smile. ‘Let’s talk about something else, eh? We’ll put it down to the beer and forget this conversation ever happened. Quiz night next Tuesday.’

‘Yeah. Quiz night.’

Si fell silent, gazing into his beer.

Clarrie nudged him. ‘Not sulking, are you?’

‘I don’t sulk, Clar. I’m not Sonny.’

‘What is it then? You mad at me?’

‘No. Having an idea.’

‘Bloody hell. Don’t give yourself a nosebleed, eh?’

‘Funny.’ He looked up, eyes glittering. ‘Suppose we made a bet on the League?’

‘You what? We’re on the same team. Anyway, I’m skint.’

‘I don’t mean that kind of bet.’ He gave her hand a squeeze.

‘Oh no, Si…’

‘Go on, it’s a great idea. If we win, you go out with me, anywhere I like, one night. How does that sound?’

‘Terrifying. And if we lose?’

‘I’ll never ask you out again.’

She hesitated, looking into his face; trying to work out if he was teasing. ‘You mean it?’

‘Yep. We’ll let fate decide, if you’re too scared to make the decision for yourself.’

‘So let me get this straight,’ she said. ‘If we win I’d have to let you take me out on a date?’

‘That’s right.’

‘And if we lose you’ll never ask me out again?’

‘Lose or draw. It’d have to be an outright win, within the rules of the League.’

‘You’re taking a big risk, aren’t you? We never win.’

Despite Dave and Sonny’s best efforts, it’d been years since the Flower Arrangers had got even the whiff of victory. The closest they’d come had been a second eight years ago, when a combination of luck and an influx of knowledge from their A-Level revision had pushed them up the table.

‘That was before I had anything to play for,’ Si said.

‘And you won’t ask me out while the League’s on?’

‘As long as you promise to play fair. If you know an answer you have to tell us, captain’s honour. If I catch you cheating, bet’s void and I’ll ask you out twice as much.’

She hesitated. ‘Oh… what the hell, we’ll never win. I mean, I’ll sort of miss you asking me out on quiz nights now it’s become a tradition. But it’s for your own good.’

‘Except we are going to win. Here.’ He held out his hand. ‘Shake.’

‘All right.’ She clasped her fingers around his. ‘Game on, Si.’
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Clarrie was jerked out of a daze by the unfamiliar sound of the bell over the bookshop door.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said when Si strolled in. ‘Thought for a minute I actually had a customer.’

‘I am a customer.’ He walked over to the reference section and ran one finger along the spines. ‘I’m here with the full intention of buying something from my favourite purveyor of leather-bound goodness.’

‘The bondage gear shop’s up the road. Look for Nanny Whiplash’s World of Pain.’

‘Funny. So do I get a coffee, since I’m here to spend money?’

Clarrie rolled her eyes. ‘Bloody diva book-buyers. Fine, I’ll brew up. Still two sugars?’

‘Yeah, sweet and strong.’

‘Oh Jesus.’

‘What?’ Si said.

‘You’re about to say you like your coffee like your women, aren’t you?’

He grinned. ‘Thinking about it.’

‘Well don’t. You get barred for bad jokes in here, bookshop policy.’

‘Killjoy.’

But she heard him whisper ‘like I like my women’ as she headed through the door to the kitchen-diner.

‘Here you go,’ Clarrie said when she came back out, handing him a watery instant coffee.

‘What, no muffin?’

‘It’s not Waterstone’s. You can have a Rich Tea if you want.’

‘Plain or chocolate?’

‘Plain.’

‘Rubbish.’

Clarrie headed back behind the counter. ‘So how come you’re not at work?’

‘Six-week holidays, isn’t it? We broke up last Friday.’

‘Oh yeah.’ She started flicking idly through her accounts book. ‘You teachers and your long holidays. So unfair.’

‘And what do you do all day apart from sitting on your arse reading your stock?’ He pulled a few books off the shelf and started making a little pile by his feet. ‘Anyway, I’ve got a load of lesson planning to do.’

‘When’d you get so grown up anyway? With your mortgage and your job and your…’ She scanned him for further evidence of grown-upness. ‘… face.’

‘Not sure I did.’ He came over to the counter and dumped his stack of books in front of her. ‘Right. I’ll take this little lot.’

Clarrie glanced at the spines. The Biggest Trivia Book in the World, 1001 Pub Quiz Questions…

‘Oh no, Si.’

He grinned. ‘Going to win, Clar.’

She shook her head. ‘I can’t believe you.’

‘Well, you should,’ he said, handing her a couple of notes. ‘Go on, ring it through. Maybe you’ll make enough to buy us all a round at the next quiz.’

She tallied up his purchases then handed over his change and a dirty look.

‘So? Have I earned this biscuit?’ Si said.

‘All right, come into the kitchen and get it then.’

The bell jangled just as he ducked to follow her through to the kitchen.

‘Bloody hell, another customer? You’ll be able to take early retirement at this rate.’

‘Yeah, maybe at ninety-four I can finally quit the rat race. Biscuits are in there.’ She pointed to an old Quality Street tin on top of the fridge. ‘I’d better see if they need help.’

Clarrie poked her head round the door to peer at that rare thing, the lesser-spotted customer.

‘Can I help you?’ she asked the petite, fashionably dressed woman browsing the self-help section.

‘Have you got a copy of Sex and the Single Mum?’

‘No.’

‘Pity. Have you got a hug for your mother then?’

Clarrie smiled. ‘That I can manage.’

She came out from behind the counter and gave her mum a hug.

‘Hiya, Kath,’ Si said, coming out of the kitchen nibbling a biscuit. ‘You okay?’

‘Hello, Simon.’ Kath squinted one eye at him. ‘What’re you doing here then? You’d better not be trying to get your leg over with my little girl while she’s working.’

‘Nah, she won’t let me.’

Kath shrugged. ‘She always was an idiot. Takes after her father.’

‘I can actually hear you, you know,’ Clarrie said.

‘Got a hug for me then, young Dewhirst?’ Kath asked Simon, ignoring her.

‘Always.’ Si grabbed her in a bear hug, lifting the tiny woman off the ground.

‘All right, enough, you daft beggar,’ she said, laughing as she pushed him away. ‘You know, you don’t half look like your dad at your age.’

‘Yeah, I get that a lot.’

‘He was a good-looking sod as well. Had all the girls swooning over him in school.’

Si grinned. ‘You too, Kath?’

‘Mind your own business.’

‘All right, Si, bugger off now,’ Clarrie said, trying and failing to suppress a smile. ‘I can’t do with you chatting up my mum first thing in the morning, it gives me a migraine.’

‘Fine. Got some reading to do anyway.’ He grabbed his books off the counter. ‘See you, girls.’

‘What’s with all the books, Simon?’ Kath called after him.

Si jerked his head towards Clarrie. ‘Better ask your darling child.’ The bell tinkled jauntily as he left the shop.

‘So why’re you here?’ Clarrie asked her mother. ‘The usual?’

‘Yep.’

Clarrie groaned. ‘Okay, let’s get it over with. Come on through.’

In the kitchen, she flicked on the kettle.

‘All right, who is it this time?’ she asked, plopping a teabag in one mug and a spoon of coffee granules in the other.

Kath manoeuvred herself into one of the dining table chairs. ‘That bloke Greg from the chemist.’

‘Oh God, what? The guy with the weird facial hair?’

‘It’s not weird, it’s… well, all right, it is weird. But I’m past the point where I can afford to be picky, Clarissa.’

‘Don’t call me Clarissa, Mother. And you’re not, you know.’ Clarrie slid her over a mug of thin, half-brewed tea and sat down with her coffee. ‘You look great. I mean, for an old lady. Why don’t you let me do you a profile for online dating?’

‘You must be joking. You’d probably set me up with some serial killer.’ Kath peered into Clarrie’s mug. ‘Since when did you start taking your coffee black?’

‘Since you and Si just had the last of the milk.’

‘God help us, the eternal student,’ Kath said, lifting her eyes to the ceiling. ‘What’s going on with that boy then? Not buying books just to keep you in milk and beer, is he?’

‘No. Oh, that reminds me, can you lend us a tenner?’

‘What, again?’

She shrugged. ‘Things are a bit slow at the moment.’

Kath fished in her handbag for her purse and handed over a note. ‘Here’s a fiver. You can have the other half when you tell me what Simon’s up to.’

‘Ugh. You had to ask.’ Clarrie let her head sink onto her folded arms. ‘He bet me a night out we win the quiz league,’ she said in a muffled voice.

‘Oh God, you’re not serious.’ Kath shook her head. ‘Will you two ever stop playing games and grow up?’

‘This game’s different.’ She lifted her head to take a mouthful of coffee. ‘I think he might mean it, Mum.’

‘Wanting to take you out on a date, you mean?’ Kath said. ‘Of course he does, why wouldn’t he?’

‘Because he’s Si, isn’t he? A girl in every port – well, pub. The man’s practically got a revolving door on his bedroom.’ She swirled the bitter coffee. ‘And I’m… me.’

‘Exactly. He’s him and you’re you. You’ve been inseparable since Reception.’

‘Christ, all right, no need to get the photo albums out again.’

Kath smiled, a faraway look in her eyes. ‘Adorable little pair you were, holding hands at the school gates like butter wouldn’t melt. Hard to believe these were the same devil children who once stole and scoffed a whole trifle out of my fridge.’

Clarrie grimaced. ‘God, yeah, we were vomiting custard for days. Si put me up to that, by the way.’

‘Funny, he told me it was your idea.’

‘Oh, I bet he did. The little bugger probably got me grounded.’

Kath shook her head. ‘I’ll never get my head around why you won’t give that boy a shot. If it isn’t going to be him, then who?’

‘I dunno. No one, probably.’

‘You know, Mira’s son’s home from trekking in Nepal,’ Kath said, casually examining her nails. ‘I was round at hers last week. Good-looking lad, very buff.’

Clarrie raised an eyebrow. ‘Buff?’

‘That’s what I said. Loves his Formula One too, she was telling me. It sounds like you two could have a lot in common.’

‘Please God, Mum, not another blind date. Last time I agreed to that I ended up with Ed.’

‘And what was wrong with Ed? He was a nice boy.’ Kath looked stern. ‘Clarrie, you’re twenty-six. Get out there and enjoy yourself, your youth will be over in a wink. Trust me.’

‘I’m fine. I’m always enjoying myself. Queen of the good-time girls, me.’

‘That’s a big fib.’

‘Well, I don’t need a date anyway.’ Clarrie groaned faintly. ‘Mum, when I think about the boyfriend thing – I just don’t have the energy for it any more.’

‘Not even for Simon?’

‘Especially not for Simon. Come on, you get it. Look what happened with Dad.’

‘That’s different.’

‘You were mates, weren’t you?

‘At school we were, yes. But people change, Clarrie. We both grew up… grew apart.’ Kath tossed back the last of her tea. ‘And one of us grew into a total git. So what’ll you do if Simon wins this daft bet then?’

‘He won’t. We never win.’

‘What books did he buy?’

‘Trivia books. 1001 Quiz Questions, that sort of thing.’

Kath shook her head. ‘You know, I’m not sure you’ve really thought this through. He’s a brainy sod.’

‘Yeah, but he’s not bloody… Rain Man. There’re a million questions that could come up.’

‘And what if his questions do come up? Have you thought about how you’d feel if he won?’

Clarrie snorted. ‘Are you kidding? When do I ever think about how I feel? You’d know if I’d tried that because I’d be foetal under a duvet, screaming.’

‘I’m serious, Clarrie. What if he wins?’

Clarrie stared moodily into her coffee. ‘I’ll have to go out with him, won’t I?’

‘Right, so you’re resigned to it, good. Then why don’t you skip the drama and go out with him now?’

‘I just… look, this feels… okay, this is going to sound really weird. But it feels… arranged.’ She let out a gasp of panic, the familiar underwater sensation in her brain. ‘Like – sounds ridiculous, but like it’s being guided, you know? And if it’s meant to be, it’s meant to be. Serendipity.’

‘You daft thing. When did you start buying into all that?’

‘I didn’t. I just… I don’t know. Si said I could let fate decide if I was too scared to do it for myself and – well, it kind of helps me cope, feeling like the decision’s out of my hands now.’

Kath examined her with concern, tracing the familiar panic symptoms twitching in her daughter’s face.

‘This isn’t healthy, Clarrie. Did you look at those leaflets I got you?’

‘Yeah. Well, I glanced through them.’

‘Come on, you promised me you’d read them properly. There’s a helpline.’

‘Just let me get through Luke’s wedding on Saturday before I give myself anything else to worry about. I will read them, honest.’ Clarrie pushed away her coffee and whispered a sigh. ‘Can I have a hug, Mum?’

‘Course you can, sweety pie.’

They stood up and Clarrie sank into a comforting Mum hug, absorbing the familiar combination of scents. Her mother always smelt the same: tropical fruit, hint of Olbas oil. Clarrie stood a head above her tiny parent, the height genes from her six-foot father softened into a more petite five-eight.

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Clarrie patted her head fondly. ‘You know, you’re not so bad.’

‘Ta. And don’t pat me, I’m your mother.’

‘No you’re not. I’ve disowned you till I get that other fiver.’

Kath rolled her eyes. ‘All right, here’s a twenty,’ she said, fishing a note from her purse. ‘Don’t spend it all on beer.’

‘Oooh. Cheers.’

‘Bet I’m the only mother to a twenty-six-year-old who still has to give out pocket money.’

‘Pay you back, don’t I?’

‘Eventually,’ Kath said. ‘So. Greg. Are you coming round to meet him?’

‘What, has it gone that far already?’

Kath shrugged. ‘I fast-tracked him through the early dates. We’re neither of us getting any younger here.’

Clarrie groaned. ‘What do I have to do this time then?’

‘I was thinking family dinner, just the three of us.’

‘Oh, what? Can’t I bring someone?’

‘You can bring Simon if you want.’

‘He’d probably class it as a date. What about Gem?’

Kath shook her head. ‘Sorry. Family only.’

‘Si’s not family.’

‘He practically is. Anyway, he makes you look good.’

‘Fine, I’ll ask him. When’re we doing it?’

‘A fortnight Friday,’ Kath said. ‘And no smoking, either of you, and no swearing. We’ll be on the wine as well. I don’t want Greg thinking my only child’s a bawdy lager lout who stinks of fags.’

‘Why not? He might as well find out now while there’s still time to back out.’

‘See this?’ Kath set her mouth into a firm line and pointed to it. ‘That’s the face of your mother not laughing. Just try to pass yourself off as a lady for five minutes, okay? I’ve got a good feeling about this one.’

‘Oh, go on, Mum. The man’s got a Freddie Mercury ’tache. He looks like a seventies porn star.’

‘I wouldn’t know,’ Kath said, angling innocent eyes to the ceiling. ‘Anyway, if it all goes well I’ll invest in a razor for him.’
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‘Clarrie. Glad you could make it.’ Luke scanned what she was wearing. ‘And in a dress too. We are honoured.’

‘You should be. This is probably the first time I’ve gone sans jeans since graduation.’

She brushed her hands over the cocktail dress Gemma had lent her, feeling conspicuous in the crowded hotel bar. The four inch difference in their heights meant the hem was just skimming her knees, and Clarrie was suddenly very aware of the length and number of her legs. There were still two of them, and they still went right up to her arse.

‘How do girls wear these things without catching their deaths of cold?’ she asked Luke’s new wife, Joanna, who was clinging to his arm in a figure-hugging white silk gown as they welcomed their guests. ‘They’re so bloody drafty.’

Luke laughed. ‘Don’t mind Clarrie,’ he said to Joanna. ‘That’s just her sense of humour.’

Joanna’s brow had furrowed into a puzzled frown, but she quickly recovered herself. She beamed at Clarrie.

‘It’s fine, absolutely. Thanks so much for coming, hun.’ She tilted her lips up, and Clarrie tried not to flinch as she ducked down to offer her cheek for a kiss. She was never one for being touchy-feely with anybody other than close friends and family. A strange touch made her flesh prickle.

When she drew away, Joanna was still puckering. Clarrie stared at her for a moment before realising she was waiting for the other cheek.

‘Oh. Right. Didn’t realise you were French,’ she said as she offered the other side of her face.

Luke laughed again, a little uncertainly this time. ‘Like I said, Jo. You get used to her.’

‘So how do you know Luke?’ Joanna asked.

‘Ex-girlfriend,’ Clarrie said, just a fraction of a second before Luke chimed in with ‘friend from university’.

Joanna’s full-beam smile dropped a notch. ‘Ah. Okay.’

Clarrie winced. God, could this get any more awkward?

‘Er, long time ago. Really, really long time ago,’ she said with an apologetic grimace. ‘So how did you two meet?’

‘Oh, it was a whirlwind romance.’ Joanna cast a loving look at her husband. ‘We met nine months ago at a thought leaders’ conference. Two months later, he popped the question and, well…’ She waggled her third finger, glittering with engagement and wedding bands. ‘Here we are.’

‘Hope he didn’t knock you up,’ Clarrie said, laughing.

Joanna looked blank. ‘Er, no. He didn’t.’

‘Not for want of practice, I bet. He always was a randy git. I remember this one time during Rag Week when he—’

‘Right! Let’s go find you a drink,’ Luke said, grabbing Clarrie’s elbow to guide her away. ‘Back in a sec, darling,’ he called to Joanna over his shoulder.

‘Did I say something wrong?’ Clarrie asked as Luke led her to the bar, glancing back at Joanna’s shell-shocked expression.

‘She’s not used to you, that’s all. Don’t worry about it.’

‘Oh. Right. Do I need getting used to?’

‘Well…’ Luke’s face had the pained expression of someone trying to stay diplomatic against the odds. ‘It’s just, not everyone thinks that stuff’s funny, Clar. I mean, shotgun weddings aren’t usually something you joke about with the bride at her own reception. Likewise her husband’s sexual indiscretions as a nineteen-year-old.’

‘No, I…Okay, I see that,’ she said, flushing with shame. ‘Sorry, Luke. I’m nervous, that’s all. I make bad jokes when I’m nervous.’

Luke patted her arm. ‘I know. And I know things like this are well outside your comfort zone. Means a lot that you came.’ When they reached the bar, he raised a hand for the barmaid’s attention. ‘Look, get yourself a drink and try to relax. I have to meet and greet, but some of the uni gang are over there, they’ll look after you.’ He nodded to one of the tables. ‘You remember AJ and Danielle?’

‘Yeah. Still as loved up as ever, are they?’

‘Even worse these days. You should see their joint Instagram.’

She looked up to meet his eyes properly for the first time. Luke had changed a lot since university – the fair hair she remembered as side-swept and lustrous was shaven now, covering for a prematurely receding hairline, and the broadened chest and shoulders testified to a new interest in rowing. But his eyes were the same: dark and kind, with a slight twinkle. It was his eyes that had first drawn her to him, back in the second year when they’d sat next to each other in Chaucer lectures and snickered over the dirty jokes in The Miller’s Tale. He did genuinely look pleased to see her, if a little worried.

‘You will be okay, won’t you, Clar? I’m sorry I can’t stay and chat, but… well, it’s my wedding reception.’

She patted his shoulder. ‘Go on, I’ll be fine. I wouldn’t want to monopolise the groom on his big day.’

‘Didn’t expect you to turn up alone. Weren’t you going to ask that friend of yours, Simon?’

‘He couldn’t make it,’ Clarrie said. ‘Look, Joanna’s not upset with me, is she? I didn’t mean to offend her, honestly. Just trying to make friends.’

‘She won’t be, once I explain.’

‘Explain what, that I’m a socially dysfunctional nutjob?’ she said, laughing.

He smiled. ‘That you’re Clarrie. See you later, yeah?’

He left to join Joanna by the door, where more guests were filing in.

‘Carlsberg please, love,’ Clarrie said to the barmaid when Luke had gone. She cast a look at the table where her old university friends were sharing a bottle of wine. ‘Er, no, actually, better make it a white wine. Large.’

She glanced around the Devonshire Hotel bar while she waited for her wine. It was large and luscious, nothing like the places she usually went drinking. Too bright, too plush, too many chandeliers. And there was nowhere to hide.

But it was fine. She could do this. She was twenty-six, for God’s sake! Why the hell should a room full of strangers fill her with blind panic?

Not for the first time since arriving, she wished Si was there. She wished any of them were. The invitation had said plus one, and she knew any of the boys, or Gem, would gladly have come with her, especially when they’d spotted the words ‘FREE BAR’ in welcoming foil-embossed capitals at the bottom. But she’d decided to come alone, because she knew if she could do this, just this one ordinary thing that all normal, well-adjusted adult humans could cope with easily, she was at least making some progress towards fixing herself.

For the other people in the room, this was a party. For Clarrie, it was a test.

She glanced again at AJ and Danielle, trying to summon the nerve to approach them. Would they even remember her? They’d been Luke’s friends really, not hers. Actually, Luke aside, she didn’t have any friends she was still in touch with from uni days.

She’d felt like a bit of a fish out of water the whole three years she’d been away studying, to be honest. York had seemed like an alien world, one where people spoke and thought and acted differently to the way they did at home. Clarrie had missed her mum, her friends, the familiar comfort of her life back in Denworth, and the anxiety she’d always been prey to had cranked itself up a couple of notches.

Luke had been her anchor, the only real friend she’d made in the whole of the three years. Even then, if it hadn’t been for regular visits from Si – studying History in Sheffield an hour’s drive away – and her other friends from back home, she’d have seriously considered dropping out. After graduating, while Luke and the others had sought out new lives in the big cities, Clarrie hadn’t been able to run back to Denworth fast enough.

She and Si had been the only ones who’d gone away to study: Sonny had applied for a place at Bradford so he could live at home, and Dave and Gemma had gone straight into work after A-Levels. As soon as Clarrie got home, it felt like everything had gone back to how it was supposed to be – back to the quizzes, Gem and the boys, Si jokingly asking her out. University had almost felt like a dream, something that had happened to someone else.

But it hadn’t. Clutching her wine in a white-knuckled fist, Clarrie screwed her courage to the sticking-place and made her way to a pair of faces she hadn’t seen for five years.

‘Um, hi,’ she said.

‘Hi.’ AJ smiled absently, barely looking up from what appeared to be an in-depth conversation with his wife.

‘Mind if I join you?’

‘Be our guest,’ he said, looking puzzled.

‘Thanks, AJ.’

Alerted to the fact this wasn’t just some random stranger, AJ finally made eye contact. ‘Oh, sorry. Have we met?’

‘We were at uni together. Literature of the Heroic Age seminars? I was Luke’s girlfriend.’

‘Of course. Sorry, I didn’t recognise you. You changed your, er… hair.’

‘Luke’s girlfriend? Oh my God!’ The bashful-looking red-haired woman at his side clapped both hands to her mouth. ‘Clarrie Midwinter!’

‘Last time I checked,’ Clarrie said with a grin, sinking into a seat opposite them. ‘Hiya, Danielle.’

‘Oh, it’s so good to see you! Luke never said you were coming. Gosh, I haven’t seen you since graduation.’ Her eyes widened in sudden horror. ‘Oh, how rude to call you by your maiden name! Of course you’ve married since then, haven’t you?’

‘Um, no. Not that I noticed.’

Danielle looked puzzled. ‘Aren’t you married? I thought… I mean, your profile picture on Facebook. You’ve had it years, so – well, I assumed that must be your husband. Is it your boyfriend?’

Clarrie laughed. ‘No, just my friend Si. I use it because it’s the only selfie where I don’t seem to be doing some weird face thing. We’re not a couple.’

Danielle looked relieved she hadn’t put her foot in it. ‘Suppose I should have guessed. He’s very attractive, isn’t he?’

‘And doesn’t he know it?’ Clarrie smiled wryly as she took a long draft of her wine. ‘Thanks, Dani.’

Danielle’s eyes widened again. ‘Oh, and I’ve done it again. Honestly, Clarrie, I didn’t mean to insult you. I just meant…’ She trailed off. ‘It was an observation, that’s all,’ she mumbled. ‘I wasn’t suggesting he was out of your league or anything.’

Clarrie took pity on her blushes. ‘Oh, don’t worry about it. I already won social gaffe of the evening when I asked the bride if she was pregnant, so you’ve got a long way to go to catch up yet.’

She frowned. ‘Jo’s pregnant?’

‘No. Well, I don’t think so. Just a joke that backfired.’

‘So any kids for you, Clarrie?’ AJ asked.

‘Christ, no! Seriously, can you imagine? I can’t even keep a pot plant alive.’ She laughed nervously, embarrassed by the vehemence of her answer. ‘How about you two?’

Danielle flushed. It was then that Clarrie noticed only AJ was drinking the bottle of wine she’d assumed they were sharing. His wife was on orange juice.

‘Oh!’ Clarrie said. ‘Oh, right, so you’re… wow. Okay. Well, congrats and all that jazz. I mean, well done on your successful breeding, guys. Good job.’ She shot them a thumbs-up and AJ blushed into his wine, apparently overwhelmed by this touching compliment to his virility.

Danielle didn’t seem embarrassed though. She giggled.

‘You know, you haven’t changed at all, Clarrie. You were always so…’

‘Weird?’

‘I was going to say funny.’ She reached under the table for her handbag. ‘Do you want to see my ultrasound? We just had the scan last week.’

Great. Ultrasounds. Baby pics were bad enough. Trying to seem enthusiastic as proud parents-to-be boasted about how their adorable Area-51 foetus had his daddy’s ickle-pickle nose/feet/penis (delete as appropriate) was a hundred times worse.

‘That sounds lovely,’ Clarrie said brightly.

Two hours later, Danielle had not only shown Clarrie her ultrasound, photos of her twentillion cute-as-buttons nephews and nieces and given her a blow by blow account of every sexual position she’d tried with AJ in their efforts to conceive, she’d also drawn a diagram – with some pretty impressive anatomical detail – on the back of a napkin detailing the exact angle of penetration she thought had finally done the deed.

Clarrie was starting to feel slightly queasy. She’d long finished her second white wine, and, taking advantage of AJ leaving them alone to their ‘girl talk’, had started helping herself to his red.

‘… anyway, it was really temperature that was key in the end,’ Danielle told her in a confidential murmur.

‘Temperature. Okay.’

‘I used a thermometer so I always knew the optimum time during ovulation.’ She giggled. ‘Of course, as soon as it was peak time we were at it like rabbits. AJ said if I hadn’t got pregnant when I did, we’d have had to invest in a new mattress.’

‘Bedsprings took a bit of a pounding, did they?’

Danielle looked coyly to both sides to make sure no one else was listening, then gave a shy nod. ‘And then there were his testicles.’

‘Mmm-hmm, testicles—’ Clarrie looked up from her wine. ‘Sorry, what?’

‘His testicles. They had to be optimum too, of course.’

‘They had to be…’ She blinked. ‘How do you get optimum testicles, Dani?’

‘Well, he—’ She clamped her hand over her mouth to stifle a titter, then lowered her voice even further. ‘I read it in this article on alternative methods for conception, and we’d been trying so long, anything seemed worth a go. He started soaking them for half an hour in lukewarm water first. To get the sperm swimming.’

Clarrie glanced at the nibbles she’d grabbed from the buffet earlier. Suddenly they weren’t looking too appetising. She rolled a couple of miniature Scotch eggs to the edge of her plate.

‘Anyway, it worked,’ Danielle said, proudly stroking her little bump. ‘Or something did. I’m so sorry it hasn’t happened for you yet, Clarrie.’

Clarrie shuddered. ‘I’m bloody well not.’

Danielle blinked. ‘But you will want kids eventually, won’t you? When you meet the right person, I mean?’

‘Well, I… it just seems…’ She gave up and knocked back the last of her third large wine. ‘I’ll cross that bridge when I come to it.’

‘It’s been great to catch up anyway,’ Danielle said. ‘We really should see more of each other now we’re proper friends. You know, I always wished we could have been closer, back at uni. You were such fun.’

And Clarrie could tell she meant it.

She felt awful. A sweet girl, an old friend – old acquaintance anyway – was sharing something personal and life-changing with her, and all she could feel was terrified. Terrified of saying the wrong thing, or making some stupid ill-judged joke that would have Danielle hating her forever, just like Joanna probably did. And all this talk of babies was freaking her right out.

What the hell was wrong with her? Everyone else could do this stuff. They made it look easy.

She wondered what Si would say to all the baby talk. Some compliment, something flirty and careless. And Danielle would giggle and simper the way girls always did for him; the way that drove Clarrie crazy.

She wished he was there.

He’d see she was anxious. She knew exactly what he’d do. Reach for her hand under the table. ‘You okay, kiddo? Want to get out of here and go for a pint?’ And she’d squeeze the hand gratefully, and everything would be okay. He never quite understood how scared she was sometimes, but he always knew what to do to make her better.

‘Haven’t got a cig, have you?’ she asked Danielle. Right now she felt like she needed to either smoke or cry; preferably both.

Danielle frowned. ‘Well, no.’

‘Oh.’ Clarrie glanced down at Danielle’s tummy. ‘No, course not. Look, I… you mind if I just nip out for some fresh air? It’s a bit stifling in here.’

‘Of course not. Are you okay?’

‘Yeah. Just need a time out, that’s all.’ She patted Danielle’s arm. ‘I really am pleased for you, Dani. You’re a nice person and you deserve nice things.’

Ugh. Clumsy, ridiculous thing to say. But Danielle looked touched, so hopefully she understood.

Clarrie pushed back her chair, trying desperately to fight down the encroaching panic. A band had started up, and her head span as she weaved through the red and green disco lights darting over the floor. Her heart thudded in her throat. The door seemed so far away, but she had to get out, had to get away, before it happened again…

She felt a sharp tap on her shoulder as she passed the dance floor, and turned to find Luke frowning at her.

‘Oh. Hi, Luke. Was just going for a breather.’ He’d never been a smoker but it seemed worth asking. ‘You don’t have a spare cig on you, do you?’

‘Never mind that. What the hell have you been saying about Jo?’ he demanded. ‘She’s up in our suite bawling her eyes out. Not exactly the wedding night I’d dreamed of, if I’m totally honest.’

‘Me? Not a word!’

‘Yeah? Then why is there a rumour going round that she’s pregnant?’

She blinked at him. ‘Luke, I swear, I never started any rumour. I told AJ and Danielle I’d made a gaffe about it, that’s all. I was trying to make Dani feel better about something she said.’

‘Well, somebody must’ve got the wrong end of the stick because it’s all over the bloody reception now. I’ve just had a seriously awkward conversation with my mum.’

‘God, I’m so sorry. It was an accident, I never thought—’

‘No. You never do think, do you?’ He turned away. ‘I need to go to Jo, try to talk her down. Thanks a lot, Clar. Seriously, thanks a fucking bunch.’ And he strode off towards the stairs.

She pushed her way through the rest of the crowd to the exit, blinded by tears. Outside, she stumbled towards the fountain pumping out foamy jets of water in the middle of the hotel courtyard, slumped onto one of the steps at its base and broke into sobs.

There was a tinny buzzing throbbing through her overheated brain, like she’d landed a plane without her ears popping and then been pushed off a high diving board. She struggled to ground herself, to kick up through the cloying treacle-water into sweet, fresh air. Under her breath she muttered an affirmation she’d found in one of the anxiety leaflets her mum had given her, forcing her ragged pants into deep, measured breaths. ‘I’m safe, I’m calm; I’m safe, I’m calm…’

The affirmation was bugger all use but the deep breathing helped. After ten minutes, her heart rate started to slow, the threat of hyperventilation subsided and she felt able to tap out a text.

Couldn’t do it. Come get me, please. I’ll be the human wreckage collapsed in a heap out front with my dress up round my arse.

She knew it’d be at least half an hour till he arrived. She also knew she should go back inside, explain to Danielle why she’d disappeared and beg forgiveness from Luke and Joanna for upsetting them on their wedding day. But she couldn’t. All she could do was sit and hug her knees, feeling useless.

She’d tested herself, and she’d failed. Even at this most basic of tasks, she’d failed. If she couldn’t manage a simple wedding reception without going into meltdown, how could she ever make a go of a relationship? And as for kids… not a hope. It felt like she was barely holding her own life together, let alone having someone else depend on her.

‘Thanks for coming to get me,’ she mumbled when she felt someone slide down next to her and stretch an arm around her shoulders.

Sonny shrugged. ‘Best offer I’m likely to get tonight. How come you didn’t text Si?’

‘Him and Dave are watching the racing. Didn’t want to disturb them.’

He leaned round to examine her face. ‘And the real reason?’

She sniffed. ‘There was conversation. Scary baby conversation. With unpleasantly detailed diagrams. I couldn’t talk about it with Si after—’ She bit her lip. ‘Things are a bit weird with us two at the moment.’

He guided her head down to his shoulder. ‘Want to talk about it with me?’

‘No.’

‘Yeah you do.’

She sniffed again, rubbing her bare arms in the chill night air.

‘Here,’ Sonny said, wriggling out of his jacket and draping it over her shoulders.

She smiled weakly as she snuggled into it. ‘Aren’t you the little gent tonight?’

‘As always.’ He put his arm back round her. ‘So what set you off this time?’

She snuffled into his shoulder. ‘I ruined everyone’s night, Sonny. Should never’ve come.’

‘Come on, you’re exaggerating.’

‘Okay, well, the bride left in tears because of me, and the groom, the only ex I had who didn’t hate me, never wants to see me again. Still think I’m exaggerating?’

‘Oh. Maybe not then.’ He gave her shoulders a squeeze. ‘And that’s what brought on The Fear, is it?’

‘No, that was the pregnancy talk. Proper gruesome. I swear, if I never have to picture an old friend dangling his nadgers in tepid water again, it’ll be too soon.’

‘Well, there goes my Saturday night.’ Sonny dipped his head to look into her eyes. ‘You need to see someone about this, you know,’ he said gently. ‘It’s getting worse.’

She snorted. ‘What could they do? Affirmations? Breathing exercises? I know all that stuff, Sonny. Doesn’t help.’

‘They could get at what’s causing it, couldn’t they? Doctors can do that. You could go for that Cognitive Behavioural Therapy – you know, like counselling. One of my cousins is having it now.’

‘No, I… I couldn’t see a doctor. I’m fine anyway, most of the time. When I’m with you lot.’

‘But you can’t always be with us lot, can you? And what about the boyfriends? Ed, Olly, Luke?’

‘What about them?’

‘Whether you meant to or not, Clar, you’ve sabotaged every relationship you’ve ever had. Because of this. You’ll never be happy while you’re letting it rule your life.’

‘You’re a web designer, Sonny, not a psychiatrist.’

‘I’m also your mate, and I want to see you stop buggering your life up.’

Clarrie sighed. ‘Might be too late for that.’ She turned wet eyes up to him. ‘You won’t tell Si about this, will you?’

‘Long as you don’t tell Dave I gave you my jacket. He’d take the piss for a year.’

‘Thanks, Sonny. You’re a good boy.’ She gave his knee a pat.

He jerked his head towards the hotel. ‘So do you need to go back in, apologise to your ex?’

‘No… no, I’ll only make it worse. I’ll send a gift basket and a grovelly note tomorrow. Let’s go home.’

‘All right, come on then.’ He stood up and offered a hand to pull her to her feet.

‘Oh yeah, and I want a word with you on the way back,’ she said, tucking her arm through his.

‘Me? Why?’

‘Did you or did you not tell everyone in the sixth form common room I’d shagged you?’

‘Ah…’
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Empress, Match 2 of 8

1st place – Les Quizerables (68)

2nd place – The Pink Ladies (65)

3rd place – The Murgatroyd Family (63)

4th place – The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers (62)

The Empress had to be Clarrie’s least favourite venue on the League circuit.

Until a few years ago it’d been a proper old man’s pub: an eighteenth-century coaching inn with the lingering smell of pre-smoking-ban tobacco emanating from the tatty carpets and God, so many horse brasses. Then it had been bought by a chain. These days it was all gastro-food and craft ales, with vomit-worthy calligraphy saying things like ‘The best friends are friends with wine’. Yuck.

When she arrived, two of her team were already there: Si at the bar getting a round in and Sonny near the door talking to Maserati Tim. The way Sonny was waving his arms and scowling suggested they were having a pretty heated debate.

‘Oh God, what now?’ Clarrie muttered as she went to find out what they were arguing about.

‘Sorry, Chuckles, nothing I can do about it,’ Tim was saying in his gruff voice.

‘But it must be against the rules, it must be,’ Sonny said. ‘He’s a ringer, Tim! They’ve bloody brought in a bloody ringer, the cheating bastards.’

‘Nothing that says they can’t recruit anyone they want, long as all their members live locally. You Flower Arrangers’ll just have to up your game, won’t you?’

‘I don’t believe this!’ Sonny pushed his fingers into his hair. ‘Right. Who can I appeal to?’

‘Me. And the answer’ll still be tough titty, so you might as well go sit down before I disqualify you for disrespecting the quizmaster.’

‘What’s up, Sonny?’ Clarrie asked.

Sonny turned to face her. ‘That speccy bloke, the new Les Quiz guy. He’s a bloody Brainiac, Clar.’

‘Well yeah, all their lot are, aren’t they? I don’t think you can get him kicked out of the League for it. That’s kind of the point.’

‘No, I mean he’s a Brainiac off Brainiacs – you know, that quiz show where the smartarses take on the ordinary people? I was watching telly with my mum last night and suddenly there he was. Jim Welsby, his name is, I Googled him. He’s won a load of TV quizzes – Blockbusters, Countdown, Fifteen to One, the lot. Even University Challenge back in the day.’

‘Seriously?’ She turned to Tim. ‘How the hell is that allowed then?’

Tim shrugged. ‘He’s a mate of Daz’s old man. I can’t tell them who they can and can’t have on their team.’

‘But he’s off the telly! It’s not a level playing field if teams start recruiting professional quizzers.’

‘Sorry, love. Nothing I can do,’ Tim said, turning away to start setting up his microphone. ‘It’s all within the rules, and no one else has complained. Try to see it as a challenge, eh? If you win you’ll be able to tell people you beat a Brainiac.’

Sonny looked like he had more to say on the subject, but Clarrie grabbed his elbow to lead him away. ‘Come on,’ she whispered. ‘We’re wasting our time, he’s obviously not going to do anything.’

‘But Clar, they’re cheating!’ Sonny’s voice vibrated with the impotent rage of every child who’s ever had to learn that life isn’t fair.

‘I know, but what can we do? If there’s nothing in the rules we just have to suck it up, don’t we?’

Sonny wasn’t listening. ‘I mean, Barb Murgatroyd looking up answers in the loo was bad enough, but this…’ He shook his head darkly. ‘How much did Daz have to bribe Tim to let him get away with it? That’s what I’d like to know.’

‘Oh, what does it matter?’ They found themselves a table and Clarrie pulled the picture round sheet towards her. She looked down at the photos of Golden Age Hollywood stars they were supposed to identify. ‘We won’t win, Sonny. We never win.’

‘Not with that sort of defeatist attitude we won’t.’ He glared at Darren’s team as they arrived for the quiz, Jim Welsby marching at their head radiating smugness. ‘Look at him, you’d think they’d won the thing already. This isn’t over.’

‘So I see you ditched the goatee,’ Clarrie said, deciding a change of subject was in order. If Sonny had a blazing row with Darren now, Tim might finally follow through on his repeated threats to disqualify them. They were already in his bad books.

Sonny stroked his smooth chin. ‘Oh. Yeah. Decided I’d had enough of it.’

‘Because Gem said you looked like a magician?’

‘No. Fuck off.’

‘Ha! You did though.’

‘How do I look now then? Doable?’

‘Twelve. Hope you brought your driving licence.’

‘Cheeky mare.’ Sonny frowned over her shoulder. ‘Who’s his lordship brought?’

Clarrie turned and followed his gaze to Dave, who’d just come in hand in hand with a short, blonde girl in grungy clothes.

‘Oh, that’s the lass he pulled at the beer festival last week. Lyndsey. Bloody hell, that’s keen, bringing her to meet his mates already.’

‘What?’ Sonny watched Dave and Lyndsey as they navigated their way through the tables. ‘Since when does Dave pull?’

‘Since now, apparently.’ She shrugged. ‘Well, good for him, eh?’

Sonny was silent.

Clarrie grinned. ‘Jealous?’

‘You what?’

‘Miss having him all to yourself, don’t you? You two are like an old married couple at the quizzes.’

‘Shut up, Clar,’ he hissed. ‘They can hear you.’

‘All right?’ Dave said when he reached them, grinning nervously. ‘Clarrie, you remember Lyndsey?’

Clarrie nodded. ‘Hi again.’

‘Um, Lyns, this is my best friend Sonny.’

Lyndsey smiled at him. ‘Nice to meet you.’

‘All right?’ Sonny muttered. He turned to Dave. ‘Where’s your dad?’

‘Not coming.’

‘Oh, what? Why not?’

‘Mum’s grounded him. Says he can play out with his friends when he learns to lift a finger round the house.’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘Honestly, your parents.’

‘I know,’ he said with a sigh. He took a seat by Sonny and pulled Lyndsey down onto his lap.

‘Can I fill in?’ she asked. ‘I’m quite good at music rounds.’

‘Sorry, love. Registered team members only, League rules,’ Sonny said. ‘We’ll have to kick you off the table once we get going.’

She shrugged. ‘That’s okay. I can be a quiz groupie.’

‘Yeah?’ Dave nibbled her ear. ‘I like a good groupie.’

‘Oh God.’ Sonny rolled his eyes at Clarrie in a disgusted appeal for sympathy. ‘Is this what he’s going to be like now? It’s like the bloody Playboy mansion round here.’

Si joined them and dumped a tray of drinks on the table.

‘Nearly had to remortgage the house for that round. Tell you what, I hate this place.’ He glanced round the table. ‘Oh. Hi Lyndsey. Are we still missing Jeff?’

‘Not coming,’ Clarrie said, helping herself to a lager. ‘Polly won’t let him out.’

‘God, not again.’ He sent Lyndsey an apologetic smile. ‘Sorry, didn’t get you a drink. Er… don’t suppose you like Bombardier?’

She shook her head. ‘Sorry.’

‘You drink lager?’ Dave asked.

‘Yeah, lager’s okay.’

‘I’ll swap with you then. I can handle the old man stuff this once.’

‘You took your time, didn’t you?’ Sonny said to Si. ‘Where’d you go for the drinks, the bloody brewery?’

‘Thought I’d pop round your mum’s while you were out, give her a good seeing-to.’

‘Funny. Barmaid not fancy you today?’

‘Fiona’s not on, it’s a bloke. Just my luck.’

‘What’s that you’re drinking?’ Clarrie asked, pointing to his glass.

‘Coke.’

‘Why, you driving?’

‘No, pacing myself. Got to stay fresh if we’re going to win.’

‘I wouldn’t get too ambitious. Sonny’s got some bad news.’

‘What is it?’ Si asked him.

‘That speccy bloke of Les Quiz’s, the one we all thought we’d seen before somewhere,’ Sonny said. ‘He’s off bloody Brainiacs.’

‘What?’ Dave nearly choked on his pint.

‘Shit,’ Si muttered, glancing over at Darren’s team. ‘Yeah, I know him now, Jim something. He’s the worst one as well.’

‘That can’t be allowed,’ Dave said. ‘Does Tim know?’

‘He’s refusing to do anything. Says it’s within the rules,’ Clarrie said. ‘No one’s complained apart from us, apparently.’

‘It’s so blatantly unfair though.’ Sonny scowled at Maserati Tim. ‘We can’t let them get away with it.’

‘You guys really take this seriously, don’t you?’ Lyndsey said.

Dave shrugged. ‘Course. Otherwise what’s the point?’

She squinted at Jim on the Les Quiz table. ‘Hey, I know that guy.’

‘We all know him. He’s off the telly.’

‘No, I mean I know him in real life, he’s friends with my mum.’

‘If you’re hoping to impress us with a name drop, you picked the wrong name, love,’ Sonny muttered. ‘Jim Welsby’s got no friends on this team, cheating ringer bastard.’

She shrugged. ‘Just making conversation.’

Si’s worried gaze was still fixed on Les Quiz.

‘I know,’ Clarrie said, giving his shoulder a sympathetic pat. ‘Our odds just plummeted again, right?’

‘No.’ He shook his head and turned his attention back to his own team. ‘No. We can still win this, Brainiac or not. I’ve got a plan.’

Sonny frowned at him. ‘Eh? What plan?’

‘Si’s victory plan. I’ve done a rundown of our main challengers’ strengths and weaknesses for everyone, for a start.’ He produced a plastic wallet and handed round printouts to the other Flower Arrangers. ‘Didn’t take Jim Welsby into account when I wrote it, unfortunately, but it still holds.’

‘Bloody hell, when did you start taking it so seriously?’ Dave said, blinking at the A4 sheet in his hand. ‘You’re worse than Sonny.’

Si nodded to Clarrie. ‘Ask her.’

‘Well, Clar?’ Dave said.

She swallowed back a mouthful of lager. ‘Si bet me a date we’re going to win.’

‘What, and you agreed?’

‘Yep.’ Si grinned at Dave and Sonny. ‘Which means that this year, lads, we’re going up the League.’

‘Right. Just going to pop to the Ladies, give you lot a chance to talk about me,’ Lyndsey said. ‘Back in a minute, sexy.’ She kissed Dave’s ear before dislodging herself from his lap and heading to the toilets.

Sonny glared at him. ‘You better not have a hard-on under that table.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself, sunshine.’ Dave took a gulp of his dad’s real ale and grimaced. ‘Ick. Hope she appreciates me swapping drinks with her.’

‘What did you bring her for anyway?’ Sonny demanded. ‘So proud you finally managed to pull that you wanted the whole pub to know about it?’

Dave shrugged. ‘Wanted her to meet you all, didn’t I? She’s a nice lass. Going to be seeing more of her.’

‘That’s great, Davy,’ Clarrie said, smiling. ‘Glad you caught a good one.’

‘Cheers, Clar. Mind you, she might just kill me with a few more nights like last night.’ He lowered his voice. ‘Three times.’

‘Bloody hell!’ She gave him an approving nod. ‘I’m impressed. Never knew you had it in you.’

‘Well, I’ve got a bit saved up. It’s been a while.’ He threw Si a dirty look. ‘All very well for some people, isn’t it?’

‘Not my fault I was blessed with all this visceral sexual magnetism,’ Si said with a shrug.

‘What’s visceral mean?’

‘Dunno. Sounds sexy though, doesn’t it?’

Sonny cleared his throat. ‘I would like to state for the record that I’m not impressed, Davy.’

Dave grinned. ‘Yeah you are.’ He put an arm round his friend’s shoulders. ‘Don’t worry, mate. Still love you best.’

‘You better.’

‘Right, you lot, shut it,’ Dave said, glancing at Lyndsey as she headed back from the loo. ‘Everyone stop flirting with me and pretend we were talking about something else.’

‘Yes, so I believe it was Baudelaire who said… oh, hi,’ Clarrie said as Lyndsey plonked herself down on Dave again. ‘Didn’t see you there.’

Lyndsey grinned. ‘Seriously? You guys do the pretentious fake conversation thing?’

‘Only on special occasions,’ Clarrie said, grinning back.

‘Saying anything nice about me?’ Lyndsey asked Dave.

‘Just that you wear me out.’

‘Really? That’s a shame.’ Lyndsey lowered her voice to a seductive whisper. ‘Because I was hoping for another round later.’

‘Bloody hell, lass!’ Dave paused, then shrugged. ‘Yeah, all right. Think I’ve got my second wind.’

‘I might just be sick,’ Sonny muttered to no one in particular.

‘I’m going to stock us up at the bar before they kick off, looks like there’s a queue,’ Dave said. ‘Come on, Lyns, you can give me a hand before you have to get off.’ He guided her off his lap and stood up. ‘Same again, everyone? Except Si, obviously. He’s getting a beer.’

‘Yeah, ta,’ Clarrie said. Sonny managed a sulky nod as well, and Dave and Lyndsey headed off to the bar.

‘All right, fellers?’ said a deep voice at Clarrie’s shoulder a few minutes later. A well-built man with jet-black hair, good-looking in a well-groomed sort of way, had sauntered over from his table.

Sonny glared at Darren Constantin, the Les Quizerables captain, and flipped their picture-round answers face down.

‘You’ve got a nerve showing your face over here, Constantin.’

‘Oh, don’t be like that. We’re all friends in the League, aren’t we?’

‘Some of us are friends. Some of us are cheating bastards,’ Sonny said. ‘Come on, what did you do? Slip Tim a backhander when you registered your team?’

‘Don’t be daft. Jim’s an old family friend and he asked me if he could join. His wife died last year, he wanted to get out of the house and start meeting people again.’

‘Mmm. And the fact he’s got three Gold Runs in the trophy cabinet, picks his nose with a Wipeout umbrella and uses his Countdown teapot as a paperweight didn’t influence you a shred, did it?’

‘All right, so we want to win, so what? We aren’t breaking any rules,’ Darren said, shrugging. ‘You do, don’t you?’

‘Yeah, we want to win. We want to win fair and square. Otherwise it’s hardly an achievement, is it?’

‘Don’t pretend you wouldn’t have done the same.’

Sonny half rose from his chair. ‘Of all the colossal—’

‘Sonny, leave it,’ Clarrie muttered, putting a calming hand on his arm. ‘There’s no point falling out. Let’s just keep it civil.’

‘What do you want anyway, Daz?’ Sonny demanded, reluctantly settling back into his seat.

‘Just came to say hi.’

‘Hi. Now fuck off.’

Si nudged Clarrie. ‘So much for keeping it civil.’

‘Come on, Sonny. Let’s be sportsmen about it, eh?’ Darren said, clapping him on the shoulder. ‘All the other teams have shaken hands with me. You lot aren’t just going to sit here sulking, are you?’

‘Go on, Daz, I’ll shake your hand,’ Si said, rising from his seat. ‘How you doing, mate?’

‘Not bad,’ Darren said as Simon shook hands with him. ‘Still playing rugby?’

‘I’m more of a squash man these days. Don’t fancy the bruises.’

Darren laughed. ‘God forbid they spoil that perfect face, eh? You always were a vain git.’ He looked round the table. ‘Where’s Dave?’

‘Bar.’

‘Is he captain this year?’

‘No, it’s my turn,’ Clarrie said. ‘How’s it going, Darren?’

‘Hiya, Clarrie. Wondered when you’d talk to me.’

Sonny fixed Darren with a bitter glare. ‘Don’t even think about it, sunshine. No interbreeding between teams.’

Other than Si, Darren Constantin was the only person they knew who did, on occasion, ask Clarrie out. And unlike Si, she knew he really meant it too. She was never sure why she kept turning him down. She’d always had a soft spot for him – in fact he’d been her big teenage crush, back in sixth form. Perhaps it just felt a bit too much like fraternising with the enemy.

He never took her repeated refusals to heart though, and every now and then he’d have another crack at it. She suspected he asked her to annoy Sonny and Dave as much as anything.

‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ Darren winked at Clarrie. ‘Well, maybe after the League.’

She smiled. ‘Go on, Darren, stop winking at me and bugger off. You look like you’ve got a facial spasm.’

Si shook his head. ‘How many times does she need to say no to you, Daz? Time to drop it now, don’t you think?’

Darren snorted. ‘Oh right, says you.’

‘Hey. When I do it, it’s charming. Tell him, Clar.’

‘You tell him,’ she said. ‘You’ve always been the leading expert on how charming you think you are.’

‘Shake hands then, Clarrie?’ Darren asked. ‘Captain to captain?’

‘All right, go on.’ She held out her hand and he gave it a gentle press, holding on just a bit longer than necessary.

Si frowned at the linked hands. ‘Daz, that’s enough. We don’t come over and touch up your team.’

‘Feel free, we’d enjoy it,’ Darren said, grinning. ‘Right, see you, lads and lass. Looking forward to kicking your arses.’ He whipped off a mock salute and headed back to the Les Quiz table.
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‘What did that knobhead want?’ Dave said, sending a mucky look after Darren as he and Lyndsey arrived back with the drinks.

‘To gloat about his pet Brainiac, obviously,’ Sonny said. ‘And to try his smoothie routine on Clarrie.’

‘What, again?’ Dave grinned at her. ‘Hey, you had a proper lady stiffy for him at school, didn’t you?’

‘Okay, I don’t know which one of you bellends invented the term lady stiffy but I promise it’s not a thing.’ She lifted her chin. ‘And anyway, I didn’t.’

‘Liar. You used to sit outside the boys’ changing rooms so you could catch him in his Games kit.’

‘Oh yeah. It was him you fancied on the rugby team, wasn’t it?’ Si said to Clarrie. ‘I thought you were waiting for me to finish practice.’

‘I was.’

‘God’s honest?’

She sighed. ‘Okay, fine. I wanted to catch Darren in his Games kit.’

‘Lady pervert.’

‘Also not a thing. Lady perverts are just called perverts, Si. Perversion’s always been an equal opportunities employer.’

‘That’s feminism for you. Burn a few bras and you think all us lads have to get our bits out on demand.’

Clarrie grinned at him. ‘Go on then.’

‘Okay, I’m all for female empowerment. Just let me finish my pint and I’ll take you round the back of the Indian for a cheeky knee-trembler.’ He winked and clicked his tongue.

She snorted. ‘You romantic bastard.’

Dave rolled his eyes at Sonny. ‘Do you think us three need to be here for all this sub-par flirting or shall we go?’

‘Speak for yourself,’ Sonny said with a shrug. ‘You’ve got a woman. I’m making notes.’

‘Oh yeah, I nearly forgot.’ Dave poked his head around Lyndsey to look at Sonny. ‘How was your blind date, you sneaky bugger?’

Sonny glared at Clarrie. ‘What did you tell him that for?’

‘Hey, don’t look at me. Your mum grassed you up to Polly in Tesco.’

‘What? I’ll kill her!’

‘Well?’ Dave said. ‘You going to see her again?’

‘Shouldn’t think so.’ Sonny stared into the murky depths of his Guinness. ‘She was nice, but… dunno. Not for me.’

‘Oh, is he the one who’s still in love with his ex?’ Lyndsey whispered to Dave.

‘You what?’ Sonny flashed an angry look at Dave. ‘Can you please keep your pillow talk off my private life?’

To his credit, Dave did manage to look guilty. ‘Er, yeah, sorry. Just filling her in on everything.’

‘God, I’m so sorry, Sonny,’ Lyndsey said, looking mortified. ‘I thought your friends all knew.’

‘We do all know,’ Si said. He shot a significant look at Sonny. ‘Don’t we?’

‘Leave it, Si.’

‘No, don’t think I will. Talk to her, go on.’

‘What makes you think Gem wants to talk to me?’

‘Why do you think she’s even here?’ Clarrie said. ‘Look, I know what she did was wrong, but…’ She dipped her head to catch Sonny’s deep brown eyes. ‘She loves you, you know.’

A momentary spasm flickered across Sonny’s face.

‘Does she?’ he said quietly.

‘She never stopped.’

Sonny glanced over at the Pink Ladies, where Gemma, oblivious to the conversation about her love life going on a few tables away, was chatting with her friends.

She stopped when she sensed Sonny’s gaze and turned to meet his eyes. Her expression registered surprise, but she quickly summoned a warm smile. He managed to twitch a weak half smile back.

‘You going to talk to her?’ Dave asked gently. ‘Don’t be scared. It’s the right thing.’

‘No… not just now, Davy. I’ll think about it, okay?’

‘Okay. Whenever you feel ready.’ Dave reached out to give his friend’s shoulder a squeeze then brought his arm back round Lyndsey’s middle.

‘Oh bollocks,’ Si said suddenly, his gaze falling on a group by the bar.

‘What?’ Clarrie turned to look.

‘There’s a gang of kids from my school over there.’ He groaned. ‘God, now I have to be a fucking role model, don’t I? I was just going to go out for a smoke as well. Hope the little bastards get IDed.’

‘Ha! Keep forgetting you’re a teacher,’ Dave said. ‘They call you Mr Dewhirst?’

‘Course.’

Dave shook his head. ‘That is so weird.’

‘Are you honestly a teacher?’ Lyndsey asked Si.

‘Yes, History. Why?’

‘You don’t look much like a teacher.’

He laughed. ‘What do I look like then?’

‘Dunno.’ Lyndsey ran her eyes over him. ‘Stripper?’

‘Er, thanks.’

Dave nudged her. ‘Oi. I’ve lost out on enough girls to him. If you want to get me in the sack later, stop perving and start gazing at me adoringly.’

‘All yours, lover.’ She wriggled round for a snog.

‘For God’s sake,’ Sonny muttered. ‘Come back, Jeff, all is forgiven.’

‘Shit, they’ve seen me.’ Si hurriedly turned away.

‘What’re they doing?’ he muttered to Clarrie.

‘One of them’s coming over.’

‘Balls. Which one?’

‘Dark-haired girl. Trowel-load of slap on. Weird eyebrows.’

‘Oh Christ.’

‘Hiya Sir,’ the teen said when she reached their table. She was a little unsteady on her towering heels, sticking her chest out and jiggling with attitude. ‘What you doing here?’

‘Same as you. Drinking,’ Si said, not looking up from his pint. ‘And if you don’t tell the others you saw me after we go back, I won’t tell the landlord you’re all underage.’

She shot Clarrie a suspicious look. ‘This your girlfriend?’

‘Mind your own business.’

‘Loved your last lesson, Sir. It was well, um…’ the girl fumbled for the word ‘… inspirational and shit.’

‘Yeah? What was it on, Shona?’

‘Er, the war?’

‘Which war?’

‘Er… the first one?’

‘You had a fifty-fifty chance. Fail.’

Shona grinned. ‘You’re too funny, Sir. Ready to get beat? Us lot are doing the quiz too.’

‘Beaten. Not beat.’

‘Yeah, s’what I said. Anyways, bet we win you.’

‘Beat me, not… oh, forget it, I’m off the clock. Go on, piss off, I’ll see you in a few weeks. Keep schtum and I’ll let you all out of Monday sixth period five minutes early.’

‘Cheers, Sir, you’re a pal.’ With a last grin, the girl wiggled her arse back to her friends, tossing a glance over her shoulder to see if Si had noticed.

Clarrie raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Inspirational?’

‘I’m their tambourine man.’

‘Do they all fancy you?’ Dave asked.

‘The lads don’t. Often.’ He glanced over at the kids again. ‘Ugh. They’re all looking at me. This is worse than being in class.’

‘Well, at least it’ll only be for this one quiz,’ Clarrie said. ‘Imagine if they’d registered for the League.’

‘Oh yeah, that reminds me. Strategy time,’ Si said. ‘Get your sheets out, you lot, and let’s have a run through.’

Clarrie shot a look at Dave. ‘And you’d forgotten he was a teacher.’

‘Shush, kiddo, I’m educating,’ Si said, flicking her earlobe.

‘Can you stop calling me that? I’m older than you.’

‘Yeah, but I’m bigger than you.’

‘You’re bigger than bloody Goliath though,’ Sonny said.

‘Or you’re a short-arse.’

‘I’m five-eleven, knobhead.’

‘I know. It’s adorable.’ Si leaned across the table to pat him on the head.

Sonny jerked his head away. ‘Fuck off, Si.’

Lyndsey snorted. ‘You guys are a right laugh. You always take the piss out of each other this much?’

Dave shrugged. ‘Everyone needs a hobby.’ He glanced over at Maserati Tim, messing about with his microphone up front. ‘You better go, Lyns, before that pillock threatens to disqualify us again. We were due to start ten minutes ago.’

‘All right. See you at mine later then.’ She kissed his cheek and stood up. ‘Nice to meet you all.’ She waved goodbye and headed out, Dave tilting his head in appreciation of her backside as she walked away.

Si slid one of his photocopies towards him. ‘Right, lads. So based on past quizzes, I reckon we’re looking at a weighting towards arts and culture. That means nostalgia, entertainment, literature; less on science, nature, sport.’

‘I feel like we’re pulling a bank job,’ Clarrie muttered.

Si grinned at her. ‘I know. Should’ve thought of this years ago.’ He pointed to their names, next to areas of specialism. ‘Okay, so we’ve got me for history and sport, Sonny for science and current affairs, and Dave, you’re music and general geekery. Jeff on nostalgia, as long as it’s all post-1970 and he’s allowed to turn up. And Clarrie on literature, of course.’

Sonny looked up at her. ‘Not going to rig it, are you, Clar?’

‘Not allowed, the bet says,’ she said. ‘Not that it matters. We won’t win.’

‘We’ll see,’ Si said, his voice laced with determination. ‘So. Three teams ahead of us, and a big points gap means no real competitors behind. The Murgatroyds, one point ahead on sixty-three. Strong on nostalgia and sport, weak on science and current affairs. Prone to toilet Googling, so if we see any of them get up to go to the loo I want one of us hot on their heels. Next, Gem’s team, the Pink Ladies. Sixty-five points so far. Hard to gauge their strengths properly, since they’re new, but we know Gem was always good on entertainment and celeb culture. And finally, Les Quiz.’ He looked over at Darren and his teammates. ‘Sixty-eight out of a possible seventy. Strong on everything except literature and nostalgia, and now they’ve got Jim off Brainiacs even those are probably covered. Let’s just hope they have a bad day or five.’

He flipped the sheet over. ‘On the other side I’ve listed our weaknesses. We’ve got no one on entertainment any more, particularly current, no one on food and drink unless what Sonny learnt when he did that Italian cookery course to impress Gem can be stretched to a whole round, and no one on pre-1970s nostalgia.’ He glanced up at Dave and Sonny. ‘So I want the pair of you swotting up.’

‘You think we’re going to spend all our time doing homework so you can get your end away with Clarrie?’ Sonny said.

‘No, I think you’re going to spend all your time doing homework to beat Darren. Me getting my end away is just a happy bonus.’

‘Oh.’ Sonny shrugged. ‘All right. I’ll take food and drink then.’

‘Banging. Davy?’

‘Yeah, go on. I’ll have a crack at the nostalgia.’

‘Cheers, boys,’ Si said. ‘Right, in that case I’ll take entertainment and pot luck.’

‘What about me?’ Clarrie asked.

He smiled and gave her a squeeze. ‘Sorry, kiddo. Not sure you can be trusted trying to win a bet against yourself.’

‘Fair point.’ She nodded to Tim, tapping his mike for silence. ‘Okay, lads. Here we go again.’
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‘Evening, ladies and gents,’ Tim boomed through his mike. ‘And we’re back again for the second League quiz of the year. All our League teams will be competing, plus a few gamers just here for shits and giggles.’ He nodded to the teens from Si’s school tittering over their answer sheet. ‘First up is pot luck. Question one: which actor played PC “Fancy” Smith in Z-Cars?’

‘Oh God,’ Dave muttered. ‘I knew the one week Dad wasn’t here it’d be all old people questions.’

‘He’d probably say he wasn’t born when Z-Cars was on,’ Clarrie said.

‘Yeah, but he was a copper, wasn’t he? I bet half the training was watching Z-Cars and The Bill.’

‘I know it.’ Si pulled the answer sheet to him. ‘Yorkshire lad. Brian Blessed.’

Sonny looked impressed. ‘How’d you get that? Have they added telly nostalgia to the History curriculum?’

‘Been reading up.’

‘What, on Brian Blessed?’

‘No. I bought a load of trivia books off Clarrie.’

‘Bloody hell, did you?’ Sonny put his hands palm down on the table and bowed his head. ‘Okay, I resign. The place of the team’s chief quiz nutter is yours, Si.’

‘Question two,’ Tim fizzled. ‘What type of monkey commonly used to accompany organ grinders?’

Clarrie frowned. ‘That’s a hard one.’

‘And surprise surprise, look who knows it,’ Dave said, nodding to Jim Welsby scribbling down the answer.

‘Well? No one going to have a guess?’ Si’s gaze fixed on Sonny. ‘What about you, organ grinder?’

‘I like to think of myself as more of a puppet master,’ he said, ruffling Dave’s hair.

‘Oi,’ Dave said, jerking his head away. ‘I’m the puppet master in this relationship.’

‘Question three…’ fizzed the mike.

‘Shit, he’s moving on,’ Si said. ‘Put “monkey” next to it, Davy. We’ll come back to it in the break.’

‘Question three: which English king is described by Shakespeare as the “bottled spider”?’

‘Okay, Clar.’ Dave pushed the answer sheet to her. ‘Time to find out if you’re still playing fair.’

‘You know, it is just possible I might not know it,’ she said.

‘And do you?’

‘I do actually. Richard the Third.’ She scribbled it down.

‘You’re not bad, are you?’ Sonny said with an approving nod. ‘What did you get in your degree anyway?’

‘First, just.’ She laughed at his expression. ‘No need to look so surprised, Sonny. Just coz I hang out with you thick bastards.’

‘Swot. Shame you don’t know anything about monkeys, isn’t it?’

‘Monkey identification isn’t a big part of an English Lit degree, amazingly. Anyway, I don’t notice you bringing much to proceedings.’

‘Hey. I’m science.’

‘Monkeys are science.’

‘Monkeys are not science. They’re…’ Sonny stopped to think. ‘I dunno, zoology.’

‘That is a science, isn’t it?’

‘No, it’s…’

‘Question four,’ Tim crackled. Sonny looked relieved at being freed from the responsibility of explaining monkeys not being science. ‘What’s the largest organ of the body?’

‘All right, Sonny, organs are definitely science,’ Clarrie said, pushing him the answer sheet. ‘And you can stop smirking, Davy. It won’t be that organ.’

Dave shrugged. ‘Speak for yourself.’

‘God, you boys are immature,’ she said, raising holier-than-thou girl eyes to the ceiling.

‘Oh please,’ Si said. ‘You nearly pissed yourself last year when that Eiffel Tower question came up.’

‘Oh yeah. How did that go?’ Dave said. ‘I think it started “Which man-made erection…”’

Clarrie snorted. ‘Erection. That was bloody funny. So do you know this one or what, Sonny?’

‘Yeah, it’s the liver.’

‘Again, I’d have to say speak for yourself,’ Dave said. ‘But if you think that’s right, get it down.’

After pot luck there was a TV theme tunes round, then, as Sonny had predicted at the last quiz, current affairs.

‘Right, that’s your lot,’ Tim barked when they were done with the first half. ‘Half an hour to get some supper into you and we’ll be back with the last two rounds. I’ll be coming round the tables for a quid off everyone.’

Clarrie nudged Si. ‘Look at your students.’

He glanced over to where the gang of teens from his school were coppering up, trying to find enough for the pound each quiz fee.

‘Heh. That was us ten years ago, wasn’t it? Suppose it’s not all bad, being grown up.’

‘Er, yeah, about that… can’t lend us a quid, can you?’

Simon let out a well-practised sigh. ‘Yes.’

‘Heyup,’ Maserati Tim said, swaggering over in his checked mustard suit. The quiffed Elvis hair on top, so black it was almost purple, made the quizmaster look like a particularly unappetising blueberry ice cream.

‘Hiya, Tim,’ Si said. ‘How’s the car?’

‘Sweet as. Just got her waxed, ready for the cruising season.’ He glanced around the table. ‘Where’s Henderson Senior?’

‘Mum’s locked him in,’ Dave said.

‘Bloody hell, again? Got him proper whipped, your mam.’ He nodded to Clarrie. ‘And how’s your mother, Clarissa?’

Tim had been one of Kath’s early forays into dating, back when Clarrie was studying for A-Levels, but his terrible taste in suits and Top Gear addiction had soon seen him off.

‘Seeing Greg from the chemist. Sorry.’

Tim shrugged. ‘Her loss. Right. Quid each and one for the prodigal.’

‘Oh, what?’ Dave said. ‘You’re not making us pay for Dad?’

‘Yep. It’s a pound for every registered team member, whether they’re here or not. You should know the rules by now, young Davy, you’ve been doing it long enough.’

‘Don’t remember that one. I swear you make them up on the fly.’

‘Listen, son. The rules of the quiz league were set down by a council of hooded elders long before you were born.’

‘Pretty impressive since the League’s only been going fourteen years,’ Dave said. ‘Bet they’re on an illuminated scroll sealed in a vault under Denworth Memorial Hall, yeah? Guarded by tigers?’

‘Rabid wolves actually,’ Tim said, grinning. ‘Come on, kids, give us a fiver so I can fuck off. I’ve got to get round the rest of these buggers.’

‘Oi. Last of the teddy boys.’ Sonny looked up from the answer sheet to glare at Tim. ‘If we’re playing by the rules tonight then you owe us a clue.’

‘You what?’

‘We get a one-word clue for a question of our choice per quiz. That’s how it’s always been done. So help us out on this monkey one, will you?’

‘Oh right, the organ grinder thing.’ Tim cast suspicious eyes around the other teams, then lowered his voice. ‘Okay, Sonny. Coffee.’

‘What?’

‘Coffee. That’s your clue.’

‘How the hell is that a clue?’

Tim shrugged. ‘Sorry, lad, all you’re getting. Ta,’ he said as Si slid five pound coins over. He chucked them into his ice cream tub and sidled off to the next table.

‘Reckon I know it,’ Dave muttered when Tim was gone. ‘It’s something like a… cappuccino monkey.’

Sonny turned to him, incredulity written all over his boyish face. ‘Have you gone off your tiny ginger head?’

‘I swear down, knobhead, cappuccino monkey.’

‘What the fuck’s a fucking cappuccino monkey? One with a frothy hairdo and sprinkling of chocolate?’

‘I’m telling you, seen it on the Discovery Channel. Go on, put it.’

‘I am not putting cappuccino monkey, David,’ Sonny said, drawing himself up. ‘Nor am I putting espresso monkey, Americano monkey or bloody Nescafé Gold Blend monkey. We’d look a right bunch of plums when we swapped papers for marking.’

‘Look…’ Dave jabbed a self-righteous finger at his teammate, ready to argue the lesser-sprinkled cappuccino monkey into existence to the death and beyond.

Si leaned back on his chair and nudged Clarrie. ‘Tell you what, I only come for this bit,’ he muttered.

‘I know. We should start bringing popcorn.’

‘You know it’s Capuchin, right?’

‘Course,’ she said. ‘Reckon we should tell them?’

‘Nah. Let’s see how far it goes.’

‘Bet you that quid you lent me plus a fag Davy talks him round.’

‘Done.’ Si and Clarrie shook hands surreptitiously under the table.

Dave did eventually convince Sonny to put his faith in the legend of the cappuccino monkey, fully caffeinated and ready to ‘ook’, just in time to be vetoed by his two teammates, and Simon was in debt to Clarrie by one cigarette and a torn-up IOU for a quid.

The first round after the break was British history, which Si predictably blitzed, followed by S – one of those gimmicky rounds where the answers all have to begin with the same letter. By the time Tim called for teams to swap papers, the Flower Arrangers were still arguing over the last question.

‘It’s not Sasquatch, Sonny, that’s a yeti,’ Dave was telling his teammate. ‘Why would that be Louis Armstrong’s nickname?’

‘It is though, that’s what they called him. Trust me, my nan’s well into him.’

‘Why would they call him after a yeti? The man didn’t even have hair.’

‘Maybe he had hairy toes or something.’ Sonny raised an inspired finger. ‘Oh! Or, maybe because of how he played the trumpet.’

‘Like a yeti?’

‘Yeah. Look, you lot haven’t got anything better, have you?’ He glared at Si. ‘Shame you didn’t do more swotting for music rounds.’

‘I can’t learn everything in five days, can I?’ Si said. ‘Anyway, Dave’s music.’

‘I’m more of a heavy metal man,’ Dave said. ‘It’s a Dad question if you ask me. Nostalgia.’

‘Oh, just get something down,’ Clarrie said.

While Dave scrawled ‘Sasquatch’ into the empty space, Clarrie leaned over to talk to Sonny.

‘Why don’t you swap with Gem’s team?’ she asked, nodding towards the Pink Ladies.

Sonny glanced over at them. ‘Not sure, Clar.’

‘Go on, she’s looking at you. She wants you to go talk to her.’

‘Yeah, but… not sure I’m ready. Maybe next week.’

‘It wouldn’t be—’ But Clarrie’s arguments in Gemma’s favour were cut off by the arrival of Si’s pupil Shona, brandishing her team’s answer sheet.

‘Wanna swap with us, Sir?’

‘You’re bloody joking,’ Si said. ‘I have to mark enough of your stuff. Don’t see why I should do it when I’m not getting paid.’

Shona grinned. ‘You’re funny, Sir. Here.’ She thrust the paper at him and he took it with a resigned sigh.

‘Here’s ours,’ Dave said, handing it to her. ‘Make sure you do it properly, child.’

Shona pulled herself up, wobbling slightly on the oversized heels. ‘We can do it. We’re not thick, you know.’

Dave turned to Si. ‘Are they?’

‘I’ll tell you later.’

Shona giggled. ‘You love us really, Sir.’ She tottered off back to her team.

‘Oof,’ Si said, skimming his eyes over their answers. ‘Tell you what, they’re not going to win any prizes for spelling. Or handwriting. Oh Christ…’

‘What?’ Clarrie said.

‘Just seen their history round. God, I hope our head never gets to hear about this. I can see it coming up at my next appraisal.’ He pointed at one answer. ‘Look.’

‘Bloody hell, graphic,’ Clarrie said, blinking. ‘Not sure I knew language like that when I was their age. You reckon it’s aimed at Tim?’

‘No, it’s that question on which king was said to have tried to hold back the tide.’

‘Oh. Cnut?’

‘Yeah. Still, at least they knew it, even if their spelling’s off. Look, for the name of Queen Victoria’s consort they’ve put bloody Sherlock Holmes.’

‘Ha! You’ve got your work cut out at that school, haven’t you?’ Sonny said.

‘I can’t take any more. Here, Davy, you do it.’ Si thrust the paper at Dave, shielding his eyes.

Tim tapped his mike. ‘Right. Here are your answers. Question one: Brian Blessed played “Fancy” Smith in Z-Cars. Two: organ grinders were often accompanied by Capuchin monkeys –’ Sonny sent Dave a smug sideways glance – ‘Three: well-known cockney rhyming slang Richard the Third was Shakespeare’s bottled spider. Four: largest organ in the body is the skin –’

Dave glared at Sonny. ‘I thought you said you knew that massive organ one.’

‘I did,’ Sonny said, frowning. ‘Oi, Timothy!’ he called out. ‘How d’you work that out then?’

Tim chucked him a dirty look for interrupting. ‘Coz that’s the answer. Largest organ is the skin. Covers all of you, doesn’t it?’

‘That’s largest by area. You didn’t say that, did you? I was going by mass.’

Tim shrugged. ‘Sorry, lad. Quizmaster’s decision is final, as always.’

‘Bloody dictator,’ Sonny muttered.

After the final answer revealed Louis Armstrong’s nickname to be not Sasquatch but Satchmo, the Flower Arrangers swapped papers with Shona’s team again, who’d scraped a paltry twelve points out of seventy.

‘How’d we do?’ Si asked, trying to see through the paper as Dave held it up in front of him.

‘Yeah… not bad,’ Dave said, looking impressed. ‘Full twenty on the history round with our Joker and it’s a sixty-seven in all. I think that’s a new record for us.’

After Tim had collected in the papers, he fired up his mike. ‘Okay, so, tonight’s winners – Les Quizerables again, no surprise there. And in second place… well, it’s a rarity. The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers. Well done, Clarissa and the boys.’ He came over to shake her hand. ‘Here you go, tenner second prize, and twenty quid for Darren’s lot.’

‘Thanks, Tim,’ she said, taking the note from him.

They didn’t often manage a second. Dave let out a small yip of a cheer, but Sonny and Si just blinked.

Clarrie snuck a glance at Darren, accepting his twenty quid first prize. He smiled when he noticed her looking at him, and sent a thumbs-up of congratulations.

‘And in terms of the League…’ Back at his microphone, Tim scanned the list in his hand. ‘… that brings the Flower Arrangers up to third place. Leading is still Les Quiz, on 134. Then the Pink Ladies on 130, Flower Arrangers on 129, Murgatroyds on 124 and Quiz-teama Aguilera on 118. So all to play for, ladies and gents. See you next week at the Railwayman’s.’

‘Right.’ Dave pushed his drink away and stood up. ‘Well done, you lot. I’m offski.’

‘You’re shooting off a bit quick, aren’t you?’ Sonny glanced at Dave’s still half-full glass. ‘You haven’t even finished your pint.’

‘On a promise, aren’t I?’ Dave said, grinning. ‘I’ll see you Tuesday for the next one.’

‘If you can find your way out of your sex pit,’ Sonny muttered.

‘I like to think of it as more of a sex lair,’ Dave said. ‘Anyway, it’s her sex lair. I’ve got Mum and Dad to worry about.’ He patted Si on the shoulder as he passed. ‘Good job tonight, sunshine. Keep it up and we might have that trophy in the bag.’

‘Yeah.’ Simon’s eyes twinkled at Clarrie. ‘Not all that’ll be in the bag.’
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‘You two coming to the Boar for one before we get off?’ Sonny said when Dave had gone. ‘We’ve got ten quid to put in the beer kitty now.’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘Think I’ll leave it, I’m a bit tired. The ten quid’ll keep while next week.’

‘Yeah, I’d better head off too,’ Si said. He glanced at the door, where Shona and the other teens from his school were filing out. ‘Oh, thank God. I can finally go have a cig.’ He stood up. ‘Come on, Clar, I owe you one.’

‘Fine,’ Sonny said, looking sulky. ‘I’ll ring my mum for a lift then. Twats.’

‘Well, that’ll teach you for going on the pull last week instead of coming out with us, won’t it?’ Si took Clarrie’s hand and led her outside.

‘Let’s go in the wendy house, keep out of the drizzle,’ he said, indicating a stone smokers’ hut at the back of the rain-sodden car park.

Clarrie followed him in and they took a seat on the bench.

‘So what will we talk about, Clar? We’re going to struggle for conversation now I’m not allowed to ask you out.’ He lit them a cigarette and slung his spare arm around her shoulders.

‘Don’t worry, I’ve got something lined up,’ Clarrie said. ‘What’re you doing Friday?’

‘Bloody hell, you’re not by some miracle going to ask me out, are you?’

‘No, I want you to come round my mum’s. We’re having a family dinner.’

‘Ha! You’re inviting me to a meal with the family and you reckon that’s not asking me out?’

‘See, I knew you’d be like this,’ she said. ‘You used to come round for tea all the time, didn’t you?’

‘Yeah, when we were kids. I mean, I take it we’re not having fish finger sandwiches and jelly. Although I should point out that if we are, that’d be fucking awesome.’

‘Look, it’s my mum who asked you, okay? She wants to have a family meal with her new bloke and apparently you come under the heading family.’ Clarrie paused to take a drag on the cigarette he’d passed her. ‘Plus she reckons you make me look good.’

‘She’s right there.’

‘All right, Captain Fantastic, get over yourself. So are you coming?’

‘Okay, if Kath asked for me.’ He plucked the cigarette from her mouth, drew on it and put it back between her lips, still holding it in his own two fingers. ‘She’s nice, your mum.’

Clarrie took the cigarette off him so her lips weren’t touching his fingertips. ‘You would say that. Just coz she thinks the sun shines out from between your pert little bumcheeks.’

He grinned. ‘That does help.’

‘By the way, there’s some rules,’ she said, handing back the cigarette. ‘We’re not allowed to smoke, we’re not allowed to swear and we’re not allowed to take the piss out of her boyfriend’s porno ’tache. Oh, and we have to drink wine.’

Si wrinkled his nose. ‘Right. And did I already agree to go to this?’

‘You did, yeah.’

‘Bollocks.’

‘Favour to me, okay? I hate meeting her boyfriends. They’re always annoying or pompous or bloody… Tim, and they never stick around.’ Clarrie took the last of the cigarette from Si, smoked it to the filter and stubbed out the remains. ‘Mind you, she seems a bit keen on this one.’

‘Who is it?’

‘That pharmacist guy, Greg. You know him?’

‘Not to speak to. I think he knows my parents though. God, weren’t kidding about the ’tache, were you?’

‘Nope.’ Clarrie smirked, remembering something Kath had told her. ‘Hey, did you know my mum used to fancy your dad?’

‘Did she? Christ, Dave was right about this place. We are bloody incestuous.’

‘I know. Everyone seems to have been out with everyone round here.’

‘Well, not quite everyone, eh?’ He gave her shoulders a squeeze.

‘Pack it in, Si. Not allowed to ask me out, remember?’

He shrugged. ‘Didn’t say I was going to, did I? What were we talking about?’

‘My mum fancying your dad.’

‘Oh yeah. To be fair, it sounds like all the lasses back in the day used to fancy my dad a bit. He never stops going on about it, winds Mum right up.’

She raised an eyebrow. ‘Yeah, I bet that gets old fast.’

‘Listen, when I do it, it’s cheeky and adorable. And maybe just the teensiest bit erotic as well.’

A shiver went through her. She hugged herself, flinching.

‘What’s up, you cold?’ Si asked. ‘Want me to stick the heater on?’

‘I’m fine.’

Simon leaned round to look into her face, then broke into a broad grin. ‘Ha!’

‘Ha what?’

‘Turned you on.’

‘Shut up. You did not.’

‘Yes I did. You got hot when I said erotic then, didn’t you?’

Clarrie snorted. ‘What, you think it’s that easy?’

‘Erotic.’

‘Bugger off, Si.’

He brought his lips close to her ear and lowered his voice to a soft, slow purr. ‘Erotic.’

‘Si, stop it.’ She jerked her head to one side, away from his mouth.

‘Why would I do that? I’m having the time of my life.’

‘Look, stop pissing about with my ear and light us another cig, will you? I won another half off you with that cappuccino monkey business.’

‘Need it to calm your nerves after all the eroticism?’

‘Shut it, cocky.’

Si grinned and flicked open his Zippo.

A blue Astra pulled up just as they were finishing their second cigarette. The window wound down to reveal a merry-looking Punjabi lady in her forties, eyes crinkled with laughter lines.

‘Hiya kids. Sorry to interrupt while you’re enjoying your cancer sticks.’

‘Hi Seema,’ Clarrie said, smiling at Sonny’s mother.

Seema nodded towards Si. ‘He asking you out again, Clarissa?’

Clarrie frowned. ‘Bloody hell, don’t you start. Is there a newsletter that goes out about my love life?’

‘Sort of. I was talking to your mum in Tesco.’

‘Oh right, the Tesco mothers’ meetings. Do you all just hang around the aubergines at a certain time on a Friday or what?’

‘Something like that. We’re thinking of starting a book club in the cereal aisle.’ Seema gestured to the pub. ‘My lad still in there?’

‘Yeah, I’ll fetch him.’

Si put a hand on her arm, his mouth curving. ‘Let me, Clar.’

‘Nope,’ she said. ‘My turn.’

Clarrie walked to the back door of the pub and barged it open. She shouted across the other punters to Sonny.

‘Sunil Bandal! Get home for your tea before your mam comes in and gives you a bloody good hiding!’ There was a ripple of laughter as all eyes turned to the lone Flower Arranger.

Clarrie let the door slam closed and walked back, grinning, to join Si. She held out her fist and he bumped it with his.

Sonny stomped out a minute later, face like a slapped thundercloud.

‘You’re dead, Midwinter.’

Clarrie giggled. ‘Ah, give over, you mardy bugger. You know you love me when I’m hilarious.’

‘Right, boozy, in the car,’ Seema said to Sonny, jerking her thumb towards the passenger seat. ‘You’ve got to be up in the morning, we’re going round to Janrat and Daljeet’s for coffee. Their youngest is home from uni, just finished her PhD.’

‘I’m not getting set up again, am I?’ Sonny said as he climbed into the car.

‘I had one of my premonition dreams last night, Sonny.’

‘Christ, not this…’

‘You, a bald, overweight old man, crying into your cold baked beans in a bedsit…’

‘For fuck’s sake, Mum!’

‘Your white-haired mother, grandchildless and alone in the old folks’ home, no longer around to look after you and tell you to watch your bloody language…’

Sonny groaned as the Astra pulled away into the night.
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‘Who was the last one again?’ Si asked as he drove himself and Clarrie round to Kath’s house in one of the Denworth satellite villages for her meet-the-boyfriend dinner. ‘Terry the trainspotter?’

‘No. Mike.’ Clarrie scowled at the car ahead. ‘That twat who didn’t like my mates.’

‘Oh yeah, that guy.’ Si treated the car in front to a punishing scowl too. ‘Took a particular dislike to our Sonny, didn’t he?’

‘Yeah. Prick. Glad she found out sooner rather than later anyway.’

‘Worst pub night ever. Let’s never invite your mum’s boyfriends out for a drink without vetting them again.’

‘They weren’t all Mikes though,’ Clarrie said. ‘Some of them have been all right.’

‘Yeah? Which ones?’

She scrabbled around her memory for a man her mum had gone out with who hadn’t been 100 per cent awful.

‘Johnny?’

‘You mean Johnny who was forty-eight and still lived with his parents?’

‘He was nice enough though.’

‘S’pose. So where’d she meet this one then?’

Clarrie shrugged. ‘Dunno. Where do old people usually go to pull?’

‘Swingers’ parties?’

‘Oi,’ she said, nudging him. ‘That’s my mum.’

He grinned. ‘Sorry, Clar. Nun parties.’

‘What’s a nun party?’

‘Dunno, made it up,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Wholesome family fun with wimples?’

She smiled. ‘Stop being daft. We have to behave, remember? No inappropriate wimple humour.’

Si pulled his Clio into the gravelled drive of Kath’s semi and they piled out.

‘So are we really not allowed to mention this guy’s moustache?’ he whispered as Clarrie rapped the brass door knocker.

‘No.’

‘Or smoke?’

‘No.’

‘God, this is going to suck.’

‘I know.’ She gave his arm a squeeze. ‘Thanks for keeping me company, Si.’

Kath opened the door, dressed like a proper mum for once in a powder-blue wraparound dress. A short, round man with grizzled black hair and a matching moustache, kitted out in what was probably his best suit, had his arm around her waist.

They were wearing a pair of his-and-hers nervous smiles that Clarrie guessed were for her benefit. Her eyes couldn’t help lingering on Greg’s fingers brushing her mum’s hip.

‘Hiya kids,’ Kath said. ‘Come on in, tea’s just ready. Roast chicken, I hope that’s okay.’

‘Sounds lovely, Kath.’ Si leaned down about a foot to peck her cheek. He nodded to Greg. ‘Are you going to introduce me?’

‘This is Greg, my, er…’ Kath stopped, blushing. Clarrie fought against the sarcastic roll she could feel creeping dangerously close to her eyeballs.

‘It’s all right, love, you can say it,’ Greg said with a laugh. He smiled at Si; a self-satisfied smile, Clarrie thought. ‘I’m her boyfriend.’

Kath shook her head. ‘Such a daft word at our age, isn’t it? Still, it’s the best we’ve got.’

Si shook hands with the older man. ‘Nice to meet you, Greg.’

‘Simon’s Pete and Yvonne Dewhirst’s lad,’ Kath informed Greg.

‘Oh right.’ Greg examined Si with interest. ‘Should’ve known really, shouldn’t I? You’re the spit of your dad.’

‘Yeah, I get that a lot.’

‘And this is my daughter, Clarissa,’ Kath said proudly, drawing Clarrie forward.

‘Hi,’ Clarrie said with a polite smile. ‘Just Clarrie, please.’

She was about to put out her hand when Greg spread his arms.

Oh God, he was a hugger…

Suppressing a wince, she submitted to the embrace, followed closely by the face-angling cheek kiss that could so easily turn into a smacker on the lips if it was misjudged.

How come Si had got away with a nice, civilised handshake while she had to have her personal space invaded? Honestly, you’d think feminism had never happened.

‘So Greg, where did Kath pick you up?’ Si asked when they were seated in the dining room behind a steaming plate of chicken and a glass of white wine each.

‘Oi. I’ll have you know he did the picking up.’ Kath shot Greg a fond smile. ‘Swept off my feet, wasn’t I?’

Greg laughed. ‘I think at my age it was more dragged off your feet. Don’t want to put my back out.’ He turned back to Si. ‘We met at a fundraiser at the memorial hall. The Denworth kids’ footie team did a race night.’

‘Don’t you dare,’ Clarrie said, glaring at Si.

‘Don’t I dare what?’

‘You were about to make some godawful crack about backing a winner or something.’

Si held his hands up. ‘Would I?’

He helped himself to another spoonful of carrots from the middle of the table and drizzled over a generous helping of gravy. ‘So, Greg. Looks like you really backed a winner.’ He winked at Clarrie. ‘Thanks for the material,’ he mouthed.

‘I certainly did.’ Greg reached out to pat Kath’s hand. ‘Lucky bugger, aren’t I?’ Clarrie suppressed another eye roll when she heard her mother actually giggle.

‘Ah, give over, you soppy old thing,’ Kath said, lightly rapping Greg’s wrist.

‘So where did you two meet?’ Greg asked.

‘Primary school,’ Si said. ‘We’re not a couple though.’

‘Oh.’ Greg flashed them a puzzled frown, clocking the body language, the natural gravitation towards each other that had left them sitting almost shoulder to shoulder while they ate. ‘You sure?’

‘Pretty sure.’ Si threw a sideways smile at Clarrie. ‘Couples tend to have sex sometimes. Well, so I’ve been told.’

Kath shot him a look. ‘That’s my daughter you’re talking about. Behave, Dewhirst Junior, or I’ll tell your mother of you.’

Si grinned. ‘Too late, Kath, she already knows.’

Greg laughed. ‘You know, you’re just like your dad. Same sense of humour.’

‘Inappropriate?’

‘Er, yeah.’

‘You know him well then, Greg?’ Simon asked, tucking into a roast potato.

‘Propped up a few bars with him, back in the days before people like you came along to ruin our social lives. How’s he doing, all right?’

‘Yeah, he’s good. Well, apart from the mid-life crisis.’

Greg laughed. ‘Don’t tell me. Sports car and a leather jacket? I can just picture that.’

‘Worse. A static caravan.’ Si took a sip of his wine and tried not to pull a face. ‘Mmm. Good year.’

Kath leaned over to prod him. ‘Nice try, lad. Okay, suppose I’ve tortured you long enough. You want a beer?’

‘Ooh, is there beer? Yes please.’

Clarrie looked up from the green bean she was chasing round her plate. ‘I want a beer.’

‘Bloody hell, the kraken awakes,’ Kath said, frowning. ‘Didn’t ask you, did I?’

‘Fine.’ Clarrie tossed back the last of her wine and helped herself to a refill from the bottle on the table. ‘I’ll keep going with this stuff then.’

She felt Si kick her ankle under the table.

‘Don’t worry about the beer, Kath, I’ll fetch it,’ he said, standing up. ‘Greg, can I get you one?’

‘That’d be great. Cheers, Simon.’

Si mouthed a ‘be nice’ at Clarrie before he left the room.

‘So what do you do, Clarrie?’ Greg asked. ‘Your mum said you aced your exams.’

Clarrie shrugged. ‘I did all right.’

‘Oh, she’s just being modest,’ Kath said with a nervous smile. ‘Clarrie studied English Lit at York.’

Simon came back in and put a can of beer down in front of Greg, then took his place next to Clarrie with one of his own.

‘Cheers, son.’ Greg nodded at Simon, then turned his attention back to Clarrie. ‘York, eh? Good university.’ He grinned from under his odd-looking moustache. ‘You know, we used to have a joke about English students when I was at uni—’

‘Was the punchline “Do you want fries with that?”’ Clarrie said.

‘Er, yeah.’

‘Heard it.’

‘Oh. Right. So what did you do with your degree?’

‘Not a lot. I’ve got a little bookshop down in Wickden.’

‘You enjoy it?’

‘It’s okay.’

Clarrie finally looked up at him, her gaze lingering on the way the foam from his beer flecked his stupid little moustache and his hand occasionally reached over to graze her mum’s fingers. She wasn’t sure what it was about Greg but he was getting right on her nerves.

She could feel her mother’s frown boring into her across the table and turned her head to one side to avoid eye contact.

Greg gave up on her and turned his attention back to the chattier Simon.

‘What about you, what do you do for work?’

‘I teach History at the old secondary modern in Colley Bridge.’

‘Really?’

Simon smiled. ‘You sound surprised.’

‘You just don’t look much like a teacher.’

‘People are always telling me that,’ he said with a laugh. ‘I’m going to have to get a mortar board and go the full Bash Street.’

Greg gave another of his belly laughs and Kath smiled at Simon, obviously pleased that at least one of her dinner guests was making an effort to be bright and entertaining.

‘Right,’ Si said, pushing his empty plate away and standing up. ‘That was delicious, Kath, thanks. Sorry guys, going to be naughty for five minutes, I’m afraid.’

‘Oh no, Simon.’ Kath shook her head at him. ‘You know, those things’ll kill you.’

He gave an apologetic shrug. ‘I’ll quit next week, Scout’s honour.’

‘You weren’t in the Scouts.’

‘Oh yeah. Look, just the one. I’ll be back in a minute.’ He grabbed Clarrie’s hand and pulled her to her feet. ‘Come on, kiddo. I want some company.’

In the back garden, Clarrie jabbed him in the arm. ‘You’re going to get me in trouble. Can you seriously not do without them for one night?’

‘I don’t want a fag, Clar, I want to talk to you. Only excuse I could think of.’

‘What about?’

‘About what the hell you’re playing at,’ he said, frowning. ‘You’re being a right dick. It’s upsetting your mum.’

Clarrie glared down at the lawn. ‘I’m not being a dick.’

‘You are though. Can’t you even manage to be polite? He’s pleasant enough, isn’t he?’

‘He’s all right,’ she admitted grudgingly.

‘Why’re you being so rude then? You’ve barely spoken a word to him.’

‘I don’t know, I just… I don’t know, Si.’ To her disgust, she found herself blinking back tears.

‘Oh God. Now you’re upset.’ Si drew her to him and enfolded her body in his. ‘Is this about your dad?’ he asked gently. ‘They aren’t going to get back together now, you know. It’s been years.’

She snorted. ‘That bastard? They’d better bloody not get back together. Anyway, she’d have to find him first.’

‘What is it then? Why don’t you like Greg?’

‘He’s… not good enough for her, that’s why. I mean, he’s just some bloke, isn’t he? Just… ordinary. She’s my mum.’

Simon shushed against the top of her hair.

‘Look, we all know your mum’s brilliant and she brought you up like a trouper after your dad fucked off. But she has to make her choice herself, you can’t make it for her.’

‘I know.’ She sighed. ‘You’re right. I’m a terrible person.’

‘No you’re not, you just love your mum. Not the best way to show it though, eh? She looks about ready to throttle you.’

‘I just wish she could meet someone nice, you know?’

‘This guy is nice, isn’t he? And you can tell he’s smitten with her. Her too. Not seen her this serious about anyone since your dad left.’

‘Mmm. That’s what worries me.’ She watched a ladybird settle on Si’s shoulder, explore him for a second then fly off again. ‘Why does he have to keep touching her like that? They’re as bad as your parents.’

‘Because they’re happy. Which means we should be happy for them.’ He held her back to look into her face. ‘Come on, Clar, put the effort in. If she likes him, isn’t that good enough?

‘S’pose,’ she muttered.

‘Anyway, you don’t really want to scare away the first non-trainspotting, non-pompous, non-borderline racist she’s met in ten years, do you?’

‘No.’ She pressed herself against him again; breathed in his comforting scent. ‘Why are you always the mature one, Si?’

‘Maybe because you’re so little,’ he said, smiling down at her.

‘I’m not little. I’m big for a girl.’

‘Oh yeah, you’re big for a tiny little girl.’

‘Shush, you,’ Clarrie said, prodding him. ‘Okay, let’s go back in. I’ll behave.’

‘Good lass. I’ll wingman for you.’
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Kath glared at them as they came back in. ‘Worth it, was it?’

‘Yep,’ Si said, reclaiming his chair. ‘Don’t worry, your darling little girl’s lungs are untainted. I had one, that’s all.’

She eyed her daughter sceptically. ‘I bet.’

‘Honest to God,’ Si said, crossing himself. ‘She told me it was a filthy habit and I should be ashamed. Then she, er, saved a baby dormouse from drowning.’ He lowered his voice to a stage whisper and leaned over to Clarrie. ‘See, told you I’d make you look good.’

She smiled. ‘Daft sod. Go on, tell them how I scored the winning goal in the ’66 Cup Final and coached the Jamaican Bobsleigh Team the year they entered the Olympics.’

‘You sure that wasn’t John Candy in Cool Runnings?’

‘Well, it was one of us. Pretty sure it was me though.’

Greg laughed. ‘You two are funny. I mean, strange. But funny strange.’

‘I’m not laughing,’ Kath said, the little curve at the corner of her mouth suggesting that wasn’t quite true. ‘Stop messing about and help me clear the table, Simon Dewhirst. I’ve got cheesecake for pud.’

‘Ooh! Cheesecake.’ Si stood and started collecting plates. ‘For cheesecake I can be helpful.’

When Kath and Simon had exited, plate-laden, for the kitchen, Clarrie summoned a bright smile from down in her toes and turned to Greg.

Right. Charm. Charm and small talk. She could do that.

‘So have you got any kids, Greg?’ She felt pretty secure, this time, that he wasn’t going to respond with a wad of ultrasounds and diagrams of sex positions.

He flashed her a pleased smile.

‘Yes, a son and a daughter.’

‘Grown up?’

‘Pretty much. Josh is twenty-three, just gone. Olivia’s coming up to eighteen. She’s still at home with her mam.’

‘You see them a lot?’

Greg looked down into his beer can. ‘Not as much as I’d like. Nasty divorce. I see a fair bit of my lad now, but my daughter… well, once or twice a year.’

‘Must be hard,’ Clarrie said, a note of sympathy creeping into her voice.

‘Yeah, she was only a tot when we split up. She’s closer to her stepdad now really. Still my little girl to me though, obviously.’

‘God, I’m sorry. That must be awful for you.’

‘Well, she knows where her old man is if she wants him. Anyway, she’ll be off to uni soon. All grown up.’ He smiled sadly. ‘Your mam’s lucky to have you nearby.’

Clarrie flushed. ‘She isn’t, you know. I’m a right pain in the arse.’

‘Heh, that’s what she says as well. But she makes it sound like a compliment.’

It felt like they’d been alone for ages. Where the hell was the cheesecake, were they making it from scratch or something? Or was this her mum’s way of giving her and Greg time to bond?

Fine. If her mum wanted bonding, she’d bond. Easy.

‘Er, so. You seem pretty keen on my mum.’

‘I am.’ He grinned at her. ‘Going to ask me what my intentions are?’

‘Might as well, since apparently they’ve gone to Alaska for the afters. What are they?’

‘Make her happy, I suppose. It’s hard, at our age, to meet someone who’s more than a “you’ll do” sort of deal. But with Kath…’ He hesitated. ‘Oh, go on then. Might as well bite the bullet, if we’re going to be family. We’re in love.’

‘Bloody hell! Really?’

He laughed. ‘What? Old people have those feelings too, you know.’

‘But it’s only been a few months, hasn’t it?’

Greg shrugged. ‘It’s the second time round for both of us. We’re not kids, we know how it all works.’ He looked at her. ‘So is it all right with you, pet? I’m guessing that’s why she’s left us alone so long, to give me the chance to sound you out about it.’

‘It’s not up to me, is it?’

‘No, but we’d like you to approve. I mean, your mam would, and that means I would too.’

His eyes glittered, and his hands were clasped together, almost supplicating. In his too-tight bank manager suit, beer belly poking between the buttons and a film of perspiration on his forehead, he looked so bloody… earnest.

‘If it means that much to you,’ Clarrie said. ‘I want her to be happy, Greg, course I do. You seem to make her happy. That should be good enough for me, so… you know, it is.’

He reached over to squeeze her shoulder. ‘That means a lot, Clarrie, to both of us. Thank you.’

‘Just you focus on making her happy, okay? Because if you hurt her, I will, and I mean this most sincerely, hunt you down and do something particularly nasty involving your softer parts and a sharpened teaspoon.’

‘Bloody hell. She never mentioned you were terrifying.’

‘When it comes to Mum I am. She’s had her share of bastards. And I’m including Paul Midwinter in that.’

‘Your dad?’

‘Yep.’

‘Don’t you see him?’

‘Not any more. His choice. He left me some money I could access when I turned twenty-one, then he decided he’d done his duty as a father so it was fine to forget he’d ever had a kid. I’ve not heard from him in years.’

‘Really? Kath never told me that.’

‘She never does talk about him if she can help it.’ Clarrie shrugged. ‘Anyway, the money leased me my bookshop so I suppose I should be grateful for that. But all the same, he was a selfish, callous bastard. Me and Mum are both well rid.’ She managed a smile. ‘Your daughter’s a lucky girl, Greg. Must be nice to have a dad who cares enough to make the effort.’

‘Wish she realised that.’

‘Oh, she’ll come round.’

‘Maybe. I just hope it’s sooner rather than later, that’s all.’

The door finally swung open and Kath came through bearing a tray of individual chocolate cheesecakes, Si following.

‘Everything okay?’ she asked, looking from Greg to Clarrie.

‘Yeah.’ Clarrie smiled at her. ‘We’re good, Mum. Love you.’

‘Aww.’ Kath planted a kiss on her daughter’s cheek as she leant down to put a cheesecake in front of her. ‘Love you too, sweety pie.’

Si trailed his fingertips lightly over Clarrie’s shoulder blades as he passed her chair. Reminding her he was there; calming her. It was the little things.

‘So how’s your bet going, Simon?’ Kath asked as they tucked into their puddings.

Clarrie frowned. ‘Do we have to talk about the bet in front of Greg? You could’ve asked Si that in the kitchen.’

‘Nah, I’ve been saving it up. Good conversation starter.’

‘My love life is not a conversation starter, Mother.’

‘It is now. So, young man? Are you winning?’

‘Not yet.’ Simon’s eyes twinkled at Clarrie. ‘I will though. We’re in third place at the moment but I’ve got a few aces left to play.’

‘How many matches left?’ Kath asked.

‘Another six.’

Greg was blinking at them as if they’d started speaking in tongues.

‘Does somebody want to tell me what you’re all going on about?’

Clarrie sighed. ‘Fine, I will. Me and Si are in a pub quiz team. He bet me if we win the League this year, I have to let him take me out on a date.’

‘Oh.’ Greg’s puzzled frown stayed put. ‘Can you not go on a date with him anyway?’

‘No.’

‘Sorry, I’m confused.’ He looked at Si. ‘If she doesn’t want to go out with you, why bet on it?’

‘Because she does want to really,’ Si said, carelessly demolishing his cheesecake. ‘She’s just weird.’

Greg turned his bewildered expression on Kath, who shrugged. ‘Yeah, he is right. Much as I hate to admit it about my own flesh and blood.’

‘Tell you what, shall I leave the room so you two can really get your teeth into insulting me?’ Clarrie said, glaring from Si to her mother.

‘It’s fine, we can do it just as well in front of you.’ Si put down his spoon for a moment to give her shoulders a squeeze. ‘Ah, stop sulking. You know we love you really, weirdo.’

‘I’ve told you before that you suck, right?’

Si shrugged and retrieved his arm so he could tackle the rest of his cheesecake.

‘Is it always like this?’ Greg asked Kath, looking slightly windswept.

‘Pretty much, with these two.’

Clarrie smiled. ‘Actually, we’re on best behaviour tonight. Ready to run yet?’

Greg chucked her an answering smile. ‘No, I think I’d like to stick around. I mean, if that’s all right with you.’

‘Course it is. Welcome to the family, Greg.’

*

At the end of the evening, Si abandoned his car in Kath’s drive until the next day and he and Clarrie set off walking the mile and a half back to The Bookshelf.

‘You know, we could’ve shared a taxi,’ she said as they made their way down the main street, straggled with honey-sandstone cottages that pressed together for support. ‘I can just about stretch to half a one.’

‘I’d rather walk,’ Si said, pulling her arm through his.

‘It’s four miles back to yours though.’

He shrugged. ‘Good exercise.’

Clarrie leant against him comfortably. ‘So what were you and my mum chatting about in the kitchen while I was playing nice with Greg?’

‘Here, let’s take the scenic route,’ he said, indicating a narrow country lane off to their right.

They turned down the little lane and walked in silence for a while, past the sleeping livestock and farm buildings, until they were far from traffic and streetlights. It was a rich, earthy silence, out in the country at night-time: alive and teeming.

‘What’re you being all secretive for then?’ she asked, whipping her voice through the quiet. ‘You weren’t talking about me, were you?’

‘Clar… we’ve always told each other stuff, haven’t we?’

‘Course.’

Si stopped walking and faced her. It was dark, but in the creamy glow of a security light attached to an old stone farmhouse she could just make out his soft brown eyes scanning her face.

‘Then how come you never told me your dad had an affair?’

Clarrie winced. Hard. So that’s what her mum had been revealing during their kitchen chat.

‘I never told anyone, did I?’ she mumbled, scuffing her shoe against the cracked tarmac.  ‘Didn’t want… I thought it’d humiliate her. It was tough enough, getting her through. She was so out of it those few months after he left.’

‘I remember,’ Si said softly, taking her hand and massaging it with his thumb. ‘Poor little girl. I could’ve helped, you know.’

She snorted. ‘How? You were just a kid, Si.’

‘So were you a kid. So were we both.’ He tugged at her hand to pull her to him. ‘Come get your hug then, lass.’

He wrapped one arm round her shoulder blades, the other clasping the back of her head into his chest, and caressed her hair with his fingertips. She cuddled against him and inhaled the mix of scents that always meant Simon Dewhirst to her.

‘Thanks,’ she whispered.

‘Who was it? Someone we know?’

‘No,’ she said, squeezing out a tear. ‘Some twenty-one-year-old on his office’s graduate programme, the dirty old sod.’

‘Bloody hell! What happened, Clar?’

‘I came home from school and… Mum was out. Dad was in. And so was she, this girl – Chloe, that was her name.’ She let a little sob escape. ‘It was… my birthday, Si.’

‘Oh God, it wasn’t?’

‘My thirteenth. I was all excited, you know… rushed home…’ She gave in, shaking with sobs against him.

‘That bastard! I mean, I knew the man wasn’t winning any World’s Best Dad awards, but Jesus.’ She felt a sympathetic tear of Si’s drizzle into her scalp. ‘You didn’t… you know, catch him at it?’

‘Nearly, I think. I must’ve been home early, for some reason. Maybe our last lesson was cancelled or something. The two of them were in the living room on the settee, and they looked all sort of flustered when I walked in. She turned away to fiddle with something – I think she might’ve been buttoning her blouse.’ She snorted. ‘Dad took me to one side and told me Chloe had just come round to go over a project for work. “Better not say anything to Mum, princess, she might get the wrong idea.” Turning the charm on full blast. You know what he was like.’

‘What did you do?’

‘I said okay, fine. He seemed relieved. Then as soon as Mum came home, I told her everything.’

He nodded with satisfaction. ‘Good for you.’

‘Turned out it had been going on for months, Mum found the emails. So I got to spend my thirteenth birthday watching her throw his clothes out of their bedroom window. Dad went off somewhere to lick his wounds, and Mum—’ She choked back a sob. ‘Well, you remember.’

‘I remember,’ Si said softly.

After Kath’s first flush of anger had worn off, she’d retreated into a state of almost zombie-like catatonia. For months after her dad left, Clarrie felt like her mum was sleepwalking; going through the motions but never quite there. It was the point in her life when Clarrie had realised that adults were just as vulnerable and flawed as children. The point she’d had to grow up.

‘I wish you’d come to me,’ Si said. ‘You told us he just walked out.’

‘I know,’ she whispered. ‘Sorry.’

‘You know you don’t ever have to deal with stuff like that on your own, Clarrie. I can’t believe you never told me all this time.’

She choked on the tears threatening to take her speech. God, she’d already cried for this. Push it back…

‘Well, it was – Mum’s thing, wasn’t it?’ she said, fighting down the sobs. ‘I don’t think she’s ever told anyone about the affair, except maybe your mum.’ She angled damp eyes up to him. ‘Why’d she tell you now, Simon? It’s been nearly fourteen years.’

‘Because of you,’ he said, smiling. ‘She said it’d been rough on you. Affected you. Told me not to give up on you just yet.’

Clarrie sighed. ‘You need to though. I gave up on me years ago.’

‘Don’t talk like that.’ He pushed under her chin with one finger so he could look into her eyes. ‘What is it with you? One minute you’re all funny and confident, the next you’re putting yourself down.’

‘Wish I knew.’

His fingers brushed a strand of hair from her forehead with unconscious tenderness. ‘Don’t let knobheads like Paul do this to you, seriously. Don’t let him win.’

‘No one did it to me. I’m just… me. Sorry, Si. I’m just me, in the end.’

‘You are, aren’t you?’ He sighed. ‘Ask you a question, Clar?’

‘If you want.’

‘You ever get lonely, being you?’

Her throat convulsed with another sob. ‘All the time.’

‘Then don’t be.’ His voice was low; full of feeling. ‘You know you don’t have to be.’

‘Si—’

‘I mean it, Clarrie. I always did mean it, from the day I first asked you out.’

She managed a shaky smile. ‘Yeah, me and every other girl in town.’

‘No,’ he said, his tone sharp. ‘Not you and every other girl in town. There’d never have been any other girls if you’d said yes to me just one time.’

She looked up at him. He sounded almost angry.

‘But you… you always sounded so careless about it,’ she said in a faltering voice. ‘I thought you were teasing me, same as always.’

He brushed his thumb against her cheek, and his expression softened. ‘Well, I do like teasing you.’

His face, that handsome, familiar face, was different suddenly. The eyes, the mouth… his voice sounded different too. Sort of heavy. Sort of… sexy. He ran a fingernail along her collarbone, making her tremble.

‘Clarissa,’ he whispered. He leaned towards her, a kiss hanging on his parted lips, and for a second, just a second, she almost let it happen.

‘Si… please.’ She turned her face away. ‘Don’t. Don’t kiss me.’

‘You want to, don’t you?’

‘That… doesn’t matter. It’s a bad idea.’

‘Do you really not think we’re worth taking a chance on?’ he said in the same quiet voice, so different from his usual flirty, teasing tone. ‘We could make each other happy, you and me. I mean, I’d do my best to.’

‘You do make me happy. Just the way you are.’

‘What’re you so afraid of, kiddo?’

‘You want me to narrow it down to the top five?’ she said. ‘Okay then: enclosed spaces, clowns, uncomfortable social situations, pigeons and losing you. Not necessarily in that order.’

‘And you’re so certain that’s what’ll happen if we try to be more than just friends, are you? Because I’m bloody well not.’

‘No, I’m not certain. I’m not certain of anything. But it’s a risk, a big one.’ She gave a grim laugh. ‘That’s why I’ve decided to let fate make the decision for me, like you said.’

He shook his head. ‘You know, after twenty-two years I still don’t get you.’

‘Lovers come and go, Si, you should know that better than anyone. Friends you get to keep.’

‘Are friends and lovers mutually exclusive?’

‘One can kill the other. Relationships, romantic relationships – they change things between people. I’ve seen it happen, over and over. We both have.’

‘It doesn’t have to be that way, Clarrie,’ he said softly. ‘Not every relationship ends.’

‘But a lot do. Most of them, probably.’ She unwrapped his arms from around her. ‘Come on, we’d better get walking. It’ll be midnight by the time you get home at this rate.’

‘You ever going to stop doing that changing the subject thing?’

‘You ever going to stop talking about difficult stuff at me?’

‘Grown-up conversations have to happen sometimes, Clar. There’s things we have to confront, emotions to deal with. Life can’t be all cappuccino monkeys.’

‘Can’t it though?’

He looked down into her tear-trailed face and sighed. ‘Oh, all right then. Race you to that telegraph pole at the end of the road.’

She flashed him a grateful smile. ‘Thanks, Simon.’

‘On your marks, get set—’ But before he could finish she was racing ahead, letting the wind whip her hair around her cheeks and dry the salty drops.
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‘Go on, Si, stick another on top,’ Clarrie said, shuffling the twenty-four pack of lager up her body to get a better grip.

Simon was unloading the boot of Dave’s mum’s Defender, borrowed for the weekend and crammed full of rucksacks, sleeping bags, tents and, most importantly, beer.

High above them, eclipsing the campsite that was the base for this year’s team camping trip, loomed the Nessie arches of Ribblehead Viaduct and imposing green-grey flank of Whernside. The August heat and a recent fall of rain combined to create a muddy, fermented smell that Clarrie inhaled appreciatively.

Smelled like camp. Smelled… free.

‘You sure, Clar?’ Si said. ‘You don’t have to prove anything, you know, just coz you’re the only girl. We all know you could take down a rampaging bull elephant between your thighs if you wanted.’

He stopped unloading for a moment and narrowed one eye.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Sorry. Gave myself a bit of a visual there.’

Clarrie tutted. ‘Come on, elephant pervert. Load me up.’

‘Here then.’ He placed another pack of lager on top of the one she was carrying. ‘And if you break your back, you can blame women’s lib.’

She struggled to the fire circle, a raised platform surrounded by bricks, and dumped her stack of beer next to one of the rough-hewn logs that served as benches.

‘You two going to help or what?’ she said to Dave and Sonny, who were sitting side by side, basking in the sun.

Sonny shrugged. ‘Let Si do it, he’s the biggest. We’re admiring the view.’

She walked behind the bench and pushed him. ‘Go on, you lazy bugger. You’re emasculating yourself in front of the mountain gods.’

‘Ugh. Fine.’ He grabbed Dave by the arm and pulled him to his feet. ‘Come on, ginger, or Si’s missus’ll give us an ear bashing.’

‘Not his missus, Sonny.’

‘Yeah, whatever.’

Between the four of them, they soon unloaded the Land Rover and got everything piled up by the fire circle.

‘Right.’ Si pulled out his Zippo and chucked it to Sonny. ‘You two were Scouts, sort out the fire. Me and Clarrie’ll do tents.’

‘All right,’ Sonny said. ‘And we’ll do it in the time-honoured Scout way. Here, Clar, wang us my bag.’

Clarrie dug in the pile of camping debris and chucked Sonny’s rucksack to him. He rummaged out a bottle of lighter fluid.

‘Did you both get the Advanced Pyromaniac interest badge in Cubs?’ she asked Dave.

‘Just Sonny. I got Senior Arsonist.’

‘Hey, where were you when we did this last year, Clarrie?’ Sonny asked, crouching down to gather some kindling. ‘Wasn’t much fun with just the lads. Dave nearly had to get his tits out instead, just to relieve the sexual tension.’

‘I have never got my tits out at camp, nor will I be doing so this weekend, okay?’ Clarrie unzipped one of the tent bags and tipped the contents onto the grass. ‘And I can’t remember why I wasn’t here last year.’

‘She was busy playing Hide the Chorizo with that posh bastard Ed, that’s why,’ Dave said with a grin.

‘Oh yeah,’ she said, wincing. ‘He made me go meet his parents. God, it was awful. Did you lot really think he was posh?’

‘He was a bit, Clar,’ Si said, spreading out the tent flysheet a little way from the fire.

‘Yeah, he had a cafetière and everything,’ Dave said. ‘And he used it too – didn’t just keep it in the cupboard and forget he had it like any normal person. I bet he went to Eton and grew up in a castle.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘What, just because he had a cafetière?’

‘No. He drank red wine as well. And he knew the difference between the kinds of red wine.’

‘And he said on-velope,’ Sonny said. ‘You’d be better off going out with Si.’

‘You’re wasting your breath, mate,’ Si said. ‘She’d rather eat houmous with poshoes than give me a go.’

‘Come on, Si, you’re pretty posh,’ Clarrie said as they sorted through the tent poles together. ‘You’re a teacher. That confers automatic wisdom and poshicity.’

‘Haven’t got a cafetière though, have I?’

There was the beep of a text message from Dave’s jeans. He dumped his pile of twigs and fished out his phone.

Sonny frowned. ‘I thought we had a no phones rule at camp.’

‘Yeah well,’ Dave said, his eyes skimming the screen. ‘That was when everyone I knew was already here.’

‘Oh no. Not bloody… Yoko.’

Dave looked up to grin at him. ‘Go on, you’re just jealous. She wants to come up for a beer tonight. That’s all right, isn’t it?’

‘No it isn’t. There’s a no girlfriends rule as well.’

‘You used to bring your girlfriend.’

Sonny flinched. ‘That was different. When we started this Gem wasn’t my girlfriend, she was just one of the gang.’

‘Look, Sonny, we have to spread out a bit, the group’s incestuous enough as it is,’ Dave said. ‘We’ve only got one lass left now and Si’s bagsied her. If you force me through any more years of celibacy, I’ll end up going out with you.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘Please, that’s been on the cards for years. And I’m not available via the bagsy system, by the way.’

‘We’d love to see Lyndsey, Dave. Tell her to come on up,’ Si said. He waggled his tent pole at Sonny. ‘Hear that, sunshine? Manners.’

‘Stop trying to impress Clarrie.’ Sonny sloshed lighter fluid over the kindling he’d arranged on the fire platform. ‘You’ll be off buying cafetières next. You know she gets hot for them.’

‘I do not get hot for cafetières,’ Clarrie said. ‘Stop with the bloody cafetières, okay? You’re obsessed.’

‘Yeah, you want us to stop because it’s making you moist.’ Dave came up behind her and tickled her hips. ‘Cafetière fetishist.’

‘God, you guys are dicks.’

By 6 p.m. the tents were up and the fire roaring, filling the balmy summer air with the unappetising scent of Sonny’s Boy Scout Special lighter fuel. They all took a seat on the benches and Dave rummaged in his pocket for a pack of playing cards.

‘Right, what’re we playing?’ he asked, shuffling them. ‘Strip poker?’

‘Not getting my tits out, David,’ Clarrie said.

‘I’ll get mine out,’ Si said with a shrug.

‘It’s getting you to keep them in,’ Sonny said. ‘If there’s a chance to get your shirt off you’re straight in, aren’t you?’

‘Oh Christ, stop,’ Clarrie groaned. ‘I might just die of testosterone poisoning. Come on Dave, deal. We can play ordinary poker.’

‘For what?’ Sonny asked.

Dave shrugged. ‘You could bet Clarrie a date. Seems to be all the rage.’

‘I’m not betting you all dates,’ she said. ‘You lot can’t just gamble me off like we’re on a Mississippi riverboat, you know.’

‘Don’t see why not,’ Dave said, chucking cards around the circle. ‘You’re the only thing round here worth gambling for.’

She squinted at him. ‘Was that a compliment, Davy?’

‘Could’ve been.’

‘Oh. Well, thanks.’

‘Bet you’re getting nervous now though, Clar,’ Si said. ‘Five matches left and we’re already joint second. Only the third time we’ve made it that far up the table, isn’t it?’

‘Fourth,’ Clarrie said. ‘Last year we were second for that one match, till one of you thickoes buggered it up. Anyway, we’re still ten points behind Les Quiz, that’s a lot to gain.’ She nudged him. ‘So don’t get cocky just yet.’

‘Ah, but I’ve still got a few tricks up my sleeve. Wait and see.’

*

The Flower Arrangers were one campfire curry, several beers and uncountable games of poker into the evening when Clarrie noticed a Lyndsey-shaped silhouette heading towards their pitch.

The sun was just sinking behind the mountain at their backs, Clarrie’s favourite camping time. Friends, fire glow, taste of beer, smell of smoke… the yearly camps were probably the only time she felt completely relaxed and panic-free.

‘Hi, Dave’s friends,’ Lyndsey said when she joined them. She plonked herself down on her boyfriend’s lap and kissed the top of his ear. ‘Hi, sexy.’

‘Hi Lyns. Want a beer?’ Dave asked. ‘Because you’ll have to get off me a minute so I can get you one.’

‘Or how about we just go to bed?’

Dave’s eyebrows shot up. ‘What, again? Jesus Christ, woman! I only saw you last night.’

‘Yep. So you coming or what?’

‘Well yeah, obviously.’ He waved at his friends as Lyndsey stood and led him towards his tent. ‘Er, night, guys. If the tent’s a-rocking, yeah?’

He disappeared after Lyndsey through the flap.

‘Bloody hell!’ Si blinked at the spot that until very recently had contained Dave. ‘I didn’t realise this was a booty call. What’s with him lately?’

‘Making up for lost time maybe,’ Clarrie said. ‘How old was he when he lost his virginity again?’

‘According to him or according to me?’ Sonny said.

‘According to you.’

‘Twenty-two. To Milly Raine. He pulled her in Ritz.’

‘Ha! Si’s seen her knickers, you know.’

‘Yeah, I could’ve seen them that night as well,’ Si said, knocking back the last of his lager. ‘She offered to take me home before she worked her way round to Dave. Didn’t seem to bother him.’

‘Where was I for all this?’ Clarrie asked.

‘I think you were out on a date with that curly-haired bloke, Olly.’

‘Oh yeah. Just started seeing him, hadn’t I? He was nice.’

‘Yeah, we liked him,’ Sonny said. ‘You wouldn’t have caught him with a cafetière.’

‘No. More. Cafetières. Seriously, lads.’

‘I don’t know why you ever let him go, Clar. Seemed like a keeper to me.’

Si shot him a look. ‘Thanks a lot, mate.’ He stood and dropped his can in a cardboard box with the other empties. ‘Right, I’m off to bed.’

‘What, already?’ Sonny said.

‘Yeah. Knackered.’ Si pulled out his cigarettes and lighter. ‘Want me to leave these, Clar? I think you hit your smoking point about twenty cans ago.’

‘I am as sober as a devoutly Methodist judge, thanks. And no, you take them. Don’t think I could manage a whole one.’

‘Okay, wake me up if you change your mind. Night.’ He left them and disappeared into his tent.
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Three games of two-man Irish Whist later, Clarrie was staring into the campfire embers, inhaling the dregs of another beer.

Sonny shuffled unsteadily up to her on the log they were sharing, his head torch waggling a spotlight beam over the campsite. He stretched an arm round her shoulders and gave them a squeeze.

‘What’s that for?’ Clarrie asked.

‘You look a bit down, that’s all. Don’t want to lose my title as the team’s chief miserable bastard, do I?’

‘Thanks Sonny.’ She flashed him a smile in the dying firelight. ‘When’d you get so sweet?’

He shrugged. ‘From one set of Daddy Issues to another, eh?’

‘Heard from him lately?’

‘You kidding? I got a text five years ago congratulating me on graduating and asking me to get his Black & Decker workbench couriered over. Since then, nothing. What about you?’

‘Not a word since I turned eighteen. Heard he got married again though.’

‘How many’s that?’

‘Three. Unless he’s notched up any more since then.’

There was a muffled grunt from Dave’s tent.

‘Oh God,’ Clarrie said, curling her lip. ‘We’re not going to have to listen to that all night, are we? It really will start rocking in a minute.’

‘It’s worse than that,’ Sonny said in a toneless voice. ‘Me and him’re supposed to be sharing.’ He looked at her. ‘You fancy bunking up?’

‘Don’t think so, do you?’

‘Fine. I’ll go in with Dewhirst then,’ he said. ‘Honestly though, can you believe Dave’s the only one of us getting any?’

‘I know. Depressing.’

‘Mind you, you’ve only got yourself to blame,’ he said, blinking tipsily at her. ‘You could always go out with Si.’

‘And you could get back with Gem.’

‘She shagged someone else, Clar, I’m entitled to be cautious. What’s your excuse?’

She tried to focus on the dancing blur of the fire. ‘Well. It wouldn’t be fair, would it? On him.’

‘How wouldn’t it?’

‘Because he…’ She sighed. ‘I mean, Si’s like a normal person. He’s clever and he’s funny and pretty much everyone loves him, probably nearly as much as he loves himself. He doesn’t want to be saddled with someone like me.’

‘He does though. For Christ’s sake, you must know he’s been in love with you for years.’

She blinked. ‘What?’

‘Oh, come on. If you haven’t worked that one out by now, you never will.’

‘No. He can’t…’ She stared in the direction of Si’s tent, concentrating hard to bring it into focus. ‘I mean, even if it was true it doesn’t mean – he’s going to want things, Sonny. Future things. Grown-up things.’ She blinked at her empty beer can. ‘Kids.’

‘Did he say he wanted that?’

‘No, but I know he does.’ She thought back to Si looking after Gaz’s little girl, Ellie, at the beer festival; the soft expression on his face as he’d listened to her chatter. ‘He’s a born dad, kids adore him. And I don’t think I’ll ever be able to give him that stuff.’ She shuddered. ‘God, it scares me to death.’

‘Have you talked to him about it?’

She snorted. ‘The baby talk, are you kidding me?’

‘Well, what about you then? Don’t you have dreams?’

‘Yeah. I keep having this one where I’m driving cigar-shaped cars into tunnels, what do you think it means?’

‘Life dreams, you div. Things you want in your future.’

‘When I try to think that far ahead, I get panicky.’ She shivered and hugged herself. ‘If I can keep myself alive from one day to the next, that’s a win for me.’

‘So, do that with Si then. Take it one day at a time, the same way everyone does with a new relationship.’

‘And what if I did? What if I went out with him and then we ended up wanting different things and it didn’t work out?’ she demanded, turning glassy eyes on Sonny. ‘We couldn’t go back to how we were, that’d be it. I can’t lose him, Sonny. I can’t lose any of you.’ She patted his hand. ‘I love you, you know, you moody git. Obviously in the strictly platonic sense. That’s between me, you and the Carling, by the way.’

‘Ha, platonic, right. Bet you’d love to take another crack at me,’ he said with a lopsided grin. ‘And it wouldn’t happen, Clarrie. We wouldn’t let you go, okay?’

‘Then why’s Gem not here?’

‘She brought that on herself. Anyway, you and Si aren’t me and Gem. And you’re not your parents either, or you and Ed or Olly or whatsisname. You two are perfect for each other.’

‘I don’t know when you got so emotionally bloody articulate. When we were at school all you did was grunt.’ She reached under the bench and pulled out a couple of cans. ‘Here. Have another beer. And change the sodding record while you’re at it, I don’t want to talk about it.’

‘Well I do,’ Sonny said, cracking open his lager. ‘You know why he went to bed early?’

She shrugged. ‘Rough week at school?’

‘Don’t be dim, it’s the holidays. He’s reading them bloody trivia books he bought off you, isn’t he? Look, you can see his torch.’

She squinted at Si’s tent again. Sonny was right, a faint glow was just visible through the thick orange canvas.

‘He is, isn’t he?’ She heaved a sigh. ‘What’s up with me, Sonny? I’m such a bitch.’

‘Yeah. Don’t know what he sees in you.’

He put his arm around her again when he heard her drop a muffled sob into her beer. ‘Sorry, Clar,’ he said gently. ‘Thought that was a joke.’

‘It was. It’s just not fucking funny.’ She buried her head in his shoulder. ‘Christ, how’d I end up such a train wreck? I used to be pretty normal at school, didn’t I?’

‘Dunno if you’ve ever been normal. Your head was in a better place though.’

She made a sudden, lager-fogged decision. ‘I’m going to talk to Si.’

‘What, now? Don’t be daft.’

‘Why not? He’s awake. Anyway, he said I could get him up if I wanted a cig.’

‘Because you’re hammered, that’s why. Talk to him in the morning.’

‘I’m fine, Sonny, honestly.’ She pushed herself up against the bench, feeling a bit wobbly. ‘I’m… fine.’

‘Come on, how many lagers have you had?’

‘Some.’

‘Yeah? How many’s some?’

‘Just… some, all right? I don’t know, I lost count.’

‘It shows, lass.’

‘Bugger off. You’re just as drunk as me.’

‘I’m not the one going into Si’s tent for a fag and a fumble though, am I? You know you’ll regret it.’

Ignoring him, she put her lager on the bench and headed to Simon’s tent.

*

‘In my jeans, pisshead,’ Si said when he heard her unzip the flap, not looking up from his book.

‘Right. Cheers.’ Clarrie fumbled around the groundsheet for his discarded jeans and located the cigarettes in his pocket.

Her head was misty from the alcohol and it had got worse when she’d stood up. Why had she come? She’d wanted to talk to him about… something.

‘You coming out?’ she asked.

‘No, I’m good, ta.’

‘Oh. Okay.’ She looked at him studying his book by torchlight. ‘You’ll ruin your eyesight doing that, you know.’

‘At least I won’t get hairs on my palms as well.’

‘Not still reading them stupid trivia books, are you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Why?’ Clarrie demanded. ‘Why’re you putting so much time into this?’

‘Because I want us to win.’

‘Don’t do it just for me, Si.’

‘Okay, ask me out. Then I won’t need to.’

Clarrie felt her cheeks heat in a blush. God, when did he ever make her blush? That was new…

‘I don’t get it though,’ she said. ‘All the years you’ve been asking me out and I’ve been turning you down, you’ve just shrugged and moved on to someone else. What’s changed?’

‘Maybe I’m getting old, Clar.’

‘What?’

‘We’re not kids any more, are we?’ He finally looked up from his book to make eye contact. ‘I never minded waiting for you when we were young and it felt like we’d live forever. This year… I don’t know, things feel different. And if this is the best way to break through whatever weird thing’s going on in your head, then I’m bloody well going to throw all I’ve got at it.’

‘Si…’

‘Go on, drunkface, out you go,’ he said, turning back to his book. ‘Some of us have got work to do.’

She still had his jeans in her hand, rubbing the coarse denim between her finger and thumb. She looked down, wondering why she was still holding them.

‘What’re you wearing in that sleeping bag anyway?’ she asked.

He looked up again to grin at her. ‘Wouldn’t you like to know?’

‘I would actually.’ She dropped the jeans and slid over the groundsheet to him. ‘Let’s have a look.’

‘Erm, no. I’m in my boxers, okay? Now bugger off, I’m reading.’

‘Okay, fine.’

But she didn’t bugger off. She just sat by his sleeping bag. His hair looked enticing in the torchlight, sort of shiny and copper-coloured. She started twisting a lock around her fingers.

‘Stop touching my hair, Clarrie, it’s distracting.’

‘Why is it distracting?’

‘Because it turns me on, all right? And I have to read this.’

‘Everything turns you on.’

‘No it doesn’t, you touching me turns me on. Leave me alone, pest.’

She eased herself down until she was lying beside his sleeping bag. Slowly she drew down the zip, reached inside and dragged her fingers along his naked back, then under the waistband of his boxers. She could feel the textured dimples left by the elastic on his firm skin. She could feel him shiver when she touched him.

‘You feel nice, Si.’ Her voice sounded strange to her, thick and slurred. She bit her lip to stifle something between a giggle and a gasp.

Simon sighed and pushed his book away. Rolling onto his side, he pulled her to him.

‘Here, Clar, you’ll get cold. Good thing I brought the double.’ He yanked the large sleeping bag around so it covered them both.

‘When did you get so buff?’ she asked, caressing his toned stomach with her fingertips.

‘I’m just naturally Greek god-like.’

‘And?’

‘And I joined that gym with Sonny in Year Twelve.’

‘Yeah? You guys ever play topless volleyball?’

‘Only on his birthday.’

‘Come here, Si. Give us a kiss.’

Clarrie wrapped him in her arms, pushing her body into his. She covered his lips and moaned a little when his tongue slipped into her mouth to seek out hers.

Her arms slid around his neck and she pushed him deeper, encouraging him to explore her. The kiss was having a strange effect on her body. She felt like she was coming to life, or growing, or bursting, or some other Barbara Cartland bollocks. Whatever… it felt incredible.

His fingers drove into her hair. Through the thin cotton of his boxers she could feel him hardening against her thigh, his body getting ready for hers. God, it was really going to happen, wasn’t it? Oh God…

She wished she wasn’t so dizzy.

‘Mm… Clarrie, stop… no,’ Si panted, pulling his lips from hers with an effort. ‘You’re drunk. How much booze have you had?’

‘Some.’

‘Some a bit or some lots?’

‘Some a bit.’

He raised an eyebrow.

‘Okay, okay, some lots.’

‘Then I can’t. It’d be taking advantage.’

‘No, it wouldn’t. I know what I’m doing.’

She tried to kiss him again but he held her back. ‘No, Clarrie, please. I want to, you can tell I do, but I can’t, I’m sorry. If it ever happens I need to know you’re right there with me, not half out of it. Not like this.’ He cocked his head, listening to the muffled grunts from the neighbouring tent. ‘Plus the sound of Dave doing it is likely to put me off my stroke a bit. No offence.’

She let out a frustrated sigh. ‘Fair enough. Bet we could’ve drowned him out though.’

‘Easy.’ He laughed. ‘Poor Sonny. Just what you want when you go away camping, your mates bonking in stereo.’

‘We had to go through it with him and Gem. Serve him right.’

‘Where is he anyway? I’m guessing he’s not in with Dave.’

‘Still by the fire probably, drinking and sulking. Those are kind of his things.’

Si wrapped her in a tight embrace. ‘Come here then, gorgeous, I can manage a cuddle. If you think you can keep your hands out of my pants.’

‘I’ll try to control myself.’

She pressed her face into his bare chest and inhaled deeply. He smelled of campfire and his favourite Lynx deodorant.

‘God, Si, I love the way you smell with no clothes on.’

He cocked an eyebrow. ‘Really, “I love the way you smell with no clothes on”? Got all the lines, haven’t you?’

She jerked back when she heard the tent being unzipped.

‘Sorry to interrupt, shaggers,’ Sonny said, sticking his head through the flap.

‘No you’re not,’ Clarrie said. ‘Well, what is it, you massive furry gooseberry?’

‘Are you going back to your tent or what? I’m not getting caught in a threesome with Dave and Lyndsey.’

She looked at Si. His eyes were soft, reflecting the milky glow of the neglected torch by his sleeping bag.

‘Can I stay with you?’ she whispered.

‘If you behave yourself.’

‘Go on then, you can take my tent,’ she said to the disembodied head in the doorway.

‘You shouldn’t do this, you know,’ said the Sonny head, shaking itself disapprovingly. It looked at Simon. ‘Careful with her, Si, she’s pretty slaughtered.’

‘I’ll look after her. Go on, Sonny, sod off now.’

Once Sonny had zipped the door back up, Si grinned at her. ‘Good thing you didn’t manage to seduce me or he’d have copped a view and a half then. Could’ve intimidated him for life.’

‘Never mind him,’ Clarrie said. ‘Hold me again, Si. It was nice.’

‘Okay, drunkie.’ He gathered her into his embrace and she nestled against him.

‘You know, I think last time we shared a bed we were at your mum’s, top-and-tailing,’ he said softly after he’d cuddled her for a little while.

‘Is that your way of telling me you’ve got a foot fetish?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Kinky bugger. Want to play with my hair?’

‘Go on then.’ He ran his hands through it, twirling the strands around his fingers.

‘’Member when… I used to ask you to do that at primary?’ she said, feeling herself getting drowsy. ‘You sat behind me on that mat in the reading corner when we had stories…’

‘… and got in trouble when Miss caught me at it. I never minded though.’ He sighed. ‘Long time ago, Clarissa.’

‘I love you, you know,’ she said, her voice careful with sleepiness and booze.

‘Is that Clarrie or lager talking?’

‘Both.’

He stroked her hair away from her face. ‘Yeah. I love you too.’

‘I know, Sonny told me.’

‘Perceptive little bastard. I do though,’ he said. ‘Hey, you know if you love me, you should think about asking me out.’

‘Maybe I will.’

He laughed. ‘Okay, now I know it’s the lager. Go to sleep, Clar.’

He pressed his lips to her forehead and she drifted off in his safe arms, wondering through the alcohol haze if there was any way it could always be like this.
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Clarrie unzipped the flap of her own tent the next morning to find Sonny lying face down in the same jeans and thermal top he’d been wearing the previous night, half covered by her sleeping bag.

‘Oi,’ she said, chucking his walking boots and a pair of hiking socks to him. ‘Morning alarm call. I got these out of your tent for you.’

Sonny groaned. ‘Leave me,’ said a groundsheet-muffled voice. ‘Let me die in peace.’

‘Hungover, are we?’

‘No. I’m dying, that’s all.’

‘You’re not dying, you just need fresh air and a bacon butty.’ She gave his backside an encouraging pat. ‘Come on, up you get. Jesus wants you for a sunbeam.’

‘It’s no good bringing him into it.’ Sonny managed to shuffle himself into a sitting position. ‘And you can stop fondling my arse, I’m not in the mood. Why aren’t you hungover?’

‘I am, just unlike you, I’m not being a whiny little bitch about it. It’s called powering through,’ she said. ‘Look, are you coming walking or what? We’re doing Whernside.’

‘Oh, what?’ Sonny gave another deep groan. ‘You want me to climb a mountain with little pixie bastards pronging forks into my eyes? Bugger that.’

‘You get a pub lunch at the Station after.’

‘Not good enough, sorry. I’m going back to sleep.’

‘Yorkshire pud.’

‘Nope.’

‘Beef. Parsnips. Gravy.’

‘Stop it, Clar.’

‘Roasties.’

‘Oh, fucking… all right, I’m getting up. Hate you, Midwinter.’

‘Come on, hillwalking with a hangover’s one of the great camp traditions. I’ll hold your hand over the rocky bits.’

‘No thanks. Si might punch me again.’ He started getting his socks and boots on.

Clarrie looked him up and down. ‘You’re going out like that, are you? Not getting a shower?’

‘Nah. I’m allowed to be a scruff at camp.’

‘You’re not allowed to reek.’

‘I always smell like sunshine and rose petals, it’s part of my sex-god superpowers.’ He rolled his eyes as she continued to glare at him. ‘I’ll have a shower when I get back, okay? Bloody girls.’

‘Yeah, I bet when it was just you three last year it stank to high heaven round here. Did you wash at all?’

‘Pretty much not. Dave hung a Magic Tree up in our tent though.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘I take it all back. Sounds like everything was fragrant and new-car fresh.’

‘Yep. Still, it’s better when you’re here, Clar.’ He managed a smile, wincing only slightly as the effort of changing his expression seared through his sore head. ‘Not just because it smells nicer either.’

‘Thanks, soppy. Go on then, get out so I can find my stuff.’ She jerked her head towards the door flap.

‘Clar…’ He looked down at the groundsheet. ‘Think I did something stupid after you went to bed.’

‘What?’ She shot a suspicious look at her rucksack. ‘Haven’t been trying my knickers on, have you?’

‘Not this year. Think I might’ve… oh God, my head hurts. I’ll talk to you about it later, okay? It’s a Gem thing.’

‘Oh. All right, whenever you’re ready.’ She patted his shoulder. ‘Now bugger off. I want to grab a shower.’

Sonny crawled out of the tent, leaving her alone to rummage out clean underwear.

*

‘Oh. Hi, Lyndsey. Forgot there was another lass here,’ Clarrie said, coming out of her austere campsite shower cubicle in the nude to find Dave’s girlfriend putting on her makeup. She yanked her towel from its metal peg and wrapped it round her.

‘Morning.’ Lyndsey flashed her a brief smile from a face still only half foundationed. Clarrie stifled a giggle. She looked like Two-Face in a very low-budget Batman film.

‘You coming walking with us?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Can’t, sorry. I’ve got work this afternoon.’

Clarrie looked her up and down, wondering what kind of job someone like Lyndsey might have. She was more punk than grunge today, in a tight t-shirt with a pair of sequinned lips emblazoned on it and a flared skull-print skirt. Maybe some sort of art… person?

‘What is it you do, Lyndsey?’

‘I’m a mental health nurse. Got a shift at two.’

‘Oh. Okay.’

Clarrie dried herself off, pulled on clean knickers and fought her way into her jeans and hoodie. As a special camp treat, she decided to skip the bra.

‘Hey.’ She nudged Lyndsey matily, knocking the mascara she was trying to apply. ‘Sounded like a good night last night.’

Lyndsey shot her a good-natured grin while she dabbed off the stray mascara. ‘Always is with him.’

‘So you like our Davy, do you?’

‘Yeah… you know, I do like him. I really like him.’

‘You sound surprised.’

Lyndsey shook her head, smiling. ‘Not that common for me to meet a decent one, I have to say.’

‘What do you like about him?’

She shrugged. ‘Well, he’s great in bed.’

Clarrie fought to stop her eyebrows lifting. ‘Seriously? Dave?’

‘Mmhmm. Very… keen.’ She started counting on her fingers. ‘Great taste in music, makes me laugh, and he’s sweet but not too much, if you get what I mean. I’ve got a good feeling about him actually.’

‘That’s great, Lyndsey. You couldn’t hope to meet a nicer lad.’ Clarrie patted her shoulder. ‘Hang onto him, eh?’

‘We’ll see how it goes. But yeah, I can see it going the distance.’ Lyndsey applied a sliver of dark red lippy then moved out of the way to give Clarrie access to the cracked mirror. ‘So what about you and that fit-as teacher then, if we’re doing girl talk?’

Clarrie started putting on her own makeup. Rather scaled down compared with Lyndsey’s routine: just a few streaks of cover stick to hide the dark circles under her eyes and a slick of rose-tinted lip balm. Good enough for camp, anyway. She squeezed out her wet hair over the sink and turbaned it with the towel, avoiding Lyndsey’s question for as long as she could get away with.

‘What about us?’ she said eventually.

‘Dave says Si’s been asking you out for ages and you keep turning him down.’

‘Dave can shut up.’

‘Your lookout, isn’t it?’ Lyndsey said with a shrug. ‘Seems a nice guy though.’

Clarrie started brushing her teeth, sparing her the necessity of answering.

‘Let’s get back,’ she said when she’d finished. ‘The lads’ll hoover up all the bacon butties if we don’t grab one.’

‘Okay, subject change noted. Still, I’d have boffed his brains out years ago.’

‘I feel like I’m starting to learn that about you.’ Clarrie linked Lyndsey’s arm and led her towards the door. ‘Come on then, nympho. Breakfast.’

*

Once they’d had a HP-lashed bacon sarnie each and Lyndsey had gone off to do some nursing, the four Flower Arrangers – suited, booted and ready to hike – stood under the viaduct gazing up at the killer ascent to the summit of Whernside.

‘Right then, gang,’ Si said, running determined eyes along the mountain’s spine. ‘Let’s break this fucker.’

‘Bloody hell, Si, what’s with the mad glint in your eye?’ Dave said, shuddering. ‘You’re scaring me.’

‘That’s coz I’m the alpha male in the group.’

Sonny snorted. ‘You what? How’re you the alpha male?’

‘Why, you reckon it’s you, do you?’

‘Er, yeah, obviously.’

‘Right. Casting vote.’ Si turned to Clarrie. ‘You’re our woman so you get to pick. Alpha us up, Clar.’

She sighed. ‘Really, lads? Are we doing this?’

‘Yeah, go on.’ Simon lowered his voice. ‘It’s me, right?’

She paused to consider. ‘Well, Sonny is good at sulking – sorry, brooding. That’s pretty alpha.’

Sonny grinned, then quickly fixed his face into his customary sulk before he lost his advantage. He cleared his throat, deepening his voice slightly. ‘Thanks, Clar.’

Si narrowed his eyes at her. ‘Traitor.’

‘Hadn’t finished, had I?’ she said, giving him a playful punch on the arm. ‘Okay, you’re better at… I dunno, beating your chest and carrying tiny ladies up buildings.’

‘Right. Um, am I?’

‘Yep. Like a big hairy silverback gorilla. So, all things considered, I’m going to have to say… Dave wins.’

‘Oh, what?’ Sonny said. ‘How does he win? Alpha males aren’t allowed to be ginger. Says so in The Bumper Book of Man Rules.’

‘He wins because he’s not pathetic enough to care,’ Clarrie said. ‘That’s the most alpha thing of all. Also, he got laid last night, which is more than you two did.’ She shook her head. ‘In my capacity as judge, I have to say your lack of breeding potential appals me.’

‘Could’ve if I’d wanted to,’ Si muttered in her ear. ‘Ow.’ He winced when she elbowed him in the ribs.

‘Yes!’ Dave gave his two Y-chromosomed friends a triumphant nod. ‘In your faces, beta bitches. Eat my sex-having dust.’ He strode up the shale track that led to the mountain’s summit, the other three following.

‘You want to retract that statement about him not being pathetic enough to care?’ Si muttered to Clarrie.

‘Ah, go on, Simon, let him be the alpha. You can be it next year.’

‘Just so long as I get my turn, that’s all. That does come with mating rights to all the females in the group, right?’

‘There’s just me now, Si.’

‘Your point?’

It took them two hours to reach the peak, including a ten-minute break for everyone to have a rest and a handful of the warm wine gums Dave had stuffed in his pocket. At the top they tagged the concrete trig point that marked the summit, the time-honoured way of signalling a mountain had been conquered and conquered good.

Clarrie leaned back against the trig and cast her gaze dreamily over the stark valley, seamed with meandering drystone walls in bleached limestone. A toy-like train sped over the viaduct to Carlisle, and the fog-robed table peak of Ingleborough cast its shadow in the distance.

‘God, I love all this,’ she said with a sigh. ‘Think that’s why I could never stomach the idea of following the work to London after uni.’

‘Oh right,’ Dave said, shovelling another handful of increasingly squidgy wine gums into his gob. ‘Not coz you loved us so much then.’

‘No. You guys suck.’

‘Liar,’ chomped the human wine gum formerly known as Dave Henderson.

‘Yeah, all right, I did miss you. You know, a little bit.’ She breathed deep, feeling the tight mountain air tingle in her gullet. ‘Tell you what, I wouldn’t live anywhere else. Nothing like it.’

‘All right, love, spare us the Emily Brontë,’ Sonny said, relaxing his resting sulk face into a grin. ‘You’ll be wandering lonely as a cloud or some bollocks in a minute.’

Si was next to her, drinking the view, the wind whipping a few escaping waves of hair around his face from under his beanie. He slipped his hand into hers and she squeezed it tightly, feeling the pull of an unspoken bond called home.

‘Come on,’ he said eventually. ‘We’d better get on. Baltic up here.’

‘Don’t remember you getting poetic like that the year we did Scafell Pike, Clar,’ Dave said as they started the descent. ‘I think your exact words were – stop me if I’m misquoting – “Oh God, oh God, I want to die”.’

‘No, my exact words were “Oh God, I want to die, Dave, you absolute twat” while you dragged me up the bastard against my will. Couldn’t feel my legs for a week.’ She slowed her steps a little so they were walking apart from the other two. ‘How are things at home, love? Your mum and dad getting on okay?’

Dave shrugged. ‘They’re not arguing too much at the moment. I mean, mainly because they’re not speaking to each other, but still, it’s quiet.’

‘Poor Davy.’ Clarrie gave his shoulders a fond squeeze. At five-seven he only stood an inch shorter than her, but it gave him an air of petiteness that always made her feel protective. She wondered if to Si, scraping the clouds with his beanie up ahead, Dave looked like a tiny ginger ant.

‘Still thinking about moving out?’ she asked.

‘Been thinking about it for years, haven’t I? I just can’t afford it, not on my own. Wish one of you lot’d come in with me, but Si’s got his house, you’ve got your bookshop, Sonny’s got his massive Oedipus Complex…’

‘You could go to Rob. He’s always asking if you want to flat-share with him.’

Dave’s younger brother had migrated to Leeds after finishing university, and rarely came back to Denworth unless he couldn’t avoid it.

‘Nah. Too far,’ Dave said.

‘It’s only fifteen miles. Not long on the train.’

‘Not the same as being at home though.’

‘Funny how we all stayed in the area, isn’t it?’ Clarrie said.

‘Never really thought about it.’

‘It just makes you wonder what it is about Denworth that’s such a draw for us cosmopolitan young professionals. It’s not like there’s much to do round the old hometown but drink, shag and do the quizzes, same as ever.’

‘Well, exactly. What else do you need?’ Dave said with a grin. ‘And don’t forget Ritz, the world’s worst nightclub. Every time I go I wonder if this’ll be the time I finally stick to the floor and end up a permanent fixture, like that weird Santa-a-like who’s always there propping up the bar and letching at girls.’

‘Bet you don’t get nightlife like that in Leeds. With its Ecstasy and its Drum & Bass and its… vajazzles.’

‘Vajazzles?’

‘All I could think of.’

He squeezed her elbow. ‘You’re right though, Clar, I wouldn’t live anywhere else. Not while there’s us lot.’

‘Me neither, Davy. Not while there’s us lot.’
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When they got back to the campsite, Gemma was there, getting the fire going.

‘Hi guys,’ she said with a bright smile.

‘Hiya Gem,’ Clarrie said, crouching to give her a puzzled hug. ‘What’re you doing here?’

Gemma jerked a thumb over her shoulder. ‘Ask Sunil.’

Sonny was all blushes when Clarrie turned to him. ‘Er, yeah, there may have been a drunk-dialling incident after you all went to bed last night. There’s only so much listening to everyone getting their end away but me I can stand.’

‘Ha!’ Dave said. ‘You mean that after having a go at me, you broke the “no phones” and the “no girlfriends” rules? Classic.’

‘She’s not my girlfriend, Dave.’

‘Can I just make it clear that Si and me were not getting either of our ends away?’ Clarrie said.

Dave raised a smug hand. ‘I was.’

‘Yeah, Gem could probably hear you, mate. She only lives ten miles away,’ Sonny said. ‘Look, I just thought it’d be nice to have the old gang back together, that’s all. I did after that much beer anyway. Not so sure now.’

‘Admit it, Sunil.’ Gemma abandoned the baby flames she was fanning and stood up. ‘You’re pleased to see me.’

‘That’s just the miniature Swiss Army Knife in his pocket.’ Si came forward to hug her. ‘Hiya, Gem. Nice to have you back.’

‘Thanks, Si.’

‘My turn now,’ Dave said, claiming his hug. ‘Glad you turned up. We were nearly out of women.’

‘Well?’ she said, looking at Sonny.

‘Go on then,’ Sonny said with a sigh of surrender. He wrapped her in his arms, eyes pressing closed while he held her.

‘We’ll talk later, okay?’ Gemma whispered.

‘Okay.’

‘So, what’s the gossip?’ Gemma asked Clarrie when Sonny let her go.

‘Dave’s going out with a sex maniac.’

‘Really?’ Gemma flashed Dave a double thumbs-up. ‘Well done. Not bad considering you only worked out how to do it four years ago.’

‘Hey, it was eight years ago, all right? Laura Tindall, back of my dad’s Fiesta.’

‘Bollocks,’ Sonny coughed.

Dave chucked him a look. ‘How about we leave my virginity alone and move on?’

‘Yeah, leaving your virginity alone was top priority for the girls round here for years, wasn’t it?’ Sonny said, nudging him. He turned to Gemma. ‘But in the interests of moving on, why don’t you ask Clarrie where she slept last night, Gem?’

‘Well?’ Gemma said, raising her eyebrows at Clarrie.

‘She slept in my tent,’ Si said with a grin.

‘I just went in to cadge a cigarette, okay?’ Clarrie said.

‘And then you tried to get in my pants.’

‘Yeah, well. I get easily distracted when I’m drunk.’

‘So are we talking about everyone having a better sex life than me or are we getting some beers open?’ Sonny asked, taking a seat on one of the logs by the now crackling fire.

Si shrugged. ‘We can do both.’

‘You’re getting a warm one for that.’ Sonny grabbed beers for himself, Si and Dave from under the bench. ‘You lasses want a can?’

‘Brought my own girl booze, thanks,’ Gem said, producing a bottle of white wine. ‘Fancy being a lady for the night, Clar?’

‘Go on, since you’re here,’ Clarrie said. ‘Got glasses?’

‘No, we’ll have to swig.’

‘Right. So when you said “lady”, you did in fact mean “wino”.’

‘I did, yeah.’ Gemma opened the bottle and passed it to Clarrie.

She swallowed a mouthful and shuffled closer to Gemma to pass it back. ‘Did you tell him then?’ she asked in a low voice while the lads were talking among themselves.

‘Yes. We talked for over an hour last night. Ended up telling him everything.’

‘What did he say?’

Gemma blinked back a tear. ‘It was really sweet actually, in a drunken, all over the place sort of way. He cried, said he understood, said he hated me, then that he still loved me. Said he missed me, cried some more… and then he asked me to come up so we could all hang out. He was pretty pissed though, not sure how much he remembers now.’

‘He wasn’t too out of it, me and him had a chat last night as well.’

‘What’s going on with you and Si then?’

Clarrie sighed. ‘God, I don’t know. Last night, he… I mean, this daft bet thing, I thought it was just Si being Si, you know? Always playing the same old games. But…’

‘But?’

‘I don’t think it’s a game this time.’

Gemma was staring at her. Clarrie flushed under her gaze.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Good God, you’re clueless.’ She passed over the wine. ‘Just go out with him.’

‘I wish it was that simple.’ Clarrie glanced at Sonny, draining his beer moodily by the fire while Dave and Si talked. ‘So you reckon you two’ll get back together?’

‘That’s up to him. But Clar, it feels so bloody good to be back.’ She threw her arms around Clarrie for a hug.

‘Waaay!’ Dave said when he noticed them embracing. ‘This evening’s taking a turn for the better.’

Clarrie pulled out of the hug to grin at him. ‘Hey, Davy. Forgot to tell you, your lass has seen something you haven’t.’

‘What’s that?’

‘My tits. She got a full frontal in the shower block this morning.’

‘Bloody hell! Why wasn’t this mentioned sooner?’ Dave shook his head. ‘You know, sometimes I think you concubines don’t take my status as resident alpha male seriously.’

Gemma raised an eyebrow. ‘Alpha male?’

Clarrie rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t ask, Gem. You’ll only start them off again.’

Si frowned at Dave. ‘When did you become such a rampant perve? You already spent all last night on the job, now you’re cracking on to our spare women as well.’

‘I was always a rampant perve,’ Dave said with a shrug. ‘I just passed the theory before the practical.’

*

It was nearly nine by the time the sun’s last bloom vanished and left them to the glowing campfire. The sky was clear and flecked with stars, cut into arch- shaped slices of Milky Way by the viaduct.

Si finished his beer and stood up. ‘Right, I’m off to bed.’

‘Oh no, not again,’ Clarrie said. ‘It’s ten to nine, Si. Leave them bloody books and get another beer open.’

‘Nope, sorry. Got a lot of reading to do.’

‘Two nights in a row?’ Sonny shook his head. ‘That is poor.’

‘You want to win the League, don’t you? Anyway, Dave went to bed early last night too.’

‘I had important shagging to do, that’s different.’ Dave shot a significant glance at Sonny. ‘Right. Let’s get him.’

Sonny nodded. Together, he and Dave stood and hurled themselves at Si.

‘Argh! Geroff!’ he said in a muffled voice as Sonny got him in a headlock and Dave grabbed him round the middle. Between them, they tried to wrestle all six-three of him to the ground.

Clarrie rolled her eyes at Gemma. ‘Not this again. Tragic, isn’t it?’

Gemma shrugged, handing over the dwindling remains of their wine. ‘Have to say, it’s kind of doing it for me,’ she said, her gaze fixed on the wrestling men.

‘Bloody hell. Didn’t realise you were that sex-starved.’ Clarrie looked at Si, his head under Sonny’s arm, grunting and pushing with his broad shoulders. ‘Actually, you’re right. Reckon we can get them to take their tops off?’

‘Fine,’ Si panted as Dave and Sonny finally managed to wrestle him onto the bench. ‘One more then. Chuck us a can, Sonny.’ He caught the beer Sonny threw him and cracked it open. ‘Not that I couldn’t kick your arses.’

‘So now you’ve got that out of your systems, what’s the book, Si?’ Gemma asked. ‘Must be pretty thrilling to drag you away from our scintillating company.’

‘Just my well-thumbed copy of the Kama Sutra in holographic 3D,’ Si said with a shrug. ‘Oh, that reminds me. Can I have a word, Gem?’

‘Course, go ahead.’

‘Not here, in private. Come over to the shower block.’

‘Er, all right.’ Gemma followed him to the wooden hut a little way from their tents. ‘Tell you what, I’m in there,’ she said in an audible whisper to Clarrie as she passed.

Sonny shot them a suspicious glance. ‘What’s that all about?’

‘Oh, don’t worry, he’s not after your bird,’ Dave said. ‘You know he’d never cheat on Clarrie with Gem.’

Clarrie frowned. ‘He can’t cheat on me, Dave, we’re not going out.’

‘And she’s not my bird,’ Sonny said. But no one paid him any attention.

A few minutes later, Si and Gemma came back and took their places on the benches.

‘What’ve you two been doing?’ Sonny asked Si.

‘Just having a quickie.’

‘You want to get headlocked again?’

‘I’d rather not, it tickles.’

‘So? What were you doing really?’ Clarrie asked Gemma.

She grinned. ‘Wait and see.’

*

‘What shall we do now, guys?’ Gemma said when there was a lull in the conversation an hour later. ‘More cards?’

‘Nah, we’ve played everything,’ Sonny said.

‘At the first League quiz you promised to play Spin the Bottle with us, Gem,’ Dave said, his usual grin slightly droopy under the numbing influence of beer. ‘How about it? Old time’s sake.’

‘Really, Davy?’ Clarrie said, curling her lip. ‘We’re twenty-six.’

‘Ahhhh, go on,’ Dave said, waving his beer with gregarious abandon. ‘It’ll be a laugh.’

Clarrie looked at Gemma. ‘Your call, Gem. You’re guest of honour tonight.’

‘Yeah, what the hell,’ Gemma said with a shrug. ‘Nice to relive your hormonal youth once in a while.’

‘Did I mention I really have to be getting to bed?’ Si said, standing up.

‘Oh no you don’t.’ Gemma stood too and pushed him back down next to Clarrie. ‘It’s all of us or none of us, Dewhirst.’

‘Fine,’ he said with a resigned sigh. ‘But I’m not snogging Dave.’

Dave raised his eyes in mock offence. ‘Love you too, Si.’

‘Nothing personal, I’m sure you’re a sensitive yet passionate lover. I don’t fancy getting sandpapered by your little ginger beard, that’s all.’

Dave rubbed his unshaven chin. ‘It’s not a beard, it’s designer stubble. I might keep it actually, Lyns reckons it makes me look sexy.’

Sonny snorted. ‘Think you misheard. She actually said it makes you look like a sex offender.’

Dave shot him a look. ‘At least I can grow a beard if I want, Babyface. How long did it take you to work up that goatee you had? Six months?’

‘Fuck off, Dave.’

‘Okay, I think that’s built up the right amount of sexual tension,’ Gemma muttered to Clarrie. ‘Pass us that empty wine bottle, Midwinter.’

Clarrie reached behind the bench and passed the bottle to Gemma, who placed it on the ground by the campfire.

‘All right, beauty before age,’ Gem said. ‘You first, handsome.’

‘Can I assume that’s addressed to me?’ Si asked.

Clarrie raised an eyebrow at him. ‘Has there ever been a time you haven’t assumed that, cocky?’

‘Nope.’ Si reached down and gave the bottle a spin.

‘Oh God,’ he said when he saw where it had landed.

Clarrie giggled. ‘Go on, Si, you know you want to.’

‘Ugh. Fine.’ Before Sonny could register what was happening, Si had walked over, grabbed his face in both hands and planted a big smacker on his lips.

‘So was it good for you, darling?’ Si asked, waggling his eyebrows.

‘Bleurghh!’ Sonny gagged theatrically. ‘You could’ve given me fair warning. I had my mouth open then.’

‘Come on, I bet that’s the most action you’ve had all year.’

‘Well, that’ll haunt my nightmares. Cheers, Si,’ Dave said as Si took his seat again. ‘Right, who’s next?’

‘I’ll go. Might as well get it over with.’ Clarrie gave the bottle another spin.

Dave smirked at Si, sitting straight in the line of the bottleneck. ‘Well, well, well.’

‘You rigged that, didn’t you?’ Clarrie said, frowning at Dave.

‘With what, telekinesis? Anyway, if I was going to rig it then it wouldn’t be for Si’s benefit. I wouldn’t mind a snog either.’

‘All right, Dave. If it means that much to you, hop on,’ Si said, patting his knee.

‘I meant off her. Go on, you two, get on with it.’

Clarrie turned to Si. He was looking at her with the soft expression that always made her stomach clench. She felt suddenly embarrassed, feeling the eyes of their friends boring into them.

She leaned over and planted a quick peck on his lips. ‘There.’

‘Rubbish,’ Si said, shaking his head. ‘I got a better snog off Sonny. Try again, Clar.’

He took her shoulders in his hands and brought his lips to hers.

The first time Si had properly kissed her, they’d been fourteen. A one-off, inexpert fumbling with too much tongue and not enough lips, just to satisfy their curiosity about what it might be like. Back then he hadn’t even bothered to take his chewing gum out. The second time had been the passionate – if now half remembered – snog in his tent last night.

But this… he’d never kissed her like this before. It was so gentle, so tender; a love letter with lips. She felt the fingers of one hand caressing her face, the other burrowing into her hair, and tried to remember when he’d moved them there.

‘That’s better,’ he said quietly when he pulled away.

‘You’ve been practising since Year Nine,’ she whispered.

‘For you I brought my A-game.’

She looked around to find Sonny, Gemma and Dave staring at them.

‘Woah. That was… beautiful, guys,’ Dave said. ‘You two should be in films.’

‘I know the kind of films you like to watch, Davy,’ Si said. ‘I’ve still got that VHS copy of Knockerama you lent me in Year Eleven. I’ll stick to the teaching, ta.’

‘You look after that, it’s an antique. My dad gave it me out of his private stash.’

Si wrinkled his nose. ‘Really? Wish you’d told me that before. I think even at fifteen I had some standards.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘Getting off to Jeff porn. That’ll teach you, Simon.’

‘Shush, you. You’re supposed to be breathless from my magnificent snogging technique.’

‘How come you didn’t kiss me like that, Si?’ Sonny asked.

‘Jealous?’ Si said, grinning.

Sonny shrugged. ‘If I say yes, will you judge me?’

‘Okay, enough flirting, lads. I’m next,’ Gem said. She gave the bottle a slight turn so the neck was pointing at Sonny. ‘Oh look.’

He frowned. ‘You didn’t do it properly, Gem.’

‘Nope. Going to make me do a forfeit?’

‘Think I will actually.’ A keen expression had crept into his eyes. ‘I’ve got the perfect punishment for you.’

He went over to Gemma, pulled her to her feet and swung her into his arms, then claimed her lips for a kiss.

The kiss seemed to Clarrie to last at least half an hour. Gemma and Sonny stood, figures embracing in the firelight, oblivious to the stares of their friends as they pressed each other closer.

It was the appreciative ‘mmmm’ sounds they started making after the first minute that really made Clarrie uncomfortable.

Eventually Sonny drew back, but he didn’t let go. He hugged Gemma tightly to him, and Clarrie could see from the liquid flames in his eyes that he was crying.

‘God, I’ve missed you so much,’ he whispered. ‘So, so much.’

‘Me too, Sunil,’ Gemma whispered back, and her voice was breaking too. ‘I’m sorry, I’m so sorry.’

‘Come on.’ Sonny released her from the embrace and took her hand. ‘You and me need to talk.’

‘Night, everyone,’ Gemma said, giving them a bashful wave as Sonny dragged her to his tent.

‘Well that was weird.’ Dave glanced at Clarrie and Si. ‘Did they just get back together over Spin the Bottle?’

‘Think they did, yeah,’ Si said. ‘And about time too. Well done for suggesting it.’

‘Ta. Even though from my point of view, worst game ever. I thought Clarrie would at least cop off with Gem again. I didn’t even get a snog.’

‘Poor Davy.’ Clarrie went over, grabbed his cheeks and planted a smacking, Bugs-Bunny-in-drag kiss on his lips. ‘There. On behalf of Sonny and Gem.’

Dave leaned back and rested his head on his hands. ‘That’s the stuff. Thanks, Clar.’

*

‘Glad you stayed up and got drunk with us, Si,’ Clarrie said a little later. He was sitting on the log bench beside her, one arm around her shoulders as usual.

‘Me too.’

They heard a muffled grunt from Sonny’s tent, then the sound of whispering, breathless voices.

‘Sounds like they worked it out then,’ Si said, grinning. ‘It’ll be good to have her back in the gang.’

‘Oh God,’ Clarrie groaned. ‘Not again with the sex noises. Don’t know why I come away with you randy buggers.’

‘Wasn’t it just last night you suggested we try to drown them out with some of our own?’

‘That was the lager talking.’

‘Bet we could’ve though.’

‘Too right we could.’

Si nodded to Dave, asleep with his beer still clutched in his hand.

‘Like father like son, eh?’

‘Yeah. Why is he always first asleep?’

‘Well, in the old days it was usually because he’d smoked a fuckload of weed and giggled himself to oblivion.’

‘Good times.’ She sighed. ‘It’s weird being grown up.’

‘I know, right?’

‘Hey, I’ve got some lippy in my tent. Fancy giving him a makeover?’

‘No, let him rest, he had a busy night last night. Our little trouper.’

Clarrie fumbled for another couple of beers and handed one to Si. ‘You reckon he really lost it to Laura Tindall when he was eighteen?’

‘Nope.’

She squinted at him. ‘You sound pretty sure.’

‘Yeah, I asked Laura about it.’ He reached across her neck so he could open the beer in his other hand. ‘And from the look on her face, I’d say it was definitely the first she’d heard of it.’

‘When did you ask her that?’

He looked at her, one side of his mouth curving. ‘You really want to know?’

‘Yeah, why not?’

‘All right, I asked her in bed.’

‘What? When did you sleep with Laura Tindall?’

‘Dunno, last December?’ he said, shrugging. ‘Me and her went out for a bit.’

‘How long?’

‘Couple of months.’

Clarrie raised an eyebrow. ‘Are you telling me you had an actual, proper girlfriend? You?’

He laughed. ‘No need to sound that surprised about it.’

‘How come you never told us?’

‘Don’t have to tell you lot everything about my love life, do I?’

‘You’re quick enough to tell everyone when I’ve been drunkenly trying to get off with you.’

‘Yeah, well. That’s funny.’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘Can’t believe you managed a relationship that lasted longer than three dates.’

He shrugged, knocking back a mouthful of beer. ‘I wouldn’t get too excited. It was only a casual thing, we were never going out out.’

‘So she wasn’t a girlfriend?’

‘More a friend with benefits. Laura had a lad she liked as well.’

‘More than you? When does that ever happen?’ Clarrie elbowed him. ‘Bet your ego took a bruising, eh?’

‘Nah, it’s pretty resilient.’

‘So what were you planning to do if I actually said yes one of the times you asked me out then?’

‘Laura would’ve been okay about it, we had an understanding.’

‘Yeah, but I wouldn’t have.’

‘I mean she would’ve been okay calling it off. I wouldn’t have gone out with you both at the same time, Clarrie, I’m not a total bastard.’

‘Yes you bloody are.’ She shrugged off his arm and went to prod the fire with the pokey stick they used to coax flames out of the glow, frowning at it for not cooperating.

They turned at the sound of a tent unzipping. Sonny’s head stuck itself out of the flap, flushed and breathless.

‘Si, mate. Couldn’t help us out here, could you?’

‘What, has it been so long that you need me to come in and give you a few pointers?’

‘Give over, you know what I’m after. Bet you’ve got one. Give it us, go on.’

Si looked at Clarrie. ‘What do you reckon? Should I let him have it?’

‘Yeah, don’t tease the poor lad.’

‘Here you go then, Sonny.’ He pulled out his wallet and chucked it to Sonny, who put a hand through the flap to catch it. ‘Now don’t say I never do anything for you.’

‘Ta, Si, I owe you one.’ Sonny’s head disappeared back into the tent.

‘Well, if you were planning on trying to seduce me again then it looks like you’re out of luck,’ Si said to Clarrie once Sonny had gone.

‘Wasn’t going to.’ She gave the fire another vicious poke.

Si grinned. He stood and wrapped his arms round her middle, bringing his mouth close to her ear.

‘You’re jealous.’

‘Am not.’

‘You are. You’re jealous because I went out with Laura Tindall.’

‘Oh please, don’t flatter yourself. I’ve seen you with plenty of girls.’

‘But never with a girlfriend.’ He pulled her down onto the bench, onto his knee. ‘Admit it, Clar. You want to go out with me and keep me all to yourself.’

‘No I don’t.’

‘You do though.’ He pressed a kiss into the nape of her neck. ‘Come back to my tent for a cuddle again,’ he said softly. ‘It was nice sleeping next to you last night.’

‘Sure you wouldn’t rather give Laura Tindall a ring and ask her?’

‘Best not. She might bring the fiancé and it’s only a two-man tent.’

‘Same bloke? The one she liked more than you?’

‘Yeah, she wore him down eventually. Just like I will with you.’ He brushed his lips against her neck again. ‘Stay with me tonight, Clarrie. I’ll play with your hair while you go to sleep.’

‘Do you trust me to keep my naughty drunken hands off you then?’

‘I’ll take my chances.’

She sighed. ‘I dunno, Simon. Sonny’s right, isn’t he? We shouldn’t be doing this. It feels like we’re in a funny place since the bet. Not one thing or the other.’

‘It doesn’t count at camp though. Anyway, it’ll all be decided soon enough. Not long till the final, then I can keep you.’

‘You really think we’ll win, don’t you?’

‘I’m counting on it.’

She started as Dave let out a loud snort, as if even in sleep he didn’t fancy their chances much. His head had slumped forward, and there was a little pool of drool gathering at the corner of his mouth.

‘Poor Lyndsey,’ Si said with a laugh. ‘Imagine having to share a bed with that.’

‘Well, she’s only got herself to blame.’ Clarrie looked over her shoulder at him. ‘Hey, I just realised something. You haven’t smoked all night.’

‘Don’t need to, do I? You’re already here.’

She stared, absorbing his words.

‘Si… not really?’

‘Yep. I only really smoke when I’m out with you lot. It’s the easiest way to get you all to myself for a bit.’

She lifted one of the hands clasped at her waist and pressed the backs of his fingers against her lips.

‘You can be really bloody sweet sometimes, you know that?’

‘Laura Tindall thought so too.’

‘I take it back.’

‘No you don’t.’ He guided her off his lap, stood and took her hand. ‘Let’s go to mine, eh? I’ll let you have a perve at me in my boxers again if you want.’

‘You really know how to show a girl a good time, Dewhirst.’

‘Don’t I? If you ever go out with me, I’ll chuck in a kebab as well.’

She rolled her eyes at him. ‘Stop it, Si, you’re getting me hot.’

‘My “all right, sweetcheeks, buy you a kebab?” line has been known to have that effect on women.’

Laughing, she let him lead her to his tent, leaving Dave and his beer slumbering by the fire.
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Grinning Cat, Match 4 of 8

1st place – Les Quizerables (217)

Joint 2nd place – The Pink Ladies and The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers (207)

3rd place – The Murgatroyd Family (204)

‘Leaving it a bit late, aren’t you?’ Sonny said as Clarrie sat down behind a pint that seemed to have her name on it.

‘Oh, don’t stress. You know Tim’s never on time.’

‘What’ve you been doing then?’

‘Your mum.’

‘Don’t you start.’

‘Sorry, couldn’t help myself,’ she said, grinning. ‘I had to get the bloody bus up, didn’t I?’

The Grinning Cat, an isolated inn out in the middle of the moors, was always a challenge to get to. The match they hosted tended to be the soberest of the League, since most participants had to drive. But what the Cat lacked in accessibility it more than made up for in cosy, with an oak-beamed ceiling laden with toby jugs and pewter tankards, charmingly shabby furniture, exposed brickwork and, when the weather called for it, a roaring fire. Plus they always held a Sunday evening quiz, which meant it was roast dinner leftovers rather than the usual greasy chips at half-time – giant Yorkshires, roasties, beef and gravy. You got your quid’s worth, that was for sure.

The team always bagged themselves the same table, under a nook that was supposed to be an old coffin stand, and Sonny, Dave and Jeff – plus Lyndsey in her now customary position on Dave’s lap – were all there.

‘You should’ve called,’ Sonny told Clarrie. ‘I would’ve picked you up.’

‘Si was supposed to be giving me a lift. Never showed.’ She glanced around the pub. ‘Isn’t he here? I tried ringing him a couple of times but there was no answer.’

Dave shrugged. ‘Well, you know what he’s like. Probably got invited in for coffee after he drove her home.’

‘What, is he with a girl?’

‘It’s Si, isn’t it? Where else would he be if he’s not here?’

The twist in Clarrie’s stomach was sharp enough to surprise her.

She didn’t know why she should feel jealous. Si had a date most weeks, she knew that, and it had never bothered her before. Well, maybe a bit, but she was used to ignoring the more complicated of her Si-related feelings. She’d been doing it since school.

No, it wasn’t that Si might be with a girl. It was that he was late for the quiz. Ever since he’d made the bet with her it felt like he’d eaten, slept and breathed trivia, surpassing even Sonny in his zeal to win. And suddenly, tonight, he was late. Suddenly, winning the League – winning the bet – didn’t seem to be top of his list any more.

He wasn’t bored, was he? Surely… surely he hadn’t given up?

‘He wouldn’t have arranged a date tonight,’ she said, trying to sound firm. ‘Not on quiz night.’

‘Well, you’ve got more faith in him than I have,’ Dave said. ‘If it came to a choice between doing the quiz and getting laid, I’m tempted to think he’d drop us like we were hot.’ He gave Lyndsey’s ear a kiss. ‘Not that I can blame him.’

Lyndsey was watching Clarrie’s face.

‘I wouldn’t worry about it, Clarrie. He’s probably just running late,’ she said. ‘He’ll be here before kick-off, I’m sure.’

‘Yeah.’ Clarrie summoned a smile. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right. Still, he could’ve rung to say he wasn’t picking me up.’

‘Maybe he forgot.’

‘Maybe,’ she said. ‘So how come you’re here, Lyns? Did Dave press gang you into chauffeur duty?’

‘No. Well, yes. But I wanted to bring you lot some big news too.’

‘You’re pregnant.’

Lyndsey laughed. ‘Not that big, thank God.’

Jeff exhaled slowly and patted his heart. ‘Bloody hell, lass, don’t do that to me. His mother’d have a fit.’

‘Hear, hear,’ Dave said, nodding vigorously.

‘So what is the news then?’ Clarrie said.

‘Well, I was hoping to wait till Si got here,’ Lyndsey said. ‘It was kind of his idea. But since Tim’ll be kicking me out soon…’ She nodded to the Les Quizerables table. ‘Notice anyone missing?’

Clarrie looked over at Darren and his gang. There were a lot of glum faces around their table as they supped their pints in silence. And one face was very conspicuous by its absence.

‘Jim off Brainiacs,’ Dave said. ‘Where is he then?’

Lyndsey grinned. ‘He’s dropped out.’

‘What?’ Sonny nearly spluttered his Coke over her. ‘No way!’

‘Yep. Got a better offer.’

‘What, better than doing the League?’

‘It is just about possible, Sonny,’ Lyndsey said, smiling.

‘But what is it?’

‘Okay, so did you all know he’s a widower?’

‘Yeah, Darren told us,’ Clarrie said. ‘He said Welsby joined the League to get out and meet people after his wife died last year.’

‘That’s right. Sandra, her name was. She was a friend of my mum’s.’

‘Okay, and?’

‘Well, my mum and Jim have been getting pretty close since his wife died, but I think with Mum and Sandra having been friends, he was a bit wary of asking her out. You know, in case she thought he was betraying Sandra or something. And my mum was worried it was too soon for her to ask him. So for months they’ve been dancing around each other, both too scared to make the first move.’

‘So tonight he’s…’

Lyndsey grinned. ‘Yep. Out with my mum.’

‘What did you do, Lyns?’ Dave said.

‘Not much,’ she said, shrugging. ‘Just sort of chivvied Mum up a bit. I told her he’d joined the League to meet new people so if she didn’t make a move soon she might miss her chance. Convinced her she should invite him round for a meal.’

‘Tonight?’

‘No, two weeks ago. Tonight they’re going to a couples’ wine-tasting thing. Seems to be going really well actually.’

Sonny was gazing at her. ‘Lyndsey, I think I love you.’

She smiled. ‘Nice to finally have your blessing. Davy told me the way to your heart was through the League.’

‘And you say Si put you up to this?’ Clarrie said.

‘What, pimping out my mum so you lot could win the quiz league?’ Lyndsey said, laughing. ‘No, not exactly. He remembered me saying they were friends, wanted me to ask my mum to have a word. It was my idea to encourage her to ask Jim out. Life’s short, right? About time the two of them moved on and found a bit of happiness.’ She stood up. ‘Anyway, I’d better go. Win this one for me, guys.’

She kissed Dave goodbye and left the pub.

‘This is awesome!’ Sonny said. ‘Good old Lyndsey’s mum, I could kiss her.’ He held up a hand to Dave, who’d opened his mouth to make a comment. ‘Don’t. Hey, with Welsby gone there’s a chance we could actually win this thing.’

‘Or there would be if Si was here,’ Dave said. ‘He’s our best all-rounder since he started spending his free time with trivia books instead of women.’

‘Where the hell is he?’ Clarrie yanked out her phone. ‘Still nothing. We should’ve started by now.’

Sonny glanced around the pub. ‘Gem’s team are missing too.’

‘But Gem’s not,’ Dave said, nodding towards the bar. Sure enough there was Gemma, chatting in a friendly way to Tim as he set up his microphone. When she’d finished she came over to their table, beaming.

‘Evening all.’ She leaned over the table to give Sonny a kiss. ‘Evening, sexy new boyfriend.’

‘Hiya, gorgeous. Missed you.’ Sonny returned the kiss with interest.

Jeff shook his head.

‘What’s up with you kids tonight? Did they start lacing the drinks in this place with Viagra?’ He stood up. ‘That’s it, I’m going to the Gents. I’m too old to be surrounded by this many hormones, my heart can’t take it.’

‘Where’re your Pink Ladies, Gem?’ Sonny asked when they’d finished snogging.

‘Aha. That’s what I came over to tell you.’ She pinched Jeff’s place next to Sonny and snuggled into him. ‘Got some big news, you lot.’

‘Not you as well,’ Clarrie said. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s Si’s secret weapon. Not a euphemism.’ She looked around. ‘Where is he anyway? We wanted to announce it together.’

‘We don’t know, he’s not answering his phone,’ Dave said. ‘What secret weapon, Gem?’

‘Me.’

‘You? You’re Si’s secret weapon?’

‘Yep, I’m back in the team,’ she said, grinning. ‘Let’s face it, those entertainment rounds aren’t going to answer themselves, are they? Feels good to be a Flower Arranger again.’

‘Is this what you two were talking about at camp?’ Sonny asked.

‘That’s right.’

‘But it’s not allowed,’ Clarrie said. ‘Rules say you have to register your team members at the start of the League. You can’t bring in anyone new.’

‘Nope, Si figured out a loophole,’ Gemma said, looking smug. ‘I checked with Tim and it’s all above board.’

‘What loophole?’ Dave said. ‘Clarrie’s right, isn’t she? Registered team members only.’

‘But it doesn’t matter what team. The rules say all League members must be registered at the start and belong to a single team. Nothing about switching teams. And teams can have up to six members so you’ve got a place spare.’

‘And Tim said that was okay?’

‘Yeah, I just asked him. He said it’s fine, as long as I’m only on one team at a time.’

‘He’d never have said that if we’d asked,’ Dave said to Sonny. ‘Pretty girl bias. Si knows what he’s doing.’

‘And what about your team?’ Clarrie asked Gemma.

‘Pulled out. They weren’t that fussed anyway, they were only here to humour me.’ She grinned. ‘So that pushes us into second place, doesn’t it?’

‘Bloody brilliant!’ Sonny flung his arms round her. ‘Glad we’ve got you back, Gem.’

‘Be honest, Sunil. Do you only love me for my quizzing abilities?’

He shrugged. ‘No. Your boobs as well.’

‘As long as I’m not just a brain to you.’ She lowered her voice. ‘I’ll let you have a look at them later.’

‘Can I have a look as well?’ Dave asked.

‘No. Your girlfriend just left a minute ago, mate.’

‘Oh yeah. Keep forgetting I’ve got one of them now.’

‘Not looking good for you then, is it, Clar?’ Sonny said with a grin. ‘With Welsby gone and the Pink Ladies out, we’re actually in with something like a chance.’

She shook her head at Gemma. ‘Can’t believe you and Lyns ganged up with Si behind my back. What about sisterhood?’

Gemma smiled. ‘Come on. You know you want him to win.’

‘No I don’t.’ She looked at her phone again. ‘Wish I knew where he was though. It isn’t like him not to at least text.’

Tim finally started the quiz, late as usual, but there was still no sign of Si. Clarrie cursed under her breath when the quizmaster announced a round on British monarchs first.

‘Well, that’s it then, isn’t it?’ she said to the others. ‘A history round and no Si means we’re screwed. Seriously, what was the point of all the finagling if he wasn’t even going to show up?’

‘Question one,’ Tim boomed. ‘Who succeeded King John to the throne of England?’

Sonny groaned. ‘Oh God. That’s Robin Hood times, it’s well before anything we did at school. Richard the Lionheart’s the only one I know and he was before.’

‘Clarrie?’ Dave said.

‘Sorry. Unless Shakespeare wrote a play about him, I’ll have no chance.’

‘I know it,’ Jeff said.

All eyes turned to him.

‘Seriously, you’ve got an answer?’ Sonny said.

Dave narrowed one eye at his father. ‘If you say Chinese Water Terrier the First, we’re not putting it.’

‘No, it was… wait a minute. They made us learn a rhyme for this at school, back in the days when that was what passed for education.’ Jeff started counting on his fingers. ‘Willy, Willy, Harry, Ste, Harry, Ned, Dick… no, that’s not right.’ He paused. ‘Okay. Willy, Willy, Harry, Ste, Harry, John, Ned… no, that can’t be it either, it doesn’t rhyme. Willy, Willy…’

Dave sighed. ‘Come on, Dad. You’re never going to get there, no matter how many Willies you go through.’

Jeff held up a hand. ‘Just give me a second, it’s on the tip of my tongue. Right. Willy, Willy… Willy, Willy, Harry, Ste, Harry, Dick, John, Harry Three – yes! There you go, Henry the Third,’ he said, grabbing the answer sheet to write it down. ‘Ha! Tell you what, I never thought that’d come in useful. I’d owe old Mr Outhwaite an apology, if he wasn’t a bit too dead to appreciate it.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Sonny said, looking impressed. ‘Jeff, I take back everything I ever said about you.’ He paused. ‘I take back some of what I ever said about you.’

‘Question two,’ Tim said. ‘Which Catherine was the fifth wife of Henry the Eighth?’

‘Well, Dad?’ Dave said. ‘Got any rhymes for this one?’

‘Yeah, one. But that just tells me he chopped the poor cow’s head off.’

‘Think I know this,’ Clarrie said. ‘Three Catherines, two Annes and a Jane. Catherine of Aragon was first, Catherine Parr outlived him which means she was last, so it must’ve been the other one. Howard.’

Through a combination of elimination, guesswork and fluke they managed pretty well with the monarchs round, even without Si and his history knowledge. After that, the rest of the quiz was a gift. With Les Quiz smarting from the loss of their star player and Gemma back on their side, everything seemed to go their way. Dave aced the round on sci-fi films, Jeff was in his element for once with an eighties music round, and current affairs seemed to be mainly celebrity questions, which Gemma blitzed.

They would’ve been riding high, if it hadn’t been for the empty seat. Where the hell was Si?

‘Well, it’s the first win for this team in a long while,’ Tim said when they’d finished marking, glancing at the sheet in his hand. ‘The Murgatroyds in second place, and in first… the Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers with an impressive sixty-eight out of seventy.’ He came over to hand them their prize. ‘That puts you in a very healthy second place, five points behind Les Quiz. Well done.’

‘Fuck me,’ Clarrie said, looking down at the crisp twenty pound note in her hands. ‘We won.’

The rest of the team were also staring at the note.

‘I don’t know whether we ought to spend it or frame it,’ Dave said.

‘Spend it,’ Jeff said firmly. ‘Come on, someone, get a round in. I’m parched here.’

Clarrie jumped, nearly dropping their winnings, when her phone buzzed in her pocket. She fumbled it out, her desperation to get at it making her clumsy.

‘Is it Si?’ Gem asked.

‘No,’ Clarrie said, disappointed. ‘Just my mum.’ She swiped the screen to answer. ‘Hiya. What’s up?’

‘Clarrie, have you spoken to Simon today?’

‘No. I haven’t been able to get hold of him.’ Clarrie’s stomach knotted as she registered her mum’s worried tone. ‘Oh God, Mum, why do you sound like that? Si’s okay, isn’t he? He didn’t show up to the quiz.’

‘Well… I just got off the phone with Yvonne.’

‘Yvonne? Her and Pete are away in the caravan, aren’t they?’

‘That’s right. It’s… it’s not good news, love.’

‘How do you mean, not good news? Mum, come on, tell me.’

Clarrie listened to the rest of what her mum had to say, the blood draining from her face. The rest of the team watched her anxiously.

‘Right,’ she said at last. ‘I’ll get there as soon as I can. Text Yvonne and tell her I’m on my way to him.’ She hung up.

‘What is it, Clar?’ Dave said. ‘What’s happened, is Si okay?’

‘I don’t think he’ll be too good, no,’ she said in a choked voice. ‘The family’s had some bad news.’ She turned to Sonny. ‘Can you give me a lift to his, soon as possible? It’s his mum, she was diagnosed with breast cancer today.’


20

It was just under half an hour later when Clarrie rocked up at Si’s one-bedroom terrace bearing a large pizza box and a six-pack of lager. She put it down on the doorstep and knocked at the door.

‘Thought it’d be you,’ Simon said when he answered.

He looked pale, his eyes red and swollen. There were still a few tears swimming about in them too, behind those long, wet eyelashes. Clarrie winced to see the pain drawn over his features.

‘Come here, love.’ She flung her arms round him and felt his body convulse with a sob.

‘Thanks, Clarrie. Thanks for coming round,’ he said when she released him.

‘Why didn’t you tell me, Si? I could’ve come sooner. I’ve been ringing you all evening.’

‘I was on the landline to Mum for most of the night. Who told you?’

‘My mum. She promised your mum we wouldn’t leave you alone. She was worried about you – your mum, I mean.’

‘I wish she wouldn’t. She’s got enough to worry about without me.’

‘Are they still in Filey?’

‘Yeah. They were supposed to be there another week but Dad’s driving them back tomorrow. Kim’s coming home from uni for a few days too.’ He glanced down at the step. ‘You brought pizza?’

‘Sorry, I didn’t know what else to do for you. I just… thought I’d bring you pizza.’

‘How did you get here?’

‘Sonny drove me over after the quiz. I came as soon as I heard.’

‘The quiz.’ He groaned. ‘Oh God, I forgot about the quiz. I was supposed to pick you up, wasn’t I? How’d we do?’

Clarrie smiled. ‘Well we won.’

‘We won? Are you sure?’

‘Yep. Even aced the history round.’ She handed him the pizza and picked up the beers she’d brought. ‘Come on. I bet you haven’t eaten tonight, have you?’

‘Not had anything since breakfast. I’m starving actually.’ Si managed a weak smile. ‘Glad you’re here, Clar.’

Clarrie followed him through to his modern fitted kitchen. He put the pizza down on the worktop and opened the box.

‘It’s pepperoni,’ Clarrie said. ‘Stuffed crust. I know it’s your favourite.’

Si stared at her blankly. Then he burst into tears.

‘Oh, Si,’ she said gently, coming forward to envelop him in a hug. ‘Let’s go sit down, eh? You can have a good cry and tell me all about it.’

Clarrie took his hand and led him to the living room, then guided him down with her onto the settee.

She stroked his hair while he buried his face in her neck and sobbed out his grief. Her top was damp with tears by the time he’d finally cried himself dry.

She pressed her lips to his hair, eyes prickling in sympathy. ‘Can I do anything for you? Get you anything?’

‘Just stay with me, that’s all,’ Si said quietly. ‘It’s better when you’re with me.’

‘As long as you need me.’

He squeezed her gratefully. ‘Knew I could count on you.’

‘You want to talk about it?’

Si gulped back another sob. ‘If I can.’

‘When did she tell you?’

‘Dad rang first to break the news, late this afternoon. God, he sounded so… I don’t know, broken. Those two are like soulmates or something. If he lost her…’

‘He won’t,’ Clarrie said firmly, taking his hand in both hers. ‘He won’t, Simon. Does she know what happens next?’

‘They caught it early, which is good, they said. They’ve booked her in for an op to remove as much of it as they can, then she starts treatment.’

‘Radio, or…?’

‘Radio and chemo.’

Clarrie kept her features fixed, hoping he wouldn’t read worry written there. Chemo – that wasn’t good, was it? Poor Yvonne, she was going to have a tough year ahead.

‘What if she doesn’t come through, Clarrie?’ he asked, looking up at her.

‘She will. Your mum’s a fighter, Si.’

He shook his head. ‘You don’t know that. None of us do.’

‘Yvonne Dewhirst never let anything beat her in her life. This won’t be any different.’ Clarrie tilted his face up to look into the eyes misty with tears. ‘You just wait, you’ll see I’m right.’

He let out a shuddering sigh. ‘Clar?’

‘Hmm?’

‘You remember when you’re a kid, and you first get your head round what it means to die?’

‘Yeah. I think for me it was when our cat Bustopher got run over. It’s scary, when you work out it’s forever.’

‘I used to have nightmares about my parents dying. Selfish kid sort of nightmares, that there’d be no one to make my tea, make Christmas happen or whatever, you know?’

‘We all did, Si. All little kids go through that.’

‘I know. But after a bit I just stopped having them, all of a sudden. My mum seemed like… like a force of nature, somehow. Singing drunk karaoke with your mum down the pub, making Dad join that whitewater rafting club. She had all this life in her, like she was unstoppable. It never seemed possible she couldn’t be there, just, being my mum…’ His voice trailed off into a sob.

‘That’s how I know she can fight it.’ Clarrie dipped her chin so he could see her smile. ‘Hey, remember her Stevie Nicks phase? The beads and the big hair?’

Si gave a wet-sounding snort. ‘Don’t forget the floppy hat.’

‘Ouch, yeah. Her fashion sense was always something else.’

‘Jesus, Clar… she’ll look so strange when she loses her hair, won’t she? I mean, she’ll hate it, won’t look like… Mum…’ He burst into a fresh round of tears, struggling to speak through his sobs. ‘How’ll I cope if we lose her? She’s only fifty.’

‘Try not to think about it,’ Clarrie said softly, stroking his damp cheek. ‘The odds are on her side. There’s nothing to do now but support her while she fights it.’

‘I have to think about it. It’ll be worse if I don’t. Dad and Kim’ll need me to be strong if… if…’

She tried to blink back the tears in her own eyes. ‘You know you wouldn’t have to do it alone, Simon. You know you’ve always got me. My mum too, and Gem and the lads. We all love you to pieces.’

‘I know you do.’ He looked up, a strange, hungry expression kindling in his eyes. ‘I love you too, Clarissa.’

Before she could stop him, he’d brought his face to hers and he was kissing her with a grim, determined sort of passion; a needy kiss, wet with tears and hard with desperation, his fingers pressing the back of her head uncomfortably.

She put her hands on his shoulders and pushed him away.

‘Mm… no, Si, don’t. Not now.’

‘Come on, Clar. Please. I need you.’ He tried to press his lips to hers again but she held him back.

‘I said no, Simon.’

‘Don’t you like it? You did before.’

‘It’s not the time, okay? Not when you’re like this.’

‘It is the time. It’s exactly the time.’ He latched wet, appealing eyes onto hers. ‘Come upstairs with me, Clarrie. Let me make love to you.’

‘What? No!’

‘Please, Clar, do this one thing for me. I need to be close to someone – to you, it has to be you. Need to.’

‘Oh God, Simon…’ She guided his head to her shoulder and folded him back into her arms. ‘You daft, adorable little bugger. You can’t cure mortality with sex, you know.’

‘Don’t you want to? You said you loved me, just now, you said it…’

‘You know I do. But that isn’t the way to heal yourself.’

He snuggled his head into her and closed his eyes. ‘I just want to feel you, that’s all,’ he mumbled brokenly. ‘There with me, all of you – part of me.’

‘It wouldn’t fix anything, Si. Your mum’ll still be ill and you’ll still have to deal with all those feelings. It’ll make things worse.’

‘How do you know?’

‘I just do.’ She leant down to press a kiss to his forehead. ‘I can be pretty insightful, you know. Well, I have my moments.’

‘You do, don’t you?’ He sighed. ‘God, I’m sorry, Clar. Sorry. Shouldn’t have kissed you like that. Shouldn’t have asked you to bed. Brain’s not working tonight.’

‘You’re just upset.’ She let a tear fall into his hair. ‘Wish I could fix things for you, Simon.’

‘You’ll stay for a bit though, won’t you?’

‘I’m not going anywhere. Just tell me what you need from me.’ She smiled. ‘Other than a bloody good seeing-to, obviously.’

He managed a weak laugh. ‘Want to stick the telly on and eat pizza with me under a blanket then?’

‘That’s more like it.’

‘Love you, Clar. I’m sorry.’

‘Love you too.’ She planted a kiss on top of the head nestled into her neck, letting her lips linger there a moment. ‘Come on then. I’ll fetch the duvet off your bed, you reheat the pizza.’

While Si was in the kitchen, Clarrie jogged upstairs for his duvet. She found it on his large double bed – the one that in the desperate isolation of fresh grief he’d just tried to get her into, she remembered, cringing.

She glanced around the room, suddenly realising that in all the years she’d known him as an adult, all the times she’d been to his house, she’d never been in Si’s bedroom. It was like everything that belonged to him: tidy, clean, nice. Simon Dewhirst, with his neat little house and his car and his grown-up job and his proper wine glasses not made of pink plastic – why wasn’t her life like that?

Back in the living room, she glanced at the duvet she was dragging, an idea bouncing into her head.

When Si came in with a plate of steaming pizza slices, he found his feather duvet stretched across a couple of armchairs Clarrie had pushed into the middle of the room, the front uncovered to make an opening. She’d scattered the floor with cushions and was sitting inside waiting for him.

‘Made you a den.’ She patted the cushion next to her. ‘Come on. It’s a pizza-eating den.’

Si crawled inside and put the pizza down on the floor.

‘Why’ve you made me a pizza-eating den, Clar?’

‘I tried to think what I’d want if I was upset and somehow the answer came back “den”,’ she said. ‘Here, come lie down on me while the pizza cools off a bit. Otherwise we’ll get molten cheese burns from the stuffed crust.’

‘Okay.’

Si lay down so his head was cradled in her lap. She draped one arm over his shoulder and started running her fingers through his hair.

‘So? Do you like your den?’ she asked softly.

‘Yeah. You know, eating pizza with you in a den feels like just what I need right now.’

‘Thought it would be.’

‘You’re a strange girl,’ he said, flashing her a smile. ‘Wouldn’t swap you for anyone.’

‘That’s lucky, since I’m pretty fond of you.’

‘I know.’ He rolled over and pressed his face into her tummy. ‘Just wish I could keep you.’

‘Si…’

‘Sorry. Sorry. Not the time,’ he said. ‘Thanks for this, Clarrie. Thanks for looking after me.’

‘Like I’d be anywhere else when you’re upset.’ She leaned down to kiss his cheek. ‘You know I’d do anything for you. I want you to be happy, Simon.’

‘You make me happy,’ he mumbled into her tummy.

‘I’m… glad. Anything else I can do for you?’

He glanced up at her. ‘You been crying too, Clar?’

‘Yeah, I had my cry on the way over. Wanted to get it out of my system so I could be strong for you.’

‘You don’t need to be strong.’ He eased himself back into a sitting position. ‘Let me see.’

She brought her face close to his so he could see the swollen lids, the redness around her irises. He ran a gentle finger under one eye.

‘Will you cry with me?’ he asked quietly.

‘Will that make you feel better?’

‘Yes, I think it will. I don’t know why but it will. Just… come here.’

He engulfed her in a tight hug. Burying her face against his cheek, Clarrie gave way to the tears she’d been fighting back, mingling with Simon’s as they comforted each other in the safety of their little duvet den.
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Woolly Lamb, Match 5 of 8

1st place – Les Quizerables (267)

2nd place – The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers (262)

3rd place – The Murgatroyd Family (259)

As pubs went, the Woolly Lamb was nothing special. But it did have one thing to recommend it in the summer months: a massive canal-side beer garden.

At some point the landlady had had the bright idea of installing an aviary too, and regulars seemed to enjoy watching the little finches and budgies hopping about while they enjoyed a sun-drenched pint. The regulars, that is, not the budgies. They were strictly teetotal.

It was a tradition that when it was the Lamb’s turn to host, usually on a Saturday in mid-August for the fifth match of the League, they made the most of this asset by holding a family barbecue in the afternoon. There was always a bouncy castle for the kiddies and live music – they’d got a ukulele band this year, strumming out ironic Nirvana by the barbecue.

Clarrie arrived alone just after 3 p.m. and claimed a table on the decking outside the pub. She plonked herself down, turned her face up to the yellow ball of sun and let herself bask in its warmth for a moment while she waited for her friends.

When she opened her eyes again, she spotted Sonny walking towards her.

‘What’s with you?’ she asked, looking him up and down. He was buttoned up to the neck in a black suit, white shirt and tie. The words ‘dog’s dinner’ sprang to mind.

‘How do I look, Clar? Smart?’

‘Yeah, smart like an undertaker. Where the hell are you going dressed like that?’

‘Nowhere. Here. I mean…’ Sonny was visibly shaking, sweat standing out on his brow. ‘Gem’s on her way.’

‘I know she is. And you’re what, trying to impress her with your sweaty creature of the night routine?’

‘Her dad and Lou are coming too.’

‘So?’

‘So I want to make a good impression, don’t I?’

‘Why? You’ve met them before.’

‘Not since we got back together. It’s different now.’

‘Why is it different?’

‘I don’t know, it just is,’ Sonny said, running one finger around the inside of his too-tight shirt collar. ‘Feels more serious.’

Taking pity on the nervous wreck that used to be Sonny Bandal, Clarrie stood up.

‘Here.’ She unknotted the tie and stuffed it in his pocket, opened his top shirt button, then unfastened the suit jacket so it hung loose. She ruffled the gelled hair a little to de-slick it too.

‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘Smart without the corpse at a wake feel.’

‘Really, no tie?’

‘Absolutely no tie, you’re at a barbecue. In fact, you should think about losing the jacket too.’

Sonny summoned a smile and struggled out of his jacket. ‘I’ll take your word for it. Thanks, Clarrie.’

With a sudden movement, he flung his arms around her.

‘Bloody hell, what’s brought this on?’ she said in a muffled voice.

‘It’s probably the nerves. Plus, you know, the overwhelming sensation of imminent doom. Makes you appreciate your mates that bit more.’

Clarrie laughed and patted his back. ‘Give over, Phil’s not that scary.’

‘What, Phil Wagstaff, the built-like-a-brick-shithouse ex-squaddie?’ Sonny said. ‘I bet he could kill a man with one punch. They teach them that in the SAS, you know.’

‘Ah, he’s a big softie. And he wasn’t in the SAS, he was a regular. I thought he liked you, anyway.’

‘That was before I dumped his only daughter and left her broken-hearted though, wasn’t it?’

‘Well, she did cheat on you, Sonny. I think you can claim mitigating circumstances.’

‘Yeah, but he doesn’t know that. I wasn’t really planning on bringing his precious little girl’s sex life up over an afternoon pint either.’ Sonny extricated an arm from the hug to wipe his sweat-beaded brow. ‘And bloody hell, Clar, if he ever finds out Gem thought I’d knocked her up… I mean, I’ve always been quite fond of my testicles, give or take. I’ve had them a long time now. Wouldn’t like to part from them at this stage in our relationship, if you know what I’m saying.’

‘But you didn’t knock her up, did you?’ Clarrie said. ‘It was a false alarm. Phil can hardly hold that against you.’

Sonny was silent. She pulled back from the hug so she could read his expression.

‘Oh no, Sonny…’

‘Look, it was hardly ever, okay? Just a couple of times, you know, when we’d had a bit to drink and we didn’t have any johnnies on us. We just thought, what’re the odds, right?’

‘So she really might’ve…’

Sonny hung his head. ‘Dates match up. We did wonder, when we were talking it through at camp. I mean, after all the booze she drank when she went off her head, if she might’ve… you know.’ He sought Clarrie’s eyes, looking like a particularly sullen and guilty rabbit. ‘So you hate me now, right?’

‘Don’t be daft.’ She gave him a squeeze. ‘You know I love you. Both of you.’ She frowned at him. ‘Although I think it goes without saying that it was a bloody stupid thing to do, you irresponsible pair of bellends.’

Sonny sighed. ‘It was, wasn’t it? Love you too, by the way.’ He clasped the back of her head, holding her tight for a moment.

‘Er, Sonny, I’m actually struggling to breathe here,’ Clarrie said in a voice muffled by a mouthful of shirt and shoulder.

‘Oh. Sorry.’

‘Phew. Thanks,’ she said when he released her from his suffocating grip. ‘I think you were nearly in danger of knocking me up as well for a minute there. So if Phil and Lou don’t know Gem cheated on you, why do they think you broke up?’

‘She told them we’d just drifted apart, something vague like that. But they blame me, I know they do.’ He groaned. ‘Oh Christ, Clar… reckon Si’ll have any fags on him?’

‘Come on, you gave up years ago.’

‘Got a sudden craving.’

Clarrie laughed. She guided him to their table and pushed him onto a seat.

‘Calm down, will you? You look like you’re trying to come off smack.’ She clapped a hand on his shoulder. ‘Look, we’ll all be here for moral support, and to help you hang onto your balls if Phil starts running riot with a pair of nail scissors or something. Let me get you a pint, that’ll help.’

‘Cheers. Pint of vodka please.’

‘You’re getting a Guinness. Unless there’s a boom in the second-hand-book-buying market in the near future, I can’t afford to subsidise your sudden need to hit the hard stuff.’

When she got back from the bar with their drinks, Si was there. He and Sonny were smoking a cigarette each.

‘Oh right.’ She dumped Sonny’s Guinness in front of him and sat down next to Si with her lager. ‘Got yourself a new smoking buddy, I see.’

‘Could never replace you, Clar,’ Si said, squeezing her shoulder. ‘Anyway, Sonny gets one of his own, look. I don’t want his manky drool on me.’

He handed over his cigarette and Clarrie took an appreciative drag.

‘You didn’t say that when you snogged me at camp, Si,’ Sonny said.

‘Oi. What happens at camp stays at camp,’ Si said. ‘That’s the rule we all agreed to back in Year Eleven.’

‘I thought it was “the first rule of Camp Club is you do not talk about Camp Club”.’

‘Well, it isn’t. Camp Club sounds like a Julian Clary fanzine or something.’

Gemma came marching over from the pub, nursing a glass of white wine and looking almost as nervous as Sonny.

‘Christ, Sunil, you’re not smoking?’ she said, taking a seat next to him. ‘Great time to fall off the bloody wagon. They’ll be here in a minute, you div, you’ll reek.’

‘Bollocks! You’re right.’ Sonny quickly stubbed out the remains of his cigarette. He exhaled into Gemma’s face. ‘How’s my breath?’

Gem wrinkled her nose. ‘Horrible. Here, have some chuddy.’ She pulled a pack of chewing gum from her handbag and handed it to him.

He eyed it suspiciously. ‘It’ll make my Guinness taste weird.’

‘Don’t care. Get it in your gob. And if my dad notices the smell then just say you were sitting next to Si, they know what he’s like.’

‘Ta very much, Gem,’ Si said.

Gemma shrugged. ‘Only yourself to blame, smoky.’ She reached across the table to pat his hand, deactivating teasing mode. ‘How’s your mum doing?’

‘You can ask her yourself,’ Si said, smiling. He pointed to the aviary, where his mum and dad were chatting to Kath and Greg, arms around each other’s waists. ‘They cut their holiday short so they could be back for the barbecue.’

Clarrie took his hand and gave it a gentle press. ‘Go well together, don’t they?’

‘They do.’ Si stubbed out his cigarette. ‘Right. I’m going to get a drink in and join the old folk. You coming, Clar?’

‘All right.’

Sonny stared at them. ‘You guys aren’t leaving me?’

‘We’ll just be over by the birds,’ Clarrie said, trying to sound reassuring. ‘Look, we can’t hold your hand through all of it. You have to do the first bit on your own.’

‘She’s right, Sunil,’ Gem said. ‘And I’m afraid the iceman cometh.’ She nodded to a well-built man, hand in hand with a woman almost as large as himself, striding towards them across the garden.

‘Oh, holy fuck. Has he always been that big? I swear he’s grown another foot.’

Clarrie patted his shoulder. ‘You’ll be fine, Sonny. Gem’ll be here to look after you. And if you need us, just give the secret signal.’

‘What secret signal?’

‘I dunno, hoot like an owl or something,’ she said. ‘Look, relax, okay? Try to remember why Phil liked you in the first place and then… do it again, that’s all.’

‘I have no idea why, no one else ever does. I make a terrible first impression.’

‘Well, maybe that’s why he liked you. Some people enjoy the company of sulky buggers.’

‘Harsh, Midwinter,’ Gem said, frowning at her.

‘No, that helps, actually,’ Sonny said, his eyes glazed. ‘Be my miserable self. I can do that. Come on, Gem, let’s get it over with.’ He stood and dragged her determinedly across the beer garden to meet Phil and Louise.

*

An hour later, the beer was flowing freely, the sun was burning – as were the burgers – and the barbecue was in full swing. In addition to Si, Clarrie and their old folk, the family group by the aviary had expanded to include Lyndsey, Dave and his parents. Sonny was still off with Gemma, struggling through his meet-the-parents ordeal.

‘Right, I’m off to the bar,’ Jeff announced, draining the last of his pint. He turned to his wife Polly, not making eye contact. ‘You having another or what?’

‘I think I’ve had enough for this time in the afternoon.’ Polly glanced at the empty pint glass in his hand. ‘How many are you on now?’

‘What, not keeping score today?’

‘No, I know the answer. Just wondered if you’d lost count yet.’

‘Planning to by the end of the day.’

Dave flushed and looked away. Seeing his embarrassment, Clarrie pulled his arm through hers and dragged him out of earshot.

‘You okay, Davy?’

‘Yeah.’ He sighed, glancing back at the group. Jeff had gone for drinks, and Polly was smiling as she chatted to Lyndsey, Kath and Greg. ‘I mean, they’re fine apart, you know? Mum can be a right laugh when she’s in the mood, and Dad… well, you know what he’s like. They just seem to bring out the worst in each other.’

‘It’s not your fault though, is it?’ Clarrie said gently.

‘Never said it was.’

‘No. You never said it.’

‘How’s our Si coping, do you think?’ Dave asked, looking over to where Si was joking about something with his dad.

Clarrie shrugged. ‘As well as you could expect, given the circumstances. Ups and downs.’

‘When’s Yvonne’s big op?’

‘Next week. He tries to hide it but I know he’s been worrying himself sick about it. Us lot just need to make sure we’re there for him, that’s all.’

‘Think he knows he can always count on us for that,’ Dave said. ‘I take it you’ve been seeing a lot of him lately.’

‘Yeah, I tend to go over to his the nights when he’s not at his mum’s. I don’t like to think of him brooding on his own.’

‘Clar?’

‘What?’

‘Okay, don’t hit me, but… has it ever occurred to you that you and Si have been practically going out for years?’

She frowned. ‘How do you work that out then?’

‘Well, you do all the couply things, don’t you? Look after each other when you’re upset, flirt, finish each other’s sentences. The only thing you don’t do is stop kidding yourselves and admit you’re more than mates.’

‘No, Davy… look, that’s just friend stuff.’ She shook her head. ‘Come on, we all do it. You flirt with me all the time. Even you lads flirt with each other. It’s just a bit of fun.’

‘It’s different when you and Si do it.’

‘How’s it different?’

‘It just is,’ Dave said with a shrug. ‘Here. Look at them two.’

He nodded to Si’s parents. Pete was paddling his fingers through his wife’s hair as he whispered something in her ear and Clarrie remembered with a pang that the thick curls, dark like Si’s, would soon be gone.

‘That’s what you and Si are like with each other,’ Dave said. ‘Don’t you want that, what they’ve got?’

Clarrie blinked hard. ‘God… yes. Yes, I’d love that.’

‘Then get it, before he gets sick of you dicking him about and changes his mind. You can’t have your cake and eat it, Clar, doing this weird half girlfriend thing forever. It stops both of you moving on properly.’

‘Wise little ginger today, aren’t we?’

‘I have my moments.’

Clarrie scowled at a cheeky finch showboating for her attention in the aviary like a little feathered Simon. ‘Look, the final’s less than a month away. That’ll fix things, one way or the other.’

Dave shook his head. ‘I still can’t believe you’re pinning your future on the bloody quiz league.’

She shrugged. ‘Might as well. I’m doing a pretty shit job sorting it out myself.’

‘Just go for it, you daft cow. Never mind the sodding final.’ His gaze flickered to Pete and Yvonne again. ‘Stop being a knob and be happy. You might never get another chance.’

‘It doesn’t always work out like it did for them two though, does it? Look at your parents.’ Clarrie glanced at Jeff, who’d just returned from the bar with another pint and was determinedly ignoring his wife as usual. ‘Look at mine. Sonny’s. Even Gem’s – her real mum, I mean. It seems like half the kids we went to school with are from broken homes now.’

‘You and Si are different though. Like soulmates or something, it’s pretty nauseating. Worth taking a punt on it if you ask me.’

‘I didn’t ask you, Davy.’

‘All right, mardy arse. You never do ask me, I just tell you.’ His gaze fell on Lyndsey, making conversation with his mum. ‘Oh yeah, that reminds me. I want to ask you a favour.’

‘What?’

‘Will you and Gem do something with Lyns? Take her to the pub or something?’

Clarrie frowned. ‘Why? She’s been to the pub with us a few times now.’

‘Yeah, with all of us. I meant just you three.’

‘Right. Er, what for?’

‘Dunno really. It just feels like something to do, go out with the girls in the group. Make her feel welcome.’

Clarrie narrowed one eye. ‘You want us to find out what she thinks of you, don’t you?’

He grinned. ‘Maybe. But mainly I want you to get to know her. You know, do that girl bonding thing.’

‘You’re serious about this one, aren’t you, Davy?’

‘I am a bit,’ he said, watching Lyndsey and Polly chatting. ‘It’s rough being the ugly one, Clar. Girls never did look at me the way they looked at the other two. I’ve finally found someone I like who likes me, and I want to keep hold of her.’

‘Here. Look at me, Dave Henderson.’ Clarrie took him by the shoulders and twisted him to face her. ‘You’re not the ugly one. You’re the cute one.’

‘Cute, great. Winnie the Pooh’s cute but no one wants to shag him.’

‘Dunno, I always had my suspicions about him and Eeyore.’

Dave smiled. ‘Well, he is hung like a donkey.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘See? You’re the funny one too.’

‘It’s never got me girls though, has it?’

She shrugged. ‘Maybe you’ve just been chatting up the wrong girls. That Ed Sheeran does all right for himself, doesn’t he? Si reckons you look like him.’

‘Ed Sheeran’s a multi-millionaire with a major singing career, Clar. He doesn’t live in his mum’s back bedroom and work in data entry.’

‘Well, that is true.’

‘So will you take Lyns out for a girls’ night? For me?’

Clarrie put her arm round his shoulders. ‘Course, if it’s important to you. I’ll have a word with Gem and we’ll set it up.’

When they rejoined the main group, Clarrie sidled up to Simon and plucked his elbow.

‘Oi. Dewhirst Junior. I’ve nearly finished my second pint.’

He assumed a look of innocence. ‘Don’t know what you mean, Clar.’

‘Come on. There’s an empty table over there.’

‘Oh, go on then.’

He followed her to a vacant table and they both took a seat.

‘My mum’ll go spare if she sees me smoking,’ he said, tapping out a cigarette for them.

‘Why? She knows you smoke.’

‘Yeah, but disapproving of it is her second favourite hobby, after winding Dad up.’

Clarrie lit the cigarette and sucked on it meditatively, gazing at their old folk chatting.

‘Si? You ever thought that out of the five of us, you’re the only one whose parents are still happily married?’

‘Dave’s parents are still married.’

‘Yeah, the key word you seem to have missed there was “happily”. Dave’s parents hate each other.’

‘Well, there is that.’

‘Makes you wonder what they saw in each other in the first place, doesn’t it?’ Clarrie said, thinking of Jeff and Polly sitting in a mutual, silent sulk in front of the telly every time she’d been over to Dave’s after school.

‘I think the main thing Jeff saw in Polly was Dave,’ Si said with a grim half smile, taking the cigarette from her. ‘About four months’ worth of him by the time they tied the knot, apparently.’

‘Who told you that?’

‘My dad. He was best man at their shotgun wedding.’

She let out a snort. ‘Dave the ginger foetus. That’s weird.’

‘I don’t think you can really count Gem as one of your broken home brigade though. Lou’s brought her up since she was four. That family’s pretty normal.’

‘Still. Three out of five of us: two single mums and a miserable couple who should’ve divorced decades ago. Not great, is it?’

‘That’s just our parents though, isn’t it? It’s not us, any of us.’ Si stubbed out their cigarette and turned to face her. ‘Look, I know what this is about. It’s not you, Clar.’

‘It could be.’

‘No. It couldn’t. Clarissa Pauline Midwinter is her own person with her own future, to do what she likes with. You know this sort of thinking’ll only make you miserable.’

Clarrie swilled her pint absently. ‘At least it’s only got the potential to make me miserable.’ She glanced at Dave, who’d sneaked off into a corner of the beer garden with Lyndsey for a spot of snogging away from his parents’ prying eyes. ‘Poor Davy. He had a pretty messed up time of it growing up, listening to them arguing all the time. No wonder Rob never wants to come home.’

‘You’re not Polly, Clarrie.’ Si covered her free hand with his. ‘I’m not Jeff.’

‘How do you know I’m not Polly?’ she said. ‘My mum was at school with Dave’s parents too. She told me Polly Cawthra was like their Laura Tindall. Pretty, fun, outgoing – now look at her. All she does is shout and cry and make Jeff miserable.’

‘Yeah well, that’s him too, isn’t it? He’s barely spoken to her in twenty years except to ask what she’s making him for tea.’

‘I know.’ Clarrie met his eyes. ‘What if that was us, Si?’

‘It wouldn’t be.’

‘You don’t know that. Life does that to people: makes them bitter. It pushes them together, forces them to go through all this stuff, turns them into different people then wedges them apart. Jeff and Polly, my parents – they all cared about each other, once.’

‘God, you’re cynical. Other than all the times I got you grounded, when have me and you ever done anything but make each other happy?’

‘Never. That’s why we need to stop the life stuff getting between us. Christ, Simon, what if – what if there were—’

‘What?’

Si followed her gaze to a group of little kids playing on the bouncy castle, pushing each other over and giggling when they bounced back up again.

His voice was gentle when he spoke again. ‘Is that what’s behind all this?’

‘That along with everything else. Not being able to cope with being an adult. Ruining things for people other than just me, all those times I can barely manage to look after myself.’

‘You think you’re the only one who feels like that?’ Si said softly. ‘Everyone worries about not coping, having responsibilities. It’s part of finding your place in the world.’

She laughed. ‘Thanks, Dear Deirdre.’

‘Common sense.’ Si pressed her hand, a half-comforting, half-impatient squeeze. ‘You wouldn’t have to go through that stuff alone, Clarrie. You’ve got me.’

‘Jeff and Polly had each other too. All it taught them was to hate each other’s guts.’

‘I keep telling you, they’re not us. It’s not the same.’

‘Isn’t it though?’

‘Jesus, you’re hard work sometimes.’ Simon lifted her hand to his cheek and held it there. He glanced at the laughing kids again. ‘Look like we used to, don’t they?’ he said quietly.

‘Yeah. Especially that little bugger who keeps pushing the girls over and screeching with laughter. He’s the spit of you.’ For some reason Clarrie felt tears rising, watching the boy who reminded her of the young Simon tease his friends. ‘I wish we could be that happy again, Si. Nothing to worry about.’

‘I wish you could too, Clarissa. I really wish you could.’
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‘How’d it go then, Sonny?’ Clarrie asked later after she, Sonny, Dave and Gemma had left their old folk to get drunk together and grabbed themselves a table inside the pub. Si was outside getting himself a burger, and Lyndsey had been swept off for a girly chat by Dave’s mum. Polly seemed to have taken quite a shine to her.

‘Awful. Well, I dunno, maybe all right.’

Gemma shook her head. ‘Don’t listen to him, Midwinter. It went great.’

‘Your dad still likes him then?’ Dave asked.

‘Yeah. No accounting for taste, eh?’ Gemma nudged Sonny in the ribs. ‘So now I just need to finally meet your mum, don’t I?’

‘Seriously?’ Clarrie said, raising an eyebrow. ‘You were going out for two years.’

‘You’ve met my mum loads of times, Gem,’ Sonny said.

‘Yeah, when us lot used to come round yours after school and when she picks you up from the pub,’ Gemma said. ‘Never officially as your girlfriend.’

‘Look, just give it time, okay? It’s… delicate.’

Dave pushed back his chair and stood up. ‘Right, I’m going to the bar. Can I get anyone another Oedipus Complex?’

Sonny glared at him. ‘You what?’

‘Just asking if you’d like a drink, mate.’ Dave gestured towards Sonny’s half-empty Guinness. ‘I mean, are you okay with that one or do you want your mother?’

‘I do not have an Oedipus Complex.’

Dave threw his hands up. ‘Woah, where’d that come from? I think you’re hearing things, sunshine.’ He grinned. ‘Mind you, you’re missing out. Your mum’s great in the sack.’

Clarrie groaned. ‘Not the “I’ve had your mum” jokes again, lads. Honestly, you’ve done them to death.’

‘A bit like me with Sonny’s mum.’ Dave smirked round at them. ‘Never gets old. Right, same again for everyone, no excuses. Back in ten.’ He headed off to the bar.

‘Well?’ Gemma said to Sonny.

‘Just let me build up to it, okay? I’m all Mum’s got since Dad did a bunk. And you know she always wants me to go out with Sikh girls.’

‘Come on, your mum’s not that scary. And she knows we went out before.’ Gemma’s eyes widened when she caught his guilty look. ‘You’re kidding me. You never told her we were going out, did you?’

‘I meant to, I just… never got round to it.’

‘In two bloody years? Jesus, Sunil!’

‘Your mum knows you’re not a practising Sikh, Sonny,’ Clarrie said. ‘She made her peace with that years ago. Surely she knows you go out with non-Sikhs.’ She paused, catching his expression. ‘She does know, doesn’t she?’

Sonny started peeling the paper off a beer mat, looking sheepish. ‘Yeah, she knows, but… there’s a kind of “don’t ask, don’t tell” thing going on.’

‘Sonny, come on, you’re nearly twenty-seven. And your mum’s pretty cool, I bet she’d be glad to see you happy with someone.’

‘It’s okay, Clar, I’ve got this,’ Gem said, putting up a hand to silence her. She turned back to Sonny. ‘Take as long as you need, Sunil. I can wait.’

‘Really, Gem?’

‘Yeah. Take your time, eh? Whenever you’re ready.’

‘You’re pretty awesome, you know that?’ Sonny leaned in for a kiss. ‘Love you.’

‘Er, yeah, don’t mind me, guys,’ Clarrie muttered. ‘No, no, please, just carry on, I insist. Pretend I’m not here. Oh, you are, aren’t you?’ She glared at the pair of them, locked together at the lips. ‘Fine. I’ll go help Davy with those Freudian slips at the bar then.’

*

‘What’s he setting up now for?’ Sonny said a little later, watching Maserati Tim fixing up his microphone. ‘There’s ages till the quiz.’

‘Oh yeah,’ said Si, who’d joined them. ‘There’s another thing. Wait and see.’

‘Ahem. Evening all,’ Tim said once his mike was fired up. ‘Got something special for you tonight, might add some flavour to your drinks.’ He nodded to Pete and Yvonne, sitting at a window table with Kath, Greg and the Hendersons. ‘So our regular quizzers will have noticed a couple of old friends back to see us – Pete and Yvonne Dewhirst, late of the Dalai Farmers. Some of you will also know Yvonne’s about to start treatment for breast cancer.’

A buzz of low voices and some sympathetic clucks suggested this was new information for a few of those present.

‘So in honour of Yvonne, a brave lass and tough old bird, before we start the quiz proper we’re going to hold a just-for-fun charity game. I’ll be passing round a tub for everyone to stick in whatever they’d like to give towards a cancer charity picked by the Dewhirsts, and the first three couples up to the front can take part in a game of Mr & Mrs.’

There was a chorus of ‘ooohs’ and a few groans from the regulars.

‘For Christ’s sake, whose bright idea was this?’ Sonny muttered.

Si glared at him. ‘My mum’s.’

‘Oh. Sorry, Si.’ Sonny shot him a double thumbs-up. ‘Top idea, mate.’

‘So now I’ll be handing over quizmaster duties to Yvonne for the next hour,’ Tim said as she went up to join him. He unscrewed the microphone from its stand and handed it to her. ‘Here you go, love. Better explain the rules for them too young to remember the telly show.’

‘Thanks, Tim.’ Yvonne glanced down at a piece of paper in her hand. ‘So, I’ll be asking the couples taking part a series of questions about each other. My lovely assistant Pete will be keeping score, and the couple who get the most right win a bottle of wine or the equivalent in beer. Everyone clear?’

There was a hum of affirmatives. Yvonne beamed as a plastic tub chinked generously with coins.

‘Right, five minutes to get up to the front if you want to play, then we’ll kick off.’

‘You doing it then?’ Si asked Sonny.

Sonny looked enquiringly at Gemma, who shook her head.

‘Nah, sorry,’ he said. ‘Don’t think we’re ready for that level of public humiliation yet.’

‘I meant you and Dave.’

‘Fuck off, Si.’

Si glanced at Clarrie. ‘So, kiddo, how about it?’

She frowned. ‘What, me and you?’

‘Yeah, come on, it’ll be a laugh.’

‘Your mum said couples though.’

‘Doesn’t matter, does it? You know me pretty well. Plus we can win beer.’

‘Good point. Let’s do it.’

She stood and followed Si to the front, where the landlady was arranging six barstools in two facing rows.

‘Oh God. You two aren’t doing it, are you?’ Clarrie said to Kath, who’d also made her way to the front leading a reluctant-looking Greg by the hand.

Kath shrugged. ‘I had wine.’

‘Yeah, I can tell,’ Clarrie said. ‘Don’t embarrass me, Mother. I don’t want to have to disown you again.’

‘Oh please. You disown me at least once a week.’

Greg mouthed a ‘sorry’ at Clarrie as Kath pushed him down onto a barstool and took her seat.

Dave and Lyndsey were up next. Lyndsey claimed a stool next to Clarrie on the girls’ side, Dave sitting down opposite.

‘We won’t win, Lyns.’ Dave jerked his head at Si. ‘Not against these two. They’ve been best mates for like a hundred years.’

‘Yeah, but they haven’t seen each other’s bits,’ Lyndsey said. ‘I bet there’ll be questions about that.’

‘There better not be. My mum’s here.’

‘How do you know they haven’t seen each other’s bits?’ Kath said, leaning unsteadily over Clarrie to talk to Lyndsey.

Clarrie frowned. ‘Don’t start, Mother, or I’ll cut off your wine supply.’

‘You have though, Clarrie,’ Yvonne said, grinning at her as she handed each player a chalkboard. ‘Simon stuck his willy out the window for you to have a look at once when I was drying him after his bath.’

‘Ha! When was this?’ Dave asked Si.

He shrugged. ‘Last year some time?’

Yvonne hit him over the head with his chalkboard. ‘You were six, you cheeky bugger. Remember, Clarrie?’

‘As if she’d forget that,’ Si said, waggling his eyebrows. ‘Impressive, eh, Clar?’

‘Sorry, Si, don’t remember it.’

‘Actually she cried for an hour,’ Kath said in an audible whisper to Yvonne. ‘Then we had to have the birds and the bees talk.’

Si winked at Kath. ‘That wasn’t crying, that was her eyes watering.’

Yvonne shook her head. ‘You know, you get more like your father every day.’

Pete, seated next to the microphone with his scoring pad, grinned at Simon. ‘Just glad to hear you’ve inherited my greatest asset, son.’

‘Shush, you,’ Yvonne said. ‘Scorer has to keep quiet and be eye candy.’

‘I can manage that.’ He pulled her between his knees and tickled her hips. ‘You lucky, lucky lady.’

Yvonne giggled. ‘Get off me, you dirty old sod.’

‘Oh God.’ Clarrie buried her face in her hands. ‘Somebody kill me. I mean it. I need to die.’

Dave patted her knee in solidarity. ‘This is like them drunken family murder mystery nights at your mum’s. Only worse.’

Si shrugged. ‘Speak for yourselves. I’m having a great time.’

‘That’s because you have no shame,’ Clarrie said.

Lyndsey nudged Clarrie. ‘Are Si’s mum and dad always like this?’ she whispered.

‘Yeah, bloody embarrassing Dewhirsts. Pete and Si are a bad influence on each other too.’

‘God, I’d be devastated if it was my mum and her boyfriend.’ Lyndsey glanced at Pete and Yvonne, giggling together on Pete’s stool. ‘Still. Looks like a laugh.’

Yvonne finally extricated herself from her husband’s wandering hands. ‘Okay, let’s get cracking. Welcome to our three lovely couples. Representing the old people, we’ve got Kath and Greg.’

There was a semi-enthusiastic round of applause from the gathered drinkers.

Kath shot her best friend a look. ‘Old people. You’ll be getting a slap in a minute.’

‘Watch out for her, she’s a mean drunk,’ Clarrie mouthed to Yvonne.

‘Shush.’ Yvonne raised a finger for silence. ‘Right, next up we’ve got my own little angel Simon and his friend Clarrie.’

‘Angel my arse,’ Dave muttered.

‘And finally, young David Henderson and his girlfriend Lyndsey. Kath won the toss so she gets to go first.’ Yvonne turned to her friend. ‘Okay, Katherine. I’m going to ask Greg a question about you and he’ll write his answer on his slate. Then you tell me your answer and we see if they match. Understand?’

Kath nodded.

‘Right then. Where did you have your first kiss?’

Clarrie retched theatrically. ‘Please, God, not that…’

‘I think it was just under Greg’s moustache,’ Si said. Greg smiled good-naturedly as he scribbled down his answer.

Yvonne held the microphone to Kath for her answer. She leaned over to Clarrie and clapped both hands over her ears.

‘Outside Denworth Memorial Hall, waiting for a taxi after race night,’ Kath said.

There was a cheer as Greg held up his chalkboard to reveal the right answer.

‘I heard that.’ Clarrie shook her head at her mum. ‘Can’t believe you let him snog you the night you met. Kiss slut.’

Kath flicked her daughter’s right earlobe. ‘Oi. Don’t call your mother a slut. I’ll ground you.’

‘Twenty-six, Mother.’

‘Don’t care. I had wine.’

‘Yeah, I think everyone in the pub’s worked that out by now.’

‘Okay, Clarrie, you’re next,’ Yvonne said.

‘All right, what’s my question?’

‘Same one, that’s how it works.’

‘Oh, what? That’s not fair, we aren’t even a couple.’

Yvonne shrugged. ‘Game’s called Mr & Mrs, you knew that when you volunteered. Just make something up if you haven’t got an answer.’

Clarrie scuffed her foot against the crossbar of the barstool. ‘Got an answer,’ she muttered. Si was already scribbling, grinning from ear to ear at the prospect of embarrassing her.

‘Go on then.’

‘Corridor outside our Geography classroom, Year Nine. We’d been sent out for talking and chewing gum.’

Yvonne glared at Si. ‘’Zat so, son of mine? Talking in class and then snogging girls when you were supposed to be getting punished? I’ll be telling your father of you.’

Pete gave him a thumbs-up. ‘That’s my boy.’

‘Cheers, Dad,’ Si said, nodding at his father. ‘Not the answer I’ve got on my little chalky thing anyway, Clar.’ He held it up.

‘Kiss Chase?’ Clarrie shook her head. ‘Doesn’t count.’

‘Why doesn’t it count? Kissed you, didn’t I?’

‘Yeah, but not with tongues.’

‘I should hope not,’ Kath said, sending her a look. ‘Can’t believe you called me a kiss slut, Little Miss Tonsil Hockey.’

‘Yeah, well. You’re an old lady.’

‘At least I am a lady.’

After Dave and Lyndsey both correctly remembered they’d first kissed on the dance floor at the Hole in t’Wall a few months earlier, Yvonne moved on to the next question.

‘Right, at the end of that round Clarrie and Simon are behind, so they get to go first. What film does your partner choose to cheer herself up? Boys guess this time, so off you go, Clarrie.’

‘Easy,’ Si said when Clarrie had finished scribbling. ‘Cheesy action film, every time.’

‘Going to need a specific title, Simon.’

‘Top Gun then.’

Clarrie smiled and held up her board to reveal he’d got the right answer. There was a loud cheer from the pub, which seemed to have decided it was Team Si for some reason.

‘Okay, Dave, you’re up next,’ Yvonne said. ‘What’s her cheer-up film?’

Dave frowned. ‘Dunno, we’ve not watched many films. Er… something with Audrey Hepburn maybe, she’s got a poster of her. Breakfast at Tiffany’s.’

‘Sorry, Davy.’ Lyndsey held up her board to reveal Reservoir Dogs.

Dave’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Really? How do you get from Hepburn to Tarantino?’

Lyndsey shrugged. ‘I’m a woman of many parts.’

‘He knows, he’s seen them,’ Si said. ‘Ow.’ He rubbed his thigh where Dave had punched him.

‘And you watch that to cheer yourself up, do you? With the ear bit and everything?’ Dave shook his head. ‘You know, I’m starting to worry you might be a psychopath.’

‘Bother you?’ Lyndsey asked.

‘Nah.’

After Greg failed to guess Kath’s cheer-up film was Gigi, the teams were equal on a point each and Yvonne announced that the next round would move to lowest score elimination.

‘Okay,’ she said. ‘Lyndsey, you’re first. What would your partner say is his favourite part of your body?’

A massive shout of ‘tits!’ went up from the audience. Dave’s predilection for that particular part of the female anatomy was well known around the Denworth pub circuit.

Lyndsey blushed. ‘Er, yeah, what they said.’

‘Hey, I am not that predictable,’ Dave said with an affronted air. ‘There’s more to me than tits, you know.’

Clarrie raised her eyebrows at him.

‘Ugh. Fine.’

He held his board up in front of his chest to reveal a sketched pair of breasts, then looked down, head cocked, to appraise the new addition to his body.

‘Nice,’ Lyndsey said, nodding. ‘You’ve worked in some good detail around the nipples there. Flattered you were paying such close attention.’

Si was already scribbling. Clarrie narrowed her eyes at him.

‘We’d better not be getting three sets of tits in a row here, Simon Dewhirst. Bloody blokes.’

He glanced up from his board. ‘Don’t talk about that many tits around Dave, you know what it does to him.’

She grinned. ‘Yeah. Go on, Davy, cross your legs.’

Lyndsey nudged her. ‘Oi. I will be providing all Dave’s leg-crossing stimulation from now on, ta very much.’

‘Love it when you go all bunny boiler for me, Lyns.’ Dave blew her a kiss.

‘Have you got an answer, Clarrie?’ Yvonne asked.

It was a tough one. Clarrie tried to think about the times she’d been alone with Si, all the occasions he’d asked her out. All she saw was his face, those long lashes and dark, expressive…

‘Um, my eyes?’

Si smiled softly and held up his board. ‘How’d you guess, Clar?’

She shrugged. ‘That’s what I’d have said if it was my question.’

Two rounds later, Greg and Kath were eliminated and the remaining pairs were left to fight it out.

‘Okay, Davy,’ Yvonne said. ‘For this round, you both answer. So I want you and Lyndsey to tell me…’ She looked at the card in her hand. ‘Oh God, your mother’s going to kill me.’ She flashed an apologetic glance at Dave’s mum. ‘Sorry, Polly, I got these online. Er, right, young Henderson. What’s her favourite sexual position?’

Dave blushed. ‘Do I have to answer that?’ he mumbled.

‘If you want to win.’

He sighed, carefully avoiding his mum’s glare. ‘Not that badly. Pass.’

‘Lyndsey?’

‘Er, yeah. Pass too.’

Dave chucked her a relieved smile.

Yvonne grinned. ‘Prudes. Right then, our Simon, your question for the win. Tell me one thing about your partner that no one else in this room knows.’

Si shrugged. ‘That’s easy. She’s wearing odd socks.’

‘All right, Clarrie, shoes off,’ Yvonne said, giggling.

With a sigh, Clarrie pulled off her trainers and waggled her feet in the air to reveal one yellow, one black sock. There was a loud cheer from the pub.

‘How’d you know that, Simon?’ Yvonne asked.

‘She never has a matching pair on. Reckons life’s too short to pair your socks.’

‘Her mother must be very proud.’ Yvonne caught Kath’s eye, who gave a resigned shrug.

‘Okay, your turn, Clarrie,’ Yvonne said. ‘Got anything to tell me about this lad of mine he doesn’t want his mum to hear?’

Clarrie smirked at Simon. ‘Getting you done.’

‘Don’t you dare.’

‘Serve you right for making me show everyone my socks.’ She turned to Yvonne. ‘He’s got a pretentious tattoo on his hip. A little lightbulb.’

Yvonne glared at him. ‘Oh no, Simon. You haven’t defiled the body I gave birth to with a tattoo.’

‘I’ve been defiling it for years, Mum.’

‘That is more than I wish to know, ta muchly.’ She turned to the audience. ‘Did anyone else know that before I award the point? Call me old-fashioned, but I’d rather my only son didn’t have to get his backside out in the pub.’

‘I did. Sorry, Clar,’ Sonny called from their table.

‘What?’ he said, turning to meet Gemma’s raised eyebrows. ‘Saw it in the gym.’

‘Er, me too,’ a female voice from the back called out.

‘Who is it, Si?’ Clarrie asked.

He peered into the crowd. ‘Charlotte Hird.’

‘Who?’

‘Lass I went out with a couple of times.’ He waved to the girl.

Clarrie shook her head. ‘You are such a slag.’

‘No I’m not. I just get more action than you.’

Yvonne cleared her throat. ‘All right, kids, there’s only so far my selective deafness can stretch.’

‘Dad’s grinning at me, look,’ Si said, nodding to Pete.

‘That’s because he’s a lecherous old man.’ She held her arm up for silence. ‘Right. After that round, Dave and Lyndsey score no points, Simon and Clarrie one. So Clarrie and Simon win.’

She ignored the cries of ‘fix!’ mixed in with the applause. ‘Your beer’s behind the bar, kids. Well done.’ She brought the mike back to her mouth. ‘Okay, folks, that’s it. Tim’ll be back in half an hour for the proper quiz.’

‘Get your mam and dad to do it, Simon,’ a heckler from the back shouted out. A chorus of tipsy cheers from the rest of the pub suggested this was a popular idea. An afternoon of charred meat and beer clearly brought out the romantic side of the Denworth pub quiz regulars.

Si raised his eyebrows. ‘You heard them, Mum. Your turn.’

‘Oh, no, Simon. Not us two old fogeys.’

‘Sorry. This is by popular demand.’ Si pulled an empty barstool to face Pete. He guided his mum onto it and took the microphone from her.

‘I’m not playing with her sitting there,’ Pete said, dropping his score-keeping notebook to the floor. ‘When a woman’s borne two of my children, she gets upgraded to the first-class seating area.’ He drew his wife over to his stool and hoisted her onto his lap with a ‘hup’.

‘Okay, and how do we write our answers, first-class seating area?’ Yvonne said, smiling.

‘Whisper them to our Simon and he can shout them out.’

‘You’ve got an answer for everything, haven’t you?’

‘That’s why I wear the trousers in this marriage.’

‘Don’t know who told you that, Dad.’ Si turned to Clarrie. ‘What shall we ask them?’

‘Something embarrassing. Get our own back.’

Si looked over at Dave’s parents. ‘Jeff? You’re Dad’s best mate, give us something juicy.’

‘You sure you want it, Si?’ Jeff called back.

‘Go on. We’re all old friends here.’

‘All right. Ask your mum where you were conceived.’

‘You’re awful, Jeffrey Henderson,’ Yvonne said, frowning at him. ‘Your godson doesn’t need to know that.’

Pete shrugged. ‘He did get that tattoo though, Vonnie.’

‘He did, didn’t he?’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘Go on then, Pete. Tell him.’

Si leaned towards his dad and wrinkled his nose when he heard the whispered answer. ‘Ew, you what?’

Clarrie grinned at Yvonne. ‘Come on then, where was it?’

‘Not saying.’

Kath giggled. ‘I know,’ she whispered to Clarrie, resting a tipsy hand on her daughter’s leg. ‘Here, Simon, give us the mike.’

‘Oh God. All right.’ He passed it to her.

‘Behind the Cow and Calf rocks up on Ilkley Moor.’

There was a chorus of raucous ‘waaaays’ and table slaps from the pub, with a few thumbs-ups for Pete and, bizarrely, a couple for Si as well.

Si reclaimed his microphone and shook his head at his mother. ‘Classy, Mum. Really classy.’

She shrugged. ‘Well, it was our third wedding anniversary. And we did have a picnic first, Simon.’

‘What difference does that make?’

‘It shows there was wooing, doesn’t it? Your mother’s not a complete trollop, you know.’

Pete poked his head round her to smirk at his son. ‘Your father is though. Didn’t even wait for her to finish her sausage roll.’

‘Right. And it’s too late to put myself up for adoption, is it?’ Si asked.

‘Not my fault I’m so bloody virile,’ Pete said, shrugging. ‘Anyway, you’re just as bad. Where do you think you get it from, lad?’

Si pulled himself up to his full height and flicked an invisible speck of dust from his jacket. ‘I, sir, am a gentleman. I assure you I have never molested a woman mid-sausage roll in my life.’

Dave nodded. ‘He always waits until she’s finished her Penguin before he touches her up.’

‘Ah well.’ Yvonne gave Si a fond pat on the arm. ‘Our Simon had his mother to teach him good manners, you see. Strictly no bonking before pudding.’ She wriggled off her husband’s lap. ‘Come on now, time to break up this bit of daftness. Simon, give Tim his mike back, it’s nearly quiz time.’

Clarrie jumped down off her barstool, but as she prepared to follow Si back to their table, she felt Yvonne put a hand on her shoulder.

‘Clarrie. Can I have a word before you go back?’

‘Okay. What is it?’

‘Not here. Come outside a minute.’

‘Um, okay.’ Clarrie shot a worried look at her mum as she followed Yvonne outside.

‘What’s up, Yvonne?’ Clarrie asked when they were alone. ‘Are you feeling okay? Can I get you anything?’

‘One thing. A promise.’

‘Course, anything you like.’

Yvonne glanced through the window to where Simon was chatting with the others about the picture round sheet Tim had just handed out. ‘Look after my boy for me, will you? He doesn’t say anything but I know he’s having a tough old time of it.’

‘Of course I will. My mum too, and the gang. We’ll always be there for him.’

‘I don’t just mean now. I mean… I mean, if anything happens during the op next week or… you know, after. Take care of him, eh? He’s always loved you.’

Clarrie felt her eyes filming with tears. ‘Don’t talk like that. You’re not going anywhere, we won’t let you.’

‘I won’t be going without a fight,’ Yvonne said with a smile. ‘Still. Promise me, Clarrie, just in case. Favour to an old friend.’

‘You know I will, always. Cross my heart.’

‘You’ve always been a good girl.’ Yvonne gave her a grateful hug. ‘Come on, let’s go in.’

‘What was that all about?’ Si asked when she got back to their table.

‘Oh, nothing important. Just girl stuff.’ She slid the picture round sheet towards her. ‘Come on, let’s get quizzing.’

Once the quiz was over and the papers had been marked, it became clear that an afternoon of drinking had done nothing to help the Denworth Quiz League members’ trivia-summoning powers, with low scores all round. Still, the Flower Arrangers managed a tidy second with sixty-four, propelling them to just four points behind the leaders, Les Quizerables.

‘Worried?’ Si whispered as Clarrie accepted their tenner prize.

‘No.’ Clarrie frowned in a puzzled sort of way at the note. ‘No, I don’t think I am.’
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Clarrie had just closed up on the following Friday, the night of their girls’ night out, when Gemma flung open the door of The Bookshelf and slammed it shut behind her. She rested her back against it and exhaled slowly through her teeth.

‘Bit early, aren’t you?’ Clarrie said. ‘I’m not dressed yet.’ She looked Gem up and down, taking in her outfit. ‘And neither are you, by the looks of it. You been for a job interview or something?’

‘I need a drink,’ Gemma said, pointing vaguely over her shoulder as if something scary from the big bad world outside was hot on her heels.

‘Coffee?’

‘I was thinking something stronger.’

‘I’ve got some Carlsberg in the fridge. Nothing for you winoes though.’

‘That’ll do.’

Gemma followed her into the kitchen and sat down at the dining table. Clarrie handed her a can of Carlsberg, then cracked one open for herself.

‘So what’s up, Gem?’

‘Nothing.’ Gemma took a gulp of lager and grimaced. ‘Ick. Dunno how you drink this stuff, Midwinter.’

‘You don’t want it?’ Clarrie reached for the can, but Gemma hugged it to her protectively.

‘Hands off. S’mine.’ She took another long swallow.

‘You’ve been to see Seema, haven’t you?’

Gemma arched an eyebrow. ‘What, are you psychic now?’

‘I recognise the parent-meeting symptoms. I already went through this with Sonny at the barbecue.’ Clarrie narrowed one eye. ‘You’re not going to start talking about testicle removal, are you?’

‘Amazingly, no. Is that what he talked about?’

‘There was some conversation on those lines, yeah.’

Gem gave an amused snort. ‘The sexy bastard.’

Clarrie put a sympathetic arm around Gemma’s shoulders. ‘Go on, tell me the worst. How bad was it?’

‘It… wasn’t.’ Gemma shook her head as if she couldn’t quite believe it herself. ‘She was really sweet to me. Hugged me, told me I was too good for him but she hoped it worked out, that sort of thing. Nerve-wracking though. I felt the need for some sort of liquid restorer.’

‘So she doesn’t mind you’re not a Sikh?’

Gem shrugged. ‘If she does she’s keeping it to herself. I think she just wants to see the lad happy more than anything.’

‘Good old Seema, I knew she would. So where’s Sonny then?’

Gemma scoffed. ‘Been sent to his room without tea, probably. I’m in the pink but he’s well grounded.’

‘Why, what did he do?’

‘Told his mum we went out for two years and he forgot to mention it. Pillock.’

‘What? What did he go and tell her that for?’

‘I think we made him feel guilty at the barbecue the other week,’ Gemma said, smiling. ‘You know, he’s really putting some effort into this. In a way it’s like we’re picking up where we left off, but somehow it’s different, more…’

‘Serious?’

‘Yeah. How’d you know that’s what I was going to say?’

‘That’s what Sonny said. At the barbecue, when he was terrified about seeing your dad and stepmum again.’

‘Did he? Aww.’ Gemma twisted her face into what could only be described as a soppy simper, but Clarrie didn’t have the heart to tell her.

‘You’re not going to be loved up and sickening all night, are you?’ she said.

‘Maybe.’

‘Jesus. Just remembered, I can’t make it.’

Gemma grinned. ‘All right, Midwinter, I’ll rein it in. Come on, let’s go get ready while we finish these. You can lend me a top, I can’t be arsed going home.’

*

‘So where’re we going, Gem?’ Clarrie asked while she straightened her hair in the flat above the shop. ‘Pub crawl?’

‘No, we’re off to Ritz for cocktails,’ Gemma said. She was rifling through Clarrie’s cupboard, looking for a top that might suit her. Not that there was much to choose from. ‘I told Lyndsey we’d meet her there.’

Clarrie groaned. ‘Cocktails, really? What is this, Sex and the bloody City?’

‘Yep. We’ll talk about orgasms, fabulous shoes we can’t afford, men’s fear of commitment; it’ll be awesome.’ Gemma pulled out a blue halter top and held it against her, then shook her head and stuffed it back in the cupboard.

‘Right. So the lass who went into meltdown because she thought her long-term boyfriend had got her preggers and the one who won’t go out with her fit best mate because she’s illogically terrified of grown-up relationships are going to make a case for men’s fear of commitment, are they?’

‘Okay, smartarse. We’ll just drink Cosmopolitans and giggle then.’

‘All right, I can manage that.’ Clarrie ruffled some mousse through her hair to add a bit of volume. ‘And the orgasm conversation’s okay too, we can use it to tease Dave at the next quiz.’

Gemma turned from the barren wasteland of Clarrie’s cupboard to shake her head. ‘The pair of us need to stop doing that. He’s got Lyndsey now.’

Clarrie shrugged. ‘Don’t see why when he still asks us to get our tits out every five minutes.’

‘Okay, fair enough.’

‘Last time I worked in banana yogurt.’

‘Ha! He cross his legs?’

‘Yep. Shame you weren’t there.’

‘Well, I’m back now.’ Gemma finally selected a strappy pink silk top and chucked it on the bed. ‘Back for good.’

‘Yeah.’ Clarrie turned to smile at her. ‘Good to have you in the gang again, Gem.’

*

Ritz, Denworth’s best, worst, and only nightclub, was a puzzle wrapped in an enigma wrapped in a bleak concrete crust.

How it had stayed open for thirty years was one of the town’s great mysteries. But somehow, while the zeitgeist changed, there was Ritz: terrible as ever, filled with its regular clientele of underage drinkers, middle-aged men on the pull and anyone who wanted to keep drinking after the pubs had closed. It was tucked away up a side street in town, sandwiched between a Ladbrokes on the left and Absolutely Kebabulous, home of infamous local delicacy the Tray O’ Meat – strapline ‘It Does What It Says On The Tin!!’ – on the right.

It wasn’t even called Ritz. Currently it was called Nexus, but next month it could be something else. The name, like the proprietors, was in a state of constant flux (Flux, that had been another one: for about three months in 2010). Not that it mattered. Somehow the original name of Ritz had stuck, much like any drink left for too long on the tables, and the surest sign of a newcomer to the area was that they called it anything else.

The current owner, determined to make Ritz into the kind of glamorous, sexy nightspot she’d probably seen in an episode of CSI: Miami, had recently had the whole place refurbed with black gloss tables and pink neon lighting. Even worse, she’d then had the bright idea of introducing a cocktail menu to the downstairs bar. Clarrie could imagine the poor woman crying into her pillow every night when she tallied up and realised VK Ice and Jägerbombs were still her biggest sellers.

They said their good evenings to Mo, the long-time bouncer, and walked in.

‘Oi! Over here!’

Clarrie nudged Gem and pointed to where Lyndsey was waving from one of the boothed tables.

‘Hiya,’ Clarrie said after they’d navigated through the smattering of dancers, lifting her voice over the cheesy nineties pop. What was it: Peter André, ‘Mysterious Girl’? Well, it was bearable enough. The best and only compliment Ritz had ever earned from her was that since it had reinvented itself as a nightclub-cum-cocktail bar, the music had been both inoffensive and quiet enough to hold a conversation over.

She chucked herself down on the pink leather couch and nodded to a jug of something icy. ‘What’s that?’

‘Mojito,’ Lyndsey said.

‘Oh.’ Clarrie eyed the liquid suspiciously. ‘Why’s it got leaves floating in it?’

‘I think that’s mint.’

‘What else goes into it?’

Lyndsey shrugged. ‘Dunno, the barman recommended it. Smells all right though.’

‘It’s mint, lime and sugar,’ Gemma said. She pulled the jug towards her and poured out a glass each for them. ‘Plus the secret ingredient, rum.’

‘How do you know this stuff, Gem?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Comes with being the girly girl. Go on, Midwinter, get it down you.’

Clarrie took a sip and pulled a face. ‘Hngh.’

‘What, don’t you like it?’ Lyndsey asked. She knocked back a mouthful of her drink. ‘Tastes all right to me.’

‘No… it’s not bad actually. Just a bit sweeter than I’m used to, that’s all.’

‘Bloody beer drinkers,’ Gemma muttered. ‘Destroys the taste buds, that’s why I can never get Sunil on the wine. Well, cheers, ladies.’ She held up her glass. ‘Here’s to a good night.’

*

Two jugs of minty-limey rum later, Clarrie was approaching the level of drunkenness that made the world her best mate and the club’s pink neon lighting her blurry, eye-stinging worst enemy.

‘Wonder what the lads are up to tonight,’ she said, woozily topping up her glass.

‘Si’s probably reading those bloody trivia books,’ Gemma said. ‘Sunil’s round at Dave’s playing video games.’

‘You reckon they’re talking about orgasms and our fear of commitment?’

Gemma scoffed. ‘No, I reckon they’re drinking beer and talking about our tits. This is Dave we’re on about.’

Lyndsey frowned at her. ‘Oi. That’s my boyfriend.’

‘That just means he can describe yours in more detail than ours,’ Gemma said with a shrug.

‘Yeah, he’s probably drawn Sonny a picture by now,’ Clarrie said. ‘Si reckons Davy only did A-Level Art so he could perfect his tit-sketching technique.’

‘Heh. Probably true,’ Lyndsey said. ‘So either of you guys ever… y’know?’ She waggled her eyebrows.

‘Sorry?’ Gem said, blinking.

‘Y’know.’ Lyndsey waggled her eyebrows again.

Clarrie squinted at her through the mojito haze. ‘Have you got a facial tick, Lyns, or is that just a symptom of your sex addiction?’

‘Ah, come on, thickoes. I mean, you ever sleep with any of them? You know, your mates. What with them being lads and everything.’

Clarrie and Gemma looked at each other. ‘Sonny,’ they said in unison.

‘What, both of you?’

Gemma shrugged. ‘Well it wasn’t at the same time or anything.’

‘It was only the once with me and him,’ Clarrie said. ‘We were kids. First time and all that.’

‘Any good?’ Lyndsey asked.

She laughed. ‘Dire. It lasted about two minutes and we spent the rest of the night going through an essay for A-Level English. I think we both felt the sex thing had been a bit over-hyped, to be honest.’

Gemma shot her a look. ‘Could you not disparage my boyfriend’s shagging technique in front of the newbie, Midwinter? Don’t want to have to deck you.’

‘As if you could, Shirley Temple.’

‘I’ll have you know Sunil’s great in bed. Perfectly capable of producing multiple organismisms every time. At least…’ Gem counted on her fingers. ‘… six. In a row. Good ones, not like them little half ones that don’t count.’

‘Pfffft. Bollocks, darling.’

‘You two’re funny when you’re pissed,’ Lyndsey said, giggling. She topped up her mojito from the jug. ‘So what about my Dave then?’

‘What about him?’ Clarrie said.

‘You guys ever… y’know?’

Clarrie lifted her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Enough with the y’knows, Lyns. Pretty coy for a nympho, aren’t you?’

‘Hey. I’m not a nympho.’

‘Not what Davy said.’

Lyndsey shrugged. ‘It’s not my fault he’s so sexy.’

Clarrie tried her best not to scoff. ‘Really? Dave?’

‘Yeah, Dave’s hot. So have you?’

Gemma laughed. ‘With Dave? No, love, you’re safe.’

Lyndsey looked affronted. ‘Why, what’s up with Dave?’

‘Nothing,’ Clarrie said. ‘He’s just… Dave. It’d be weird.’

‘But not with Sonny?’

‘No, that’d be weird too, now,’ she said. ‘You get older, things… change… Look, let’s talk about something else. I don’t want to get into which of my mates I’d shag first if the opportunity came up.’

Gemma scoffed. ‘Yeah, coz we all know the answer to that.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself, princess,’ Clarrie said, topping up her and Gem’s mojitos.

‘You know who I mean.’

Lyndsey shot Clarrie a knowing smile. ‘Si, right? What is it with you and him?’

‘So I totally shagged Dave in sixth form,’ Clarrie said.

‘No you didn’t,’ Gemma said. She took a slurp of fresh mojito through her straw. ‘You’re just trying to change the subject. Everyone knows Davy didn’t – ow!’ She stopped as Clarrie took a well-aimed kick at her ankle.

‘Er, everyone knows Dave lost it with Laura Tindall when he was eighteen,’ she finished, smiling weakly at Lyndsey.

Lyndsey frowned. ‘Really, eighteen? Late starter.’

‘You have no idea,’ Gemma said, wincing when she got another kick from Clarrie under the table.

‘So, you and Si,’ Lyndsey said to Clarrie. ‘Go on, fill me in. Everyone else seems to know.’

‘I can manage the abirdge… abrudge… er, short version for you,’ Gemma said, stifling a hiccup. ‘She loves him, he loves her, she’s mental, it’s weird, the end.’

Lyndsey frowned. ‘But I’m guessing there’s more to it than that, yeah?’

‘Er, no. That’s about it actually,’ Clarrie said.

‘So how did this daft bet of yours come about then?’

Clarrie sighed. ‘Oh, he’s forever betting me something or other, ever since he promised me his best kinger marble if I could eat a whole packet of jaffa cakes in one go. This is just the grown-up version of games we’ve been playing since we were bloody four years old.’ She blinked into her drink. ‘I mean, I thought it was. Before.’

‘But it isn’t,’ Lyndsey said.

‘No. Especially not since I realised something.’

‘What did you realise?’

Clarrie snorted. ‘I realised that this is one bet I actually want him to win.’

‘You mean you’ve finally made up your mind to go out with him?’ Gemma nodded her approval. ‘About time too.’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘No, I mean I want him to win the bet. I want to be told it’s okay to go out with him. That I’m not doing something wrong or fucking both our lives up or all the other things I’ve been angsting about pretty much since the first time he asked me.’ She laughed bleakly. ‘I want to be… I want to be allowed.’ She looked up to meet their eyes. ‘Does that make sense?’

‘Nope,’ Gemma said. But Lyndsey nodded slowly.

‘Yeah, I get it,’ she said. ‘Helps you put a box around it, right? Makes it less scary.’

Clarrie pointed a finger at her. ‘Yes! That’s it exactly!’

‘You’ve spent a lot of time worrying about this, haven’t you?’

‘Years.’ Clarrie swallowed a sob. ‘I’ve spent years worrying about this, Lyns. And it was easy enough to pretend it didn’t matter, when I was convinced he was just amusing himself between one-night stands and fuck buddies, but now… everything’s different. Especially since his mum got ill.’

‘Why, what changed?’

‘Suddenly he’s just got this face on him, like it’s make or break and he’ll win the League or die trying, and now we’re in second place and I can’t help thinking… what if? What if he does win? And then that day at the barbecue, he asked if I was worried about losing and I realised that no, it was just the opposite. I really, really wanted to lose.’ She sighed and drained the dregs of her cocktail. ‘Look, girls, you mind if we talk about something else? I really don’t want to get into this.’

‘You need to get into it or you’ll never unmental yourself,’ Gemma said.

‘Not now. Not after this many drinks. God, I can’t even… with the…’ She stared into the crushed ice crystals in her glass, letting her fogged brain wander. ‘Hey Gem. You think you really were pregnant that time?’

‘Thanks, drunkface.’ Gemma flashed a wary glance at Lyndsey, who flushed.

‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘Probably didn’t want me to hear that, eh?’

‘No…’ Gem said. ‘No, I reckon you’re part of the gang now. I don’t mind. Just don’t tell the lads, ’K?’

‘I also don’t mind,’ Clarrie said with a dizzy grin. ‘Glad you’re one of the girls, Lyns.’

Lyndsey shot them a grateful smile. ‘Thanks, guys.’

Gem smiled vaguely back. ‘What were we talking about?’

‘You being knocked up,’ Clarrie said, sucking on a chunk of ice. ‘Ow! Brain freeze…’

‘Oh yeah. Short answer: no idea. My period started like three days later. I mean, regular as clockwork till that point, then nearly twelve days late. Could’ve been…’ She winced. ‘Well, you know, that word. Let’s not say the word.’

‘What word?’ Clarrie said.

‘Begins with a em.’

‘Oh. That word.’

‘Anyway, it’s done with now, isn’t it? Me and Sunil are moving on, making a life together. We’re not kids any more.’ She glared at her empty glass, blinking with emotion and drink. ‘And I do love him.’

‘No need to sound so angry about it,’ Clarrie said. ‘Hey! I got this great idea. Let’s get s’more mintydrink.’

‘You get more drinks, drinkie. I’m going to ring Sunil.’ Gemma stood and tottered unsteadily off, fumbling her phone out of her bag as she weaved her way through the throng of drinkers and dancers.

Lyndsey caught Clarrie’s eye. ‘Aren’t we supposed to do something? There’s a rule about letting friends drunk dial, isn’t there?’

Clarrie snorted. ‘If we’d done that with Sonny they wouldn’t be back together. Drunk dialling rocks.’ She gazed thoughtfully into her glass. ‘Think I’ll ring Si.’

‘You sure that’s a good idea?’

‘Yep, it’s s’best. His voice is nice.’

‘Er, yeah.’

‘Sounds like… Christmas.’

‘And starlight and unicorns… hey, why don’t you give me your phone, Clarrie? I can ring him for you.’

Clarrie glared at Lyndsey, then broke into a grin. ‘Ahhhhhh. I know your game. Fancy him, don’t you? I seen you checking him out.’

‘Bloody hell, those last mojitos really went straight to your heads, didn’t they? All the booze must’ve been at the bottom of the jug.’

‘Nope. Sober as a… newt. I’m gonna ring Si.’ Clarrie stood up on wobbly legs and leaned over the table to clap Lyndsey on the arm. ‘No worries, nympho lady. Everyone fancies him. Won’t hold it against you.’

‘Um, cheers.’

A lightbulb dinged over Clarrie’s dizzy head. ‘Hey. You should ring Dave, tell him you love him. S’what all the cool kids are doing.’ She narrowed her eyes. ‘You do love sweet little Dave, don’t you? We all love Dave.’

Lyndsey sighed. ‘Yes, I love sweet little Dave. Think I might ring him actually, see if he can send his dad to pick us up.’

‘Yeah! Get Jeff. Jeff’s great. I mean, he’s rubbish, he hardly ever gets the questions. But he’s still great.’

‘What’ve I got myself into?’ Lyndsey muttered. Summoning a bright smile, she patted Clarrie on the shoulder in the same way someone might humour a toddler high on Haribo Starmix. ‘Okay, you go ring Si, sweety. S’pose you can’t do too much damage with that guy. I’ll sort us out a lift.’ She took Clarrie’s elbow and guided her, staggering, to the exit.

Outside, Clarrie stared blearily at her phone. She tapped at the glowing jumble of colours until she managed to bring up Simon’s number.

‘Si!’ she shouted when he answered.

‘Hi Clarrie. Still out with the girls?’

‘Love you.’

‘Ah.’

‘Love you, Si. I’m drunk.’

‘You amaze me.’

‘Yep. There were these thinks. Things. Mohicans. They come off of a, a… jug. Good stuff.’

‘Mohicans. Right.’

‘Got a mint in them. And… something. A mint and something.’

‘Okay, I’ll write that down. A mint and something, got it, we can make them on your birthday. You need a lift home, Clar?’

‘Love you.’

‘Er, yeah, you said. Love you too, kiddo.’

‘Ha! Yeah you do.’

‘Okay, no need to shout,’ Si said. ‘Anyone else there? Gem?’

Clarrie squinted as she tried to focus on Gemma. She could just make her out, sagging against the wall while she sobbed into her phone. Mo, the huge, stocky bouncer, was patting her back with the resigned air of a man who’d spent his last ten years’ worth of Friday nights breaking up fights and comforting maudlin drunks.

‘She’s crying at Sonny,’ Clarrie said to Si.

‘Oh God, you’re all like that…’

Clarrie noticed Lyndsey beckoning to pass her the phone.

‘Dave’s missus wants you.’ Clarrie lowered her voice to a very audible whisper. ‘Careful, she fancies you. Don’t shag her, ’K?’

‘What, over the phone? I’ll try to control myself.’

She passed her mobile to Lyndsey.

‘Hiya, Si,’ Lyndsey said. ‘Yeah, they’re both off their faces. We’d love a lift, if you’re about. I mean, we can get a taxi if…Okay, if you’re sure. Cheers.’

‘Psssst!’ Clarrie said with a little high-pitched giggle. ‘Tell him I love him.’

‘Er, Clarrie says she loves you.’

‘And tell him I’m drunk!’

‘And she’s drunk.’

Lyndsey grinned. ‘He says he knows on both counts and he’ll see you in ten minutes.’

‘Si! Bring fags!’ Clarrie shouted, right before Lyndsey hung up.

*

After dropping off Lyndsey and Gemma, Simon’s Clio pulled up in front of The Bookshelf.

‘This is you, Clar,’ he said, turning to face her. ‘Come on, I’ll help you upstairs.’

‘And then you’ll go away?’

‘I’ll wait till you fall asleep if you want.’

‘Can’t I come home with you?’ Even through the booze fog, Clarrie could hear the note of pleading in her voice.

Si stroked her hair back from her face, running his eyes over her drooping features. ‘Better not, eh?’

‘But I love you, Si.’

‘So you keep saying.’ He sounded a bit sad. ‘I wish you’d told me a few mojitos ago. Sorry. Mohicans.’

‘Is it coz you don’t think I’m pretty?’

‘You’re beautiful, Clarissa. You know that’s what I think.’

‘No, but shush, right, listen. Shhhhh.’ She put one finger over his lips.

He flashed her an amused grin and lifted the finger from his mouth. ‘Go on, I’m listening.’

‘Normally, right, when you meet pretty girls in nightclubs, right, you take them back to your house and do snogging and that with them.’ She wagged an accusing finger. ‘I seen you.’

Si laughed. ‘Not when they’re in this state I don’t, I do the gentlemanly thing and help them into a taxi. Anyway, you’re not an ordinary pretty girl. You’re a Clarrie pretty girl.’

‘Shut up. You are,’ she said with a giggle, closely followed by a hiccup. ‘You love me, don’t you?’

‘You know I do.’ He sighed. ‘God, Clar, do you even know how many times I’ve tried to tell you that over the years?’

She blinked, trying to focus. He was saying things. She needed to remember the things.

‘Did you?’ she mumbled. ‘When?’

‘I think the first time was when you got together with Olly. That guy had me worried, more than either of the other two. I could see how much you liked him. Convinced myself it was now or never, but I wimped out at the last minute.’ He ran a finger down her cheek. ‘It’s the one thing I could never bring myself to tell you, how I really felt about you.’

‘Why?’

‘Afraid, I suppose, of how you might react. Worried I’d scare you.’

‘I wish… Si, I wish…’

‘What do you wish?’

‘I… don’t know.’ She could feel her eyes getting heavy. ‘Can’t I sleep in your bed, Si? Go on.’

‘You can stay over at mine if you want. I’ll take the floor.’ He examined her glazed expression with concern. ‘In fact, I think you better had. Feel like I should keep an eye on you.’

‘Can there be cuddling? At camp there was cuddling.’

‘Well, camp’s camp. This is real life.’ Simon breathed another heavy sigh. ‘You’re not my girlfriend, Clarrie. Sharing beds, cuddling – it’s not normal, is it? We need to break the habit. It’ll only make things harder if I lose.’

‘’S’fine. Best mates, aren’t we? Used to do it all the time when we were kids.’ She let her head sink onto Si’s convenient shoulder.

‘And now we’re adults. If I wake up in bed with you again – well, I want to really wake up with you. As my girlfriend.’

Si looked at the head resting on his shoulder. ‘Clar?’

The only answer he got was a snore.
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Warp and Weft, Match 7 of 8

1st place – Les Quizerables (401)

2nd place – The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers (399)

3rd place – The Murgatroyd Family (391)

The Flower Arrangers were gathering at the Warp and Weft for the seventh quiz of the League – the last match before the grand final. The previous quiz had narrowed their points gap to only two behind Les Quizerables, and tonight’s match could be the one to push them into the lead.

When Clarrie and Si arrived together, everyone on the team was there except Jeff.

Clarrie nodded to the last empty chair. ‘Tell me he hasn’t been grounded again.’

‘No, he’s on his way,’ Dave said. ‘We didn’t come together tonight, I’ve been at Lyndsey’s.’

‘Spending a lot of time there, aren’t you?’

‘Yeah. I’m knackered.’

She smiled. ‘I’m not surprised. How’s it going then?’

‘Great actually. Think she really likes me, you know?’

Gemma grinned. ‘Davy. Are you blushing?’

‘No,’ Dave said, his colour deepening. ‘That’s just… sex rash. You get it when you’re well sexy.’

‘What, syphilis?’ Si said.

Dave glared at him. ‘You’re just jealous. Not seen you getting your leg over much lately.’

‘You’ve not seen much of anything lately. Been locked up in your sex lair, haven’t you?’

Dave smirked. ‘Seen a lot of Lyns’s ceiling.’ He shrugged as the eyes of the team turned towards him. ‘What? She likes it on top.’

‘Ha!’ Si snorted. ‘No wonder you wimped out of that sexual position question at the barbecue.’

Sonny grimaced. ‘What did you have to tell us that for?’

‘Just to see the look on your face, sunshine.’ Dave glanced at the door and drew an invisible zip across his lips. ‘Right, you lot, shush. My old man’s here.’

He nodded to Jeff, manoeuvring his bulky frame through the tables towards them.

‘So?’ Clarrie said. ‘He knows you’re a sexaholic.’

‘Yeah, but I don’t want to brag. It’s not like he’s been getting much for the past twenty years, is it?’

‘Fair point.’

‘Where’ve you been, Jeff?’ Simon asked as the final Flower Arranger sank into his seat.

‘Stopped to bollock some kids smoking wacky baccy up by the park, scaring the old dears on their way to indoor bowls.’

‘You can take the copper out of the Force, eh?’ Gemma said.

‘Mmm, hard to break the habit. Plus I like to have a daily shout outside the bosom of the family, it’s great for stress relief.’

Dave stood up. ‘Er, I’m just off to the bar.’

‘You what?’ Sonny said. ‘I’ve just been to the bar.’

‘Yeah, but it’s good to stock up before kick-off. Same again, everyone?’

Jeff pulled him back into his seat. ‘Sit down, you little pillock. Seriously, how thick do you think I am?’

‘You want the honest answer there, Father?’

Jeff shot him a look. ‘Look, your mum and me know you spent a good four years stoned off your tits in your room. Not sure you potheads ever realise how much that stuff stinks. Anyway, we could hear you tittering.’

‘You what?’

‘Yeah, and you can pay me back for not shopping you by looking after me in my old age. If your mother doesn’t finish me off with the breadknife first.’

Dave narrowed one eye at his dad. ‘Hang on. Do you know what happened to that eighth I bought to take up to camp in Year Twelve? You didn’t bloody confiscate it, did you?’

‘I did, yeah. Found it hidden in a video case on the upstairs landing. Devil’s Advocate with Keanu Reeves.’

‘What? I thought Rob had got it! What did you do with it?’

Jeff grinned. ‘You don’t want to know.’

‘Didn’t flush it, did you? That was twenty quid’s worth.’

‘No, me and your mum smoked it.’

‘What?’

Clarrie gave a loud snort that she quickly turned into a cough. Si slapped her sympathetically on the back.

‘We were young once too, Davy Boy,’ Jeff said with a shrug. ‘Used to like a joint ourselves back in the day. I thought it might bring some of the magic back.’

‘And did it?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Best laugh we’d had together since our wedding night, I can tell you that.’

‘Oh aye?’ Si said, quirking an eyebrow.

Jeff glared at him over his already half-gone Bombardier. ‘I meant because the good times rolled, young Dewhirst, so watch it. I promise you there is nothing giggleworthy in the Henderson family lunchbox.’ He nudged Dave. ‘Back me up, Junior.’

‘Er, yeah,’ mumbled his shellshocked offspring. ‘What he said.’ He shook his head. ‘Can’t believe you smoked my weed though, Dad. Pair of twats.’

‘Oi.’ Jeff cuffed him. ‘There’s a commandment about respecting me and your mum, lad. If you don’t watch your mouth, the Lord’ll smite you bare-arsed from here to John O’Groats.’

‘Don’t remember that one from RE,’ Si said. ‘Is it in the King James?’

‘Yep,’ Jeff said. ‘I didn’t win the Sunday School scripture knowledge prize two years on the trot just for scratching my backside, you know. Bare-arsed smiting, Leviticus 6:10. Look it up.’

‘Fucking hell, this is hilarious,’ Sonny muttered to Gemma. ‘Davy’s never hearing the end of this.’

Clarrie noticed Jeff’s face suddenly change, his smirk disappearing. He peered towards the bar with a vague, distracted air.

‘What’s up, Jeff?’

‘Hmm? Oh, nothing. Just spotted a mate, that’s all.’ He stood up. ‘I’d better go say hi.’

‘The quiz’ll be starting soon, Dad,’ Dave said, but Jeff had already wandered away.

‘Who is it, Dave? Fat Ade?’ Si asked.

‘No. Mandy Atkinson.’

Si turned to look. ‘So it is. When did she come back?’

‘Two months ago. Her husband died last year.’

‘Yeah?’ Si said, turning back and scanning Dave’s face. ‘Your dad seen much of her?’

‘Here and there. They’re taking the same life drawing class at our village hall.’

‘You all right, Davy?’ Clarrie asked. ‘You seem a bit out of it.’

‘I’m… fine, Clar,’ Dave said absently, still staring at his dad and Mandy. ‘I should probably go say hi to her too. Might as well get a round in while I’m there.’ He stood and headed to the bar.

‘What was all that about?’ Gemma asked Sonny.

He shrugged. ‘Beats me. Who is she, Si?’

‘Old flame of Jeff’s. She moved away years ago with her husband.’

‘She was in the year above my mum at school,’ Clarrie said, glancing over at the brass-haired woman in her late forties chatting merrily to Jeff and Dave. ‘Bit of a goer apparently.’ She grinned at Simon. ‘I heard she had your dad, Si.’

‘Shut up.’

‘Ha! Like father, like son, eh?’ Gemma said. ‘Was he as much of a slag as you, Si?’

‘Right, you can all bloody bite me. I thought we were talking about Jeff’s sex life anyway.’

‘Serves you right for all them jokes about my mum,’ Sonny said, smirking. ‘So is someone going to tell me and Gem what Dave’s being weird about then?’

Clarrie shrugged. ‘The idea of his dad having sex, probably.’

‘More than that,’ Si said, draining the last of his pint. ‘Dad told me Mandy’s the one that got away. You know, the one Jeff would’ve married. They were sort of unofficially engaged after school.’

‘Really?’ Clarrie said. ‘I never knew that. Mum just said they went out.’

‘Yeah. But then he knocked up Polly Cawthra and thought he’d better do the honourable thing.’

‘Bloody hell,’ Sonny said. ‘Our Jeff’s a dark horse, eh? Surprised Dave never said.’

Si shrugged. ‘I think he feels guilty, to be honest. He knows the whole story but he hardly ever talks about it. Once he’s mentioned it to me, when he was stoned at camp and we stayed up after you lot had gone to bed. That’s all.’

‘What’s for Dave to feel guilty about?’ Gemma asked. ‘He didn’t ask to be conceived, did he?’

‘I know. He does though.’

‘Poor little Davy.’ Gemma glanced at the group by the bar. Dave was looking uncomfortable while Mandy laughed, lightly touching Jeff’s arm with long, hot-pink fingernails. ‘God, the woman doesn’t flirt by halves, does she? Right, Sunil. Let’s go get introduced.’

‘Won’t we be interrupting?’ Sonny said.

‘That’s the whole point, thickie. Come on, Davy needs us. These two can mind the table.’ She dragged Sonny off towards the bar.

‘Fancy going out for a fag before we kick off, Clar?’ Si asked when they were alone.

‘No, I’d better mind the table. You go though.’

‘It’s okay. Not the same without you.’

‘How’s your mum, love?’ Clarrie asked. ‘Recovering from the op okay?’

‘Yeah, she’s doing well. Tired, but upbeat about starting her treatment. Her and dad are over at the caravan again, having a bit of a break before the chemo starts.’

‘And how are you?’

‘I’m just glad the op went without a hitch.’ He looked down at the table. ‘Although it’s the next bit that’s really scary, isn’t it? Chemo. I’m going to take her to appointments wherever I can – you know, school allowing. Dad shouldn’t have to do it all on his own.’

Clarrie squeezed his leg under the table. ‘You’re a good boy, Simon Dewhirst, you know that?’

‘Yeah. Keep it quiet though, I’ve got a reputation to maintain.’

‘Secret’s safe with me.’ She gave his knee an affectionate rub and removed her hand. ‘I’m here if you need me anyway.’

‘Thanks.’ He turned to her with a strange look in his eyes: a glint of something she couldn’t identify, a little half smile. ‘Hey, Clar, there’s something I wanted to—’

But he was cut off by Dave, Sonny and Gemma returning with more drinks.

‘Here you go,’ Dave said, dumping a pint in front of each of them.

‘Ta, Dave.’ Clarrie glanced up at him. ‘Everything all right?’

‘Yeah. Dad’ll be over when Tim kicks off, he says.’

‘Oh.’ She glanced at Jeff and Mandy, laughing together at the bar. Dave’s gaze followed hers as he sank back into his seat.

‘Look happy, don’t they?’ he said with a sigh. ‘I wish he’d laugh like that with Mum. Maybe I should stash a bit more weed around the house.’

Si patted him on the shoulder. ‘Nothing for you to worry about, Davy. It’s between them, isn’t it?’

‘S’pose. Hard to remember that when you’re stuck in the middle of it.’

Sonny shook his head. ‘You need to move out, mate.’

‘All right, you move in with me then.’

Sonny scoffed. ‘With you? You must be joking. Sharing a tent with you’s bad enough, slobby.’

‘Yeah, easy to be tidy when you’ve got your mum picking up your pants for you, eh?’ Dave did the fake cough thing with a barely concealed ‘Oedipus Complex’.

Si nudged Clarrie. ‘Looks like things are back to normal round here.’

Tim started tapping his microphone, ready to begin. Jeff said his goodbyes to Mandy and slipped quietly back into his seat.

His son avoided catching his eye.

‘Right, folks, here we go,’ the quizmaster boomed. ‘Our last League quiz before the final and at this stage it’s looking like a two-horse race between the Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers and Les Quizerables, with Les Quiz just a couple of points ahead. Round one: the animal kingdom.’

Si swore under his breath. Nature was one of their weak areas.

‘Question one: which animal has the scientific name ursus arctos horribilis?’

‘Okay, Sonny,’ Si said. ‘You’re science. What is it?’

‘I don’t know, do I? That’s Latin, not science.’

‘God, you’re rubbish.’ Si looked round the table. ‘Come on, come on, anyone?’

‘Shame Posh Ed’s not here,’ Dave said to Clarrie. ‘I bet he can speak Latin. They teach them that at private school.’

‘He didn’t go to private school, Dave, he went to a comprehensive in Halifax.’

‘It’s a bear,’ Jeff said absently.

Clarrie stared at him. It was rare enough for Jeff to be awake, let alone have an answer.

‘Bloody hell, Jeff. How d’you know that?’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno, must’ve been on Pointless or something.’

Si nodded. ‘Sounds right actually. I mean, there’s Ursa Major, the constellation. That’s the Great Bear. So ursus, same root maybe.’

‘Smartarse teachers,’ Sonny said. ‘What about the rest of it then?’

‘Eh?’

‘You know, ursus flobbeldy gobbledy or whatever it was. What type of bear is it? There’s more than one, you know.’

‘Oh. Yeah.’ Si’s face fell. ‘S’pose there is.’

‘Let’s take a guess,’ Clarrie said. She looked at Jeff. ‘Unless you know?’

‘Hmmm?’ he said, pulling his eyes away from Mandy Atkinson at the bar.

‘Type of bear.’

‘Oh. Right. Koala?’

‘Right, long enough on that one,’ Tim boomed. ‘Moving on…’

‘Shit!’ Si said. ‘Right, I’m calling it. Grizzly.’

‘Dad says koala though,’ Dave said.

‘Not a proper bear, Dave. Koala’s a wotsit, kangaroo thing. Can’t remember the word.’

‘Question two,’ Tim said. ‘What type of mammal is a kangaroo?’

‘Oh, you’re fucking kidding me,’ Si said with a groan.

‘It’s all right, I know it,’ Clarrie said, jerking the paper away from him and writing ‘marsupial’ into the empty space.

Si looked relieved. ‘Oh yeah, I knew that. Momentary blank.’

Gemma shook her head. ‘You need to relax, Si, you’re getting yourself all worked up. The answers’ll come easier if you calm down a bit.’

‘Sorry. Sorry, I know.’ He glanced at Clarrie. ‘Got a lot riding on it, that’s all.’
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Clarrie wasn’t sure when Si put his hand on her leg but she noticed it a couple of questions into the third round: not moving, just resting there on her leggings. About halfway through the round, he started brushing his little finger up and down her inner thigh – slowly, softly caressing the same inch of flesh through the thin material. Just a little movement, but it tingled right through her.

They were leaning together over the answer sheet and she was suddenly very aware of him. Their closeness, his cheek almost touching hers. His breath, faster than usual, warm on her face.

‘You all right, Clar?’ Gemma asked.

‘Fine,’ she lied, pressing her eyes closed for a second.

‘Stop it,’ she whispered to Si when the others were engaged in arguing over the last question of the round.

‘What?’ he muttered back.

‘You know what.’ She put her hand over his, stilling the teasing finger. ‘Si, please. There’s people.’

‘Come away then, Clar. Come outside with me.’

‘Okay. Just wait for the break.’

As soon as Tim called half-time, Si jumped up and grabbed her hand.

‘You guys off to smoke?’ Dave asked, glancing up at them.

‘Yeah,’ Si said with a determined half smile. He dragged her to the exit.

In the car park, a lad from the Cockwombles team was already enjoying a half-time cigarette.

Si jerked his head at the smoker. ‘Do one, eh, mate?’

The lad cast a nervous look over Si’s large frame and the odd, wild expression in his eyes.

‘Er… yeah, all right.’ He stubbed out his fag and disappeared back into the pub.

As soon as he was gone, Simon pulled Clarrie into his arms. He pressed her back against the brick wall of the pub and kissed her deeply. Instinctively her arms clasped around his neck, pulling him into her.

‘What happened to breaking the habit?’ she gasped when he drew away.

‘New plan,’ he breathed, peppering her neck with kisses.

‘No. We shouldn’t, Si.’

‘Why not?’

‘It’s just… a bad idea. Oh, Christ…’ She took his face in both hands for another passionate kiss.

‘Mm… no,’ she said, holding him back and panting a little. ‘We have to stop.’

‘Why do we? You don’t want to. Neither do I.’

‘We’ll miss the second half.’

Si gave a short laugh. ‘Sod the second half.’

‘Don’t you want to win?’

‘If this works I won’t need to.’

He leaned forward to kiss her again but she held him back.

‘If what works?’

‘Tried to tell you earlier. I’ve been working on a Plan B.’

‘Playing games again, Si?’

‘Come on, you like my games.’ He started to kiss her neck again, pulling her top and bra strap to one side so he could glide his lips across the bare flesh of her shoulder. ‘Games get you hot for me.’

He sucked lightly against the curve of her shoulder, and she bit her lip to choke back a groan.

‘Si… please.’ She put her hands on his chest and pushed him back. ‘You have to stop.’

‘If that’s what you want.’ He pulled her top back to cover her shoulder and put his arms behind his back. ‘Don’t have to touch you to turn you on.’

‘You are one cocky bastard, Dewhirst. What’s this Plan B then?’

He moved his face close, his cheek grazing her ear. ‘Thought I might have a crack at seducing you,’ he murmured. ‘You enjoying it so far?’

‘No…’

‘Fibber. Go on, Clarrie, ask me out. It’s your last chance before the final.’

‘No, Si. Just wait, okay?’

‘Bet I can change your mind though. Here.’

He brought his mouth to her ear and she thought he was going to start nuzzling. She steeled herself to resist, but he didn’t nuzzle. Instead he just breathed on her; fever-hot, feathery air against the tender skin of her neck.

For some reason, that was just as bad. Lust pulsed through her like a Mexican wave with each teasing breath on her flesh.

‘Stop it,’ she said in a low voice. ‘Go away. I mean it.’

‘You go away. No one’s stopping you,’ he said. ‘Go back into the pub if you don’t like it. I’m not even touching you.’

‘Ah! I hate you,’ she said as he blew softly against her again. With an effort she jerked her head away from him. ‘It won’t work, Si. You can’t kiss me or breathe on me or ear-nuzzle me into going out with you. You’ve tried everything. Pack it in and wait for the final.’

‘Not quite everything.’ He pulled her into his arms and softened his voice to an irresistible sexy hum. ‘My turn to proposition you today, I think. Come back to mine, Clarrie.’

‘It’s not a good idea.’

‘What’re you afraid of? Worried you’ll ask me out in the throes of orgasm?’ He took her earlobe between soft lips. ‘I guarantee you at least two, by the way.’

‘Get over yourself, porn star,’ she said breathlessly. He started kissing along her neck again and she tilted her head to give him better access.

‘Not had any complaints so far. Come on, Clar, come to bed with me.’ He lowered his voice to a seductive whisper, tickling where his lips touched her neck. ‘Let me make you moan.’

She tried desperately to tame the rebellious muscles fluttering below her abdomen.

‘Oh God, don’t say things like that…’

Si looked up from her neck to flash her an exultant grin. ‘Go on. Let’s me and you have some fun together, eh?’

She pushed him back with an effort. ‘No, Si. No. I want to, but… it’ll complicate things. And it wouldn’t be fair on you. Either of us. Just wait for the final, okay?’

‘Right,’ he muttered, stepping away from her. ‘Because we’re letting the universe decide, yeah?’

‘Something like that. I’m going inside.’ She dragged herself away from him to head back into the pub.

‘No, you know what? I’m not going inside.’ She spun to face him, lust turning in an instant to anger. ‘You know, you wind me right up. I swear I never know if this isn’t all one big game to you.’

‘Bloody hell, where did that come from?’

‘From my pissed-off, tortured soul, that’s where. Christ, Simon! You think just because you know I want you, you can manipulate me into going out with you? What am I to you, really? A challenge? A… a conquest? Is this all about massaging your bloody ego in the end?’

His eyes blazed. ‘Not just because you want me, because you fucking love me. Because you love me and I love you, and for some ridiculous Clarrie reason you won’t let yourself just be with me – not without some fatalistic bullshit you’ve suddenly decided to put your faith in telling you it’s okay first.’

‘That’s my choice, isn’t it?’ she said, turning away to direct a sullen stare at the wall.

‘That doesn’t make it the right one,’ Si said. ‘I’m fast running out of ideas here, Clarissa. You can call this my last hurrah if you like.’

He tried to embrace her again but she pushed him back.

‘Fine, I won’t touch you if you don’t like it,’ he said. ‘And you’re right, it is a game. A silly, childish game. But if games are the only way to convince you we should be more than just mates then hell, I’ll play.’ He glared at her. ‘Course, if you’ve had enough of games you know what to do. I’d rather go out with you because you asked me than because you lost a bet.’

‘No, Si. Wait for the final. There’s only ten days left.’

‘Yeah, and what if I lose?’

‘Then that’s that, isn’t it?’

Sonny poked his head round the door. ‘You ever coming back in? Quiz is about to—’ He stopped, catching their expressions. ‘Are you two all right?’

‘No.’ Si barged past him into the pub, his face thunderous.

Sonny turned an accusing glare on Clarrie. ‘What did you do?’

‘Nothing, it’s him. He can’t just bloody leave it.’

‘Well yeah. He loves you.’

‘Don’t start, Sonny. I’m seriously not in the mood.’

When she got back to their table, Si was at the bar getting drinks in, directing a vicious look at a beer pump he seemed to have taken a dislike to. Jeff was over there too, chatting to Mandy Atkinson again.

Clarrie dropped into her seat and glared into the foam-flecked pattern at the bottom of her empty pint. If she squinted, it reminded her of Si’s stupid wavy hair.

‘Something tells me I shouldn’t ask,’ Dave said, trying and failing to catch her eye.

‘Something tells you right.’

‘Hey, isn’t that one of your Pink Lady mates, Gem?’ Sonny asked as he took his seat, pointing to someone at the bar. ‘That was a shit team name, by the way.’

Gemma followed his gaze. ‘Oh yeah, that’s Sam. Nice lass.’

‘What’s she doing here?’ Clarrie asked. ‘Your team dropped out.’

‘That,’ Gemma said, nodding to the bar.

Clarrie turned to see what Gem was talking about. Sam, a pretty girl with a head of glossy chestnut curls and a push-up bra, had sidled over to Simon and was tapping him on the shoulder. She was wearing a face Clarrie recognised instantly as the Si simper: half blush, half smirk, all pathetic.

‘Ugh, what? She’s here to chat Si up?’

‘Yep,’ Gemma said. ‘She’s taken a bit of a shine to him. Asked me at work yesterday if he was seeing anyone and I said he wasn’t.’ She met Clarrie’s eyes with a glint of challenge. ‘Any problem, Midwinter?’

‘I bet that’s not even her real hair. I bet it’s extensions. And that’s obviously fake tan.’

‘It isn’t, you know. She’s half Spanish. Those are her real tits as well, before Dave asks.’

‘I don’t need to ask, I can tell,’ Dave said. ‘My Boobdar is infallible. I made sure I had a good look at them at the first quiz: purely academic interest, you understand.’ He reached for a fistful of the chips they were sharing. ‘Anyway, this is Denworth, not Essex. You’d be amazed how few of the girls round here can afford to get their tits done.’

‘So?’ Gem asked Si when he came back with the drinks. Sam had retreated, blushing and quite possibly giggling, to a table in the corner to enjoy her rosé with another female friend.

‘So what?’

‘So, you were talking to Sam. What’s the verdict?’

Si shrugged. ‘Seems nice. We’re going out for a drink on Friday.’

Clarrie glared at him. ‘Seriously? You asked her out just because of… of what happened outside? That is so bloody childish.’

‘Don’t flatter yourself, love,’ he said, staring sulkily into his pint. ‘I didn’t ask her anything, she asked me. And I’m entitled. I’m not a fucking monk, you know. It’s not like anyone else round here is going to ask me out, is it?’

‘Fine.’

‘Fine.’

Si and Clarrie knocked back a mouthful of beer each in silent synchronisation, oblivious to the puzzled stares of the other Flower Arrangers.

‘Right,’ Clarrie said, standing up.

Sonny looked up at her. ‘Where’re you going now? Second half’s starting in a minute.’

She didn’t answer. Instead she weaved her way to the Les Quizerables table and tapped Darren, deep in conversation about one of the blank spaces on their answer sheet, on the back.

‘Hiya, Clarrie,’ he said, looking up. The lad next to him shot her a suspicious glance and surreptitiously turned their answer sheet over.

‘Don’t worry, mate, I’m not here to cheat,’ she said. ‘I’m just here to… Darren, what’re you doing on Friday?’

‘Nothing much, why?’

‘I just thought… I mean, I wondered, um…’

Darren smiled. ‘Would you like to have dinner with me, Clarrie?’

She breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Thanks, I was well out of my depth there. Yes, I’d love to.’

‘Italian? We can go to Valentino’s, they do nice pasta.’

The look Darren’s teammate had fixed on him couldn’t have been more incredulous if his captain had transformed into a meerkat and started singing ‘O Solé Mio’.

‘What the hell, Daz?’ he said. ‘Going out with an opposing team’s captain a week before the final, are you insane? Those bastards already cost us our best player, now you’re going to let them screw tactics out of us as well.’

Clarrie grinned at Darren. ‘Didn’t know you had a Sonny of your very own.’

‘Yeah, this is Graham. Say hi to Clarrie, Graham. She’s an old friend from school.’

Graham just glared at her.

‘So see you there on Friday then? Around seven?’ Darren said.

‘Looking forward to it.’

When she got back to the table, she found the four remaining members of her own team staring at her in disgust.

‘Did you just do what I think you did?’ Sonny asked.

‘What?’ Clarrie scowled around the table. ‘Darren’s an old friend, isn’t he? We’re just going to catch up, that’s all.’

Dave shook his head, one hundred per cent serious and actually angry for once in his life.

‘God, you two, this is pathetic,’ he said to Clarrie and Si. ‘I never thought it’d be me saying this but honestly, grow up, the pair of you. I mean, you two have been best mates practically since you fell out of your fucking mothers, haven’t you? You tell each other everything yet you can’t seem to manage the simple five-minute conversation it’d take to sort all this.’

Si shrugged. ‘Don’t blame me.’

‘I don’t blame you.’ Dave glared at Clarrie. ‘I blame her.’

Clarrie refused to lift her scowl. ‘Why is everyone always taking his side? Anyway, I don’t know what you’re talking about. I’ve known Darren years, he’s a nice lad. You lot are always telling me I should go on more dates.’

‘Not just to get back at Si we’re not,’ Gemma said. ‘Come on, Clar, call it off, eh?’

‘Tell you what, bugger this.’ Clarrie pushed her beer away and stood up. ‘We’ve done the literature round, you don’t need me. I’m going. See you all a week Friday for the final.’

Without bothering to wait for a reply, she grabbed her bag and stomped out of the pub.
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Clarrie had never been to Valentino’s before. It was pretty posh: all mood lighting, penguin waiters and panoramic windows, with mellow instrumental jazz playing over the sound system.

Darren pulled her chair out for her and she took a seat, feeling self-conscious. She’d dressed up a bit for tonight in bootcut jeans and a strappy top, plus heels – actual, real heels she’d bought specially. But most of the other women there seemed to be in dresses or skirts, items of clothing Clarrie reserved for weddings, funerals and meeting her mum’s boyfriend of the month.

‘Bit different to Pizza Hut, this,’ she said to Darren.

‘Well I’m not going to take you to any old dive after all the times I’ve asked you out, am I? No offence to Pizza Hut.’

It was true. He was a far cry from equalling Si’s record, but Darren must’ve asked her out five or six times in the last few years without getting a yes. She’d say one thing about the men in her life: they were bloody persistent.

‘What changed your mind in the end?’ Darren asked.

She shrugged. ‘Dunno really. Well, I know why I said yes. What I don’t know is why I turned you down so many times before that. Sorry.’

‘You were worth the wait,’ he said, catching her gaze.

Ugh, he was being romantic. Bit early in the night to be going the full Disney prince, wasn’t it? They hadn’t even had a drink yet. She managed a diluted smile and pretended to busy herself with the menu, giving her an excuse to drop eye contact.

‘Well, how’ve you been then?’ he asked. ‘It’s ages since we caught up properly. I only ever see you lot at the quizzes, and Sonny gives me a filthy look whenever I try to talk to you.’

Clarrie smiled. Despite the team’s accusations, this wasn’t a revenge date, not exactly. She did like Darren – she’d always liked him, and she was genuinely looking forward to catching up.

She’d known him as long as she’d known Sonny, Dave and Gem, although he hadn’t been in their group of mates: more a friendly nodding acquaintance. They’d got to know him pretty well in sixth form though, when he and Si had been on the rugby team together, and after they’d all joined the League a rivalry had sprung up between Darren, Dave and Sonny that had lasted into what now passed for adulthood.

‘Not bad, still at the shop,’ she said, steeling herself for the inevitable small talk. ‘What about you? Working for your dad still?’

‘No, I finished my MBA last year. I work for myself now. Management consultancy.’

Okay, so far, so boring. Not that her job was so amazingly fascinating. Sold a book today, it was made of paper… first date chitchat was the worst.

Darren laughed suddenly. ‘God, think I just made myself nod off. Let’s skip the small talk, eh?’

She grinned. ‘Fine by me.’

‘Hey, remember that teacher we had for A-Level History, Mr Phillips? Saw him in town the other day.’

That’s right, Darren had done History as well, hadn’t he? She’d shared a table with him and Si at the back. They’d never seemed to do as much work as they should, but somehow Si still came sailing through with top marks. She’d been surprised when he’d picked History for his degree subject; even more when he’d made it his career.

Wincing, she pushed thoughts of Si to the back of her mind. She was out with Daz. Think about him.

‘Is Mr Phillips still around? He must’ve been a hundred then.’

‘Nah, we were just young, Clarrie. He was probably only in his late fifties.’

‘Ha! You sound like Jeff Henderson.’

Their conversation was put on hold for a moment when the waiter came over to take their orders.

Darren chose the chicken tagliatelle and, to avoid looking too much like she didn’t know what she was talking about, Clarrie asked for the waiter’s recommendation. He suggested spaghetti arrabbiata with a bottle of Frascati between them and she nodded, pretending she knew the difference between a Frascati and any other type of wine. She knew it was a white one, at least. In the eyes of the quiz team – Gemma excepted – that practically made her a connoisseur.

The waiter fetched a bottle and Darren tasted a sample, then nodded to the man to pour them both a glass. He seemed to know his wines anyway, unless like Clarrie he was trying to bluff it out. She stifled a giggle when she wondered if he had a cafetière.

Right. Time to do the date thing, if she could remember how. Flirt mode activated.

‘I used to fancy you rotten in sixth form, you know,’ she said with a coy smile after the waiter had gone.

‘Christ, really? Wish you’d told me that then.’

Darren tried and failed not to look too pleased. Still, at least he was managing to be modest about it. She could picture Si’s shrug, the cocky reply of ‘You’re only human’ if she’d said the same thing to him.

God, why was she thinking about Si again? She gave herself a mental kicking and forced herself back into the moment.

‘Yeah. I bet you never noticed me hanging round outside the changing rooms when you came in from rugby practice, did you?’ she said. ‘Trying to sneak a look at you in your kit.’

‘Ha! Fishing. All right, I’ll bite,’ Darren said as he topped up their wines. ‘I noticed you, on that wall by the Art block. I just assumed you were waiting for Si, that’s all.’

Had to bring Si up, didn’t he? That man was haunting this date like a… haunty thing. Whatever you call those haunty things. Ghosts. Them’s the lads.

She forced a laugh. ‘Well, that was a handy excuse.’

When their food arrived, Clarrie instantly regretted letting the waiter recommend spaghetti. Now it was there in front of her, the thought of tackling the unmanageable tomatoey fronds filled her with nameless dread. She ignored them for the time being and started picking out black olives with her fork.

‘I remember I started paying more attention to you after Sonny told everyone in the common room he’d shagged you,’ Darren told her as he made a start on his tagliatelle, expertly guiding strands of it around his fork. ‘He gave you a rave review, you know.’

She frowned. ‘He’s a cheeky bugger. Lucky he already got thumped for it or he’d be up for a bitch-slapping as well.’

‘Shit, yeah, that was proper scary. Si just launched at him. One minute he was sitting there with the rest of us, the next… well, I’m not sure how it happened exactly, it was a bit of a whirlwind, but somehow it ended up with Sonny apologising to him. I remember his nose dripping blood all over the carpet while he shook Si’s hand.’

‘Bloody hell, really?’

‘Yep. God, at sixteen it seemed well exciting. I was half up for quitting the rugby team and asking Si if he wanted to start a school fight club instead.’ Darren paused to take another sip of his wine. ‘I think that’s probably why I never asked you out when we were at school.’

Clarrie laughed. ‘What, because Sonny told everyone I was good in bed? I’m sure I would’ve been gentle with you.’

She struggled with a forkful of dangly spaghetti, making a quick note to self: spaghetti, absolutely the worst food to order on a first date. Bloody waiter, he’d probably recommended it deliberately and was having a good titter with his mates in the kitchen. No tip for him.

‘Anyway, much as I hate to admit it, I think my sex-siren credentials up to that point may have been slightly exaggerated,’ she said, finally managing to guide the curled-up spaghetti to her mouth.

‘It wasn’t that.’ Darren reached out to cover her non-pasta-eating hand with his. ‘I just thought you and Si had a thing going on, and I didn’t fancy a punch in the nose for my trouble. You did, didn’t you?’

She slid her fingers from under his and picked up her wine to give herself something to occupy her free hand. ‘Good food here, isn’t it?’

‘Nice try, Clarrie. I heard a rumour he bet you a date on the quiz league.’

‘God, does everyone know about that?’

‘So it’s true, is it?’ Darren seemed to be trying to catch her gaze but she stared determinedly into her spaghetti. ‘Lucky for me you’re going to lose, eh?’

‘Let it go, Daz. I mean it.’

‘All right,’ he said gently, registering the annoyance in her tone. ‘Sorry. Let’s talk about something else, shall we? I want you to have a nice time.’

‘I am having a nice time.’ She mustered a smile. ‘Anyway, Sonny and Dave have banned me from discussing the League. They’re disgusted enough I agreed to go out with you right before the final as it is. Something about getting nobbled by the opposition.’

Darren grinned. ‘Play your cards right, love.’

Clarrie laughed.

She wasn’t lying: she actually was having a nice time, apart from that bit of weirdness over Si. Darren was funny, she liked that. The conversation seemed to be flowing easily – God knew, that was rare enough on first dates – and, shallow cow that she was, she couldn’t deny he was nice to look at too.

He’d kept the boyish good looks that had caught her attention back in sixth form. His coal-black hair was long, a bit too long but it suited him, with a fuzz of designer stubble and the dark eyes she liked. The polo neck jumper and smart slate-grey jacket he was wearing looked good on him as well, emphasising his broad shoulders. His physique showed he’d kept up with the rugby since leaving school.

So why did she feel that strange, unsettled wrench in her belly? It felt like she’d been kicked. Hard.

*

‘I had fun tonight,’ Darren said softly as they waited for their taxis outside the restaurant at the end of the evening. ‘Thanks for agreeing to go out with me, Clarrie.’

‘Thanks for asking me. I had fun too.’

‘I’m glad.’

He started moving closer, a look in his eye that screamed an imminent kiss. Clarrie’s stomach jerked uncomfortably and she shuffled back against the wall.

She turned her head to one side, pretending to look out over the street, and noticed a white cab pulling up. Darren’s taxi. She sent mental waves of goodwill to the driver for his impeccable timing.

‘Your cab’s here.’

‘Oh. Right.’ Darren drew back as the taxi pulled in. ‘You sure you’re okay if I leave you? We could always share.’

‘Don’t be daft, my place is in the opposite direction. I’ll be fine, honestly.’

‘So can we do this again?’ Darren asked. ‘I’d like to. I mean, if you would.’

‘I… I’ll think about it. See you at the final, Daz.’

‘Okay. Make sure you tell Dave and Sonny to prepare to get their backsides kicked.’ He gave her a peck on the cheek and headed to the waiting taxi.

‘Hey,’ he said as he opened the car door, nodding to the empty back seat. ‘Don’t suppose you want to…?’

Aha, the come-back-to-mine invitation. She’d been waiting for that.

‘See you at the final, Daz,’ she said again, smiling.

He shrugged. ‘Worth a shot, eh? See you, Clarrie. Thanks again for tonight.’

The car door shut behind him and the cab pulled off.

As soon as it had gone, Clarrie burst into tears.

What the hell was wrong with her? Another nice guy, about to bite the relationship-poisoning dust she liked to call Clarrie’s Weirdo Issues.

She wasn’t going to see him again. I mean, okay, he was sweet, funny, handsome, but… he wasn’t right, that’s all. She didn’t like his… his… hair. It was too long. And he smelt wrong as well. Too… scrubbed. Too expensive.

She hadn’t wanted to admit to Darren she was too broke to afford a taxi back, but now he was gone it was lift-cadging time. She wondered if it was a bit late to ring her mum. Or there was Sonny, but at this time he’d probably be round at Gem’s with his pants off.

God, she was pathetic. Obviously she knew who she was going to ring. She owed him an apology for what’d happened at the last quiz, for one thing. And…okay, she wanted to know how his date had gone.

Yanking out her phone, she pulled up Si’s number, wondering if he was still out with Sam.

Her stomach lurched when a thought occurred to her. Would he already have taken his date home? It wasn’t late, but – well, Sam did seem to be in that sizeable portion of women who found Si impossible to resist.

She felt a stab of relief when he answered.

‘Hiya, Clarrie.’ He didn’t sound annoyed at her any more, thank God. He sounded thoughtful though. Quiet.

‘Si, I’m so sorry about the other night. It was well out of order, going off on one like that.’

She could almost hear him grin. ‘You’re after a lift, aren’t you?’

‘How’d you know?’

He laughed. ‘Just a guess. So how was the date?’

‘How was yours?’

‘I didn’t go in the end, rang her to cancel. Didn’t fancy it somehow.’

Clarrie almost sighed with relief, then mentally slapped herself for feeling so relieved. Hadn’t she just been out with another bloke? Selfish cow.

‘Are you okay to drive then?’ she asked.

‘Yeah. I had a feeling you might call.’ He paused to listen. ‘You crying, Clar?’

‘No.’

‘Yes you are. What’s up, did something happen?’

‘Just… nothing. Can you come get me, Si? I want a hug.’

‘I’ll be there in ten.’

*

It was actually just under eight minutes later when Si’s Clio pulled up in front of the restaurant. Not that Clarrie was counting. As soon as he got out, she flung herself into his arms and inhaled his perfect scent. He folded himself round her, gathering her to him.

‘Hey,’ he whispered, kissing the top of her head. ‘What’s up, Clar, what happened?’

She sobbed against his chest. ‘Nothing… nothing happened. I’m just being silly, that’s all. Dave was right, I am pathetic.’

‘No you’re not. Now tell me what’s wrong. Did Darren upset you?’

‘No, he was nice.’ She let out a weak laugh. ‘Don’t thump him, for God’s sake. You already ruined my chances with him in Year Twelve with your bloody Hulk hands.’

‘What is it then?’

‘Kiss my hair again.’

‘Okay.’ He pressed his lips to her crown, letting them rest there, and she sighed.

‘Come on, drive me home. I’ll tell you what’s wrong on the way. If I can work out what it is.’

In the car, Clarrie stared at the unfamiliar streets flashing past the window.

‘This isn’t the way, Si.’

‘No. You’re not going home yet.’

‘Where am I going then?’

‘Somewhere we can talk. Somewhere to stop you crying.’

Soot-blackened terraces pressed in on either side, the car climbing higher and higher until they reached open countryside. Eventually Si pulled into an isolated layby at the top of a steep moorland road, with a view right across the Dales’ broad acres.

‘There. Bet you can’t look at that and cry.’

Clarrie’s awestruck gaze ran over the valley’s dusted clusters of light, a mini galaxy in glowing orange and white. Each little group was a community: hundreds, maybe thousands of people.

Thinking about it made her feel insignificant, overwhelmed – but sort of free too. There was something liberating in knowing you didn’t matter; that you were just one of millions of little lives living and loving and dying all over the place.

‘It’s beautiful,’ she whispered.

‘Yeah.’ Simon’s eyes twinkled a reflection, a little smile on his lips. Without tearing his eyes away, he reached for her hand. ‘Best night view in Yorkshire.’ He laughed. ‘And also a popular dogging spot, so I’d suggest we stay in the car.’

‘Right. Never tell me how you found it.’

‘Hey, I just stumbled onto it, okay? Me and the boys were out walking.’

‘Likely story. Where was I then?’

He shrugged. ‘Some boyfriend or other, probably. That was usually why you weren’t around.’ He dragged his gaze from the view to look at her. ‘So are you going to tell me why you’re upset?’

‘If you hug me again.’

‘Okay.’ He shuffled round and wrapped his arms around her. ‘But no dogging, all right?’

‘Deal.’ She sighed, nestling against him as best she could over the gearstick. ‘To be honest, I don’t know what’s wrong with me. I had a really nice time with Darren. I always did like him, he’s a good laugh.’

‘Don’t let Sonny and Dave hear you say that.’

‘Oh, they love him really. No, it wasn’t him. It was – well, as usual it was me. But it was different this time. He didn’t do anything wrong. He just… I felt like I was…’

‘What? Can’t you tell me?’

‘I don’t know how to say it, that’s all.’

‘Try.’

‘He wasn’t… wasn’t you, Simon. I kept thinking about you. It felt like I was – like I was doing something really wrong. Betraying you.’

‘Clarrie, really?’

‘Yes,’ she whispered. ‘I’m a mess, aren’t I? Should’ve listened to Gem and called it off.’ She buried her face in his neck and let out another muffled sob.

‘You’re not a mess. You’re just how you’re supposed to be.’ He lifted her head from his shoulder so he could look into the tear-reddened eyes. ‘Why do you think I cancelled my date?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Yes you do. I felt like that too,’ he said. ‘Anyway, I only agreed to go out with Sam to make you jealous. It didn’t seem very fair on her.’

Clarrie cringed when she thought back to her own behaviour at the last quiz.

‘Si, I’m so sorry about that night in the pub, having a go at you like that and storming off. I should never have gone out with Daz just to get back at you. It was childish.’

‘No, I should apologise. You’re right, I shouldn’t tease you. Suppose I was just starting to panic – you know, about winning the bet. Scared I might lose my chance.’

Forgiveness was unspoken but it was there all the same. She rested her head on his shoulder and looked out over the tiny lights in crisscross lines of luminous filigree, earthbound constellations.

‘Hey, remember when we were kids I was going to build that rocket for us?’ she said in an awed half whisper. ‘I thought we’d see the whole world from up there. This is just how I imagined it.’

‘I remember,’ he said, twisting tender fingers through her hair. ‘You promised I could fly it. Always fancied myself as Han Solo.’

‘You just always fancied yourself,’ she said, smiling. ‘So do I get to be your Leia?’

‘You can be my Chewy.’

She laughed. ‘I bet you say that to all the girls.’

‘Only the hairy ones.’

‘Funny boy.’ She dragged a fingertip along the bridge of his nose and he wrinkled it attractively.

‘That tickles, Clar.’

‘Come back to mine, Si,’ she said softly.

‘Are you going to ask me out first?’

‘No games, please. No anyone asking anyone out. I want to be with you, okay? I want to make love to you and I want to pretend tomorrow won’t happen. Just me and you, just tonight, shutting out the world.’ She sought his eyes. ‘I don’t want to think about anything, and I don’t want to be alone, and I don’t want to be with anyone who isn’t you. I couldn’t. Will you, Simon?’

The long sigh that whispered through her hair sounded like surrender.

‘Yes, Clarrie.’

‘Are you sure? If you don’t want to I’ll understand.’

‘You know I do. I can’t say no to you again, I’m too far past teasing now.’

‘And what happens tomorrow?’

‘Never mind that, eh? Let’s just have tonight, and worry about tomorrow, tomorrow.’

With a last wistful look at the pinpoint lights of civilisation scattered over the billowing hills, each telling of a little person with their own beginning-to-end story, Si started the engine and pointed his car towards The Bookshelf.
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‘This is your room?’ Si glanced around Clarrie’s bedroom, dimly lit by a batik standard lamp.

‘Yep. What do you think?’

‘I think you’re a slob.’

‘You knew that already.’ Clarrie brushed some crumpled clothes, a hairdryer and other clutter off the unmade bed. Taking Si’s hand, she guided him into a sitting position on the edge of the mattress.

‘Right, come here, you.’ He pulled her down so she was straddling him. ‘Oh Clar, I’ve wanted this for ages.’

He buried his fingers in her hair, pressed his lips to hers and slid his tongue into her mouth. It felt so right, every time, that joining together: she could never get tired of it.

He moved his mouth to her neck and began planting heavy, hot kisses behind her ear, paddling his fingers over the downy hairs at the nape. She felt her body coming to life for him, those fluttering nerves and muscles he always managed to awake with ease.

‘Remember when you used to sit in front of me in GCSE Biology?’ Si muttered against her skin.

‘If you’re asking whether I kept the textbook so you can check where everything is, the answer’s no.’

‘That’s okay. I think I can find my way around.’ He slid one hand up her top, beneath the underwiring in her bra, and ran his thumb tip over a pearly nipple. ‘I was going to say I could see right through your blouse. Whenever you took your blazer off, I used to stare at your bra catch and daydream about what you’d look like with it off. Pretty educational.’

‘Why, what did you learn?’

‘This.’ Si brought his hand round to her back and tweaked her bra open in one movement of his thumb and index finger. He slid her top over her body and flung it to one side, then sent the unhooked bra to join it.

‘God, that was sexy.’

‘Yeah, it took a lot of practice to get that sexy, love.’

He nuzzled into her sunburned shoulders, licking along the cluster of freckles that nestled there like an erotic dot-to-dot. She bit her lip to suppress a moan.

‘Why’re you doing that?’ he said, glancing up at her.

‘What?’

‘Biting your lip. You don’t have to be quiet. Not shy with me, are you?’

She freed her lip and let the moan escape. ‘No. No, never with you. Keep going, Si.’

‘Oh God, I love the noises you make when I’m turning you on. Make some more.’ She moaned obligingly as he flicked his tongue into the hollow of her throat.

She flexed her body back, leaning against his palms. Sensing her invitation, he brought his mouth down to suck at her nipple.

His hands slid along the ridges of her spine and into her jeans, inside her knickers. He ran them over the curve of her buttocks, letting out a rough, low groan as he pushed her hips hard against his.

‘Why did you keep this back from me for so long?’ he murmured.

‘You didn’t want it.’

‘Are you kidding? I’ve been fantasising about this since we were kids.’ His breathless voice was muffled by her breasts. ‘The first time I thought about girls that way, the first time I knew what it meant to be aroused, it was for you, Clarrie.’

‘Si,’ she whispered. ‘You never told me.’

‘I’m telling you now.’ He traced the shape of her nipple with the tip of his tongue and she tossed her head back in appreciation. ‘Didn’t you ever fantasise about me?’

‘Yes… yes, I used to… ah!’

Her speech broke into a gasp when he undid the button of her jeans and slipped one hand into her knickers. His fingers slid against her, exploring her.

He groaned, the sound sending rippling vibrations across her flesh. ‘Go on, tell me. I want to hear you talk while I touch you.’

‘I used to… dream about you, sometimes.’

‘Did you?’

‘Yes.’ The exploring fingers were getting faster, firmer, now. ‘In those shorts you wore for Games, when you came off the field all… muddy and sweaty and… and… panting… Simon, please!’ Her breathing had quickened into a ragged pant. ‘You need to stop.’

She grabbed his wrist and pulled his hand away.

‘What’s up? Don’t you want to?’

‘Later. I want to make this last, okay?’ she said, still panting heavily.

She pushed him down onto the bed. Si rolled her over so she was lying on her back, covering her body with his.

His kisses became feverish, all over her bare upper body, his hands exploring the tempting ins and outs of her torso. She tangled her legs around him, pressing him closer.

He let out a muffled moan against her tummy. ‘You sexy, sexy girl. I love you, do you know that? So bloody much.’

‘Jesus, that feels… I love you too, Si.’

‘You know I’ve never said that to anyone but you?’

She curved her back to tilt her body closer to his mouth. ‘In bed?’

‘Anywhere. It’s just for you, Clarrie. You’re beautiful—’ he left a soft kiss between her breasts, ‘and you’re perfect—’ he planted another over one nipple, taking it between his lips and sucking gently, ‘and I love you. There.’

‘Oh God, Si, oh my… ah!’ Suddenly and without warning she felt the treacherous muscles between her thighs spasm. A tight, pulsing shiver slammed along her as he gifted her the words, burrowing into all the corners of her body.

She gripped him hard with her legs, crushed him, held him there; throbbed out her climax against his warm bulk until her senses came back and she melted against the mattress.

He stopped kissing her chest and slid up to look into her face.

‘Bloody hell, was that what I think it was?’

‘Yes,’ she panted. ‘Oh yes.’

‘What, because I said I loved you?’

‘Yes… Jesus, Simon, what’re you trying to do to me?’

‘Oh my God, really?’ He laughed. ‘Wow. That might be the single hottest thing that’s ever happened to me.’

‘All right, don’t get cocky,’ she gasped through the dying tremors.

‘I can’t make any promises.’

He shuffled down to unzip her jeans and helped her out of them. Her knickers followed and she lay on the bed, completely naked.

‘Are you planning to get my clothes off any time or what?’ he asked. ‘Since I seem to be doing all the work here.’

‘In a minute. Stop a sec.’

‘Why, what’s wrong?’

She looked up at his wide, long-lashed eyes, glazed with passion; his wet, parted, panting lips. God, he looked amazing when he was horny…

‘I want to say something,’ she said, struggling to catch her breath. ‘Something important.’

‘What?’

‘Si, before we do this – look, don’t laugh at me, okay? I need to tell you… you’re the most important thing in the world to me. Jesus, that sounds soppy. But I mean it. You’re the one thing in my life that really makes me happy, keeps me sane. You always have been.’

‘Is that the orgasm talking?’

‘I’m serious. If you didn’t matter so much I’d go out with you in a heartbeat. I’m just so scared I’d ruin things, that I—’

Si put a finger on her lips. ‘Nothing can ruin this, okay?’ he said gently. ‘Trust me, there’s nothing you could possibly do that could change how I feel about you. I’ve seen the best and the worst of you and I love them both.’

‘But what if I can’t give you—’

‘Look, Clarrie, if I’m willing to risk it, I don’t see why you aren’t,’ he said, sounding both tender and impatient. ‘You think I want to lose you any more than you want to lose me? You think I want a big, fat hole where you used to be, the – I mean, when it comes right down to it, the love of my bloody life? If I didn’t know it could work for us, if I didn’t want to be with you so much it hurts then I’d never have asked you out in the first place.’

‘Si…’ She reached up to draw soft fingers over his face. ‘I’m so sorry. So sorry.’

‘Be with me.’ He folded her into his arms. ‘Be with me tonight, all of you. Don’t worry about anything. Let’s just enjoy this, each other, and in the morning we can talk about what comes next. Okay?’

‘Yes, Si. I love you.’

Simon hugged her tightly to him for a moment, breathing her in.

‘Stay like that,’ he whispered after he’d embraced her a little while. ‘I want to look at you.’

She lay back on the bed, smiling, while he kneeled up and ran appreciative eyes along her naked body.

‘Well?’ she said. ‘Is this what you imagined when you used to sit behind me in Biology?’

He laughed. ‘I think back then I probably imagined you with the figure of a Playboy model and breasts the size of basketballs.’

‘Oh right. Ta very much.’

He ran gentle fingertips along her slender frame. ‘This is so much better,’ he breathed, bringing his lips onto hers.

‘You now,’ Clarrie whispered when he drew back. ‘Clothes off and let me see you.’

‘Are you not going to take them off for me?’

‘No, I’m going to watch.’

Simon grinned. ‘Lady pervert.’

‘That’s me.’

He stood and stripped out of his shirt, socks and jeans, finally sliding down his black boxers and standing before her completely naked. His lips curved as he read her expression.

‘Not bad, right?’

She beckoned him to her. ‘Come here, Si. I want to touch you.’

He lay down next to her, leaning up on his elbow. She ran her fingertips over his smooth, firm chest, into the grooves of his stomach; dragged her fingers lightly along his inner thigh and up the full length of his erection.

‘Not going to tell me to get over myself today?’ he asked softly.

‘Not this time,’ she murmured. ‘Christ, you’re gorgeous, aren’t you? You used to be so skinny…’

She guided him onto his back and swung herself over so she was straddling him. Slipping down, she pressed her lips against the sleek, muscular skin of his stomach; dusted little kisses all the way to his hip. She traced the outline of the lightbulb tattooed there with one fingertip and heard him groan as she drew her tongue along the bone of his pelvis.

Suddenly Si put his hands on her hips and rolled her over so he was on top.

‘Sorry, love. Change of plan.’

‘You don’t like it?’

‘Course I do. Got something I want to do.’

‘What?’

He lowered his voice to a whisper. ‘Want to taste you. Can I, Clar?’

Clarrie felt the muscles below her stomach tremble. She gave a tiny nod.

‘You do whatever you want, Simon.’

He reached up to stroke her cheek. ‘Lie still for me then.’

He moved down her body, leaving a trail of hot little kisses as he went: between her breasts, around her belly button, along the depression across her tummy left by the elastic of her knickers.

His nose brushed against her as he kissed across her waist and she felt him inhale. He gave a tiny moan when he caught her scent, the musky, rich aroma of arousal, and because she knew he liked it and because she couldn’t help it, not any more, Clarrie moaned too.

‘Oh God, you don’t know what it does to me when you make that noise.’ He glanced up at her, eyes twinkling. ‘Bet you I can turn up the volume.’

‘What do you bet me this time?’

‘Another orgasm, for a start.’ He grinned. ‘Come on, kiddo. Let’s see if we can make the neighbours bang the wall.’

Clarrie’s breath caught in her throat as Si plunged his face into the wet, waiting heat between her legs. She bit down hard when she felt his rough tongue spiral her; his lips suck lightly against her; the tip of his nose nestle into soft flesh.

He pulled back and reached up to free her imprisoned lower lip with his finger.

‘Why’d you stop?’ she panted.

‘Want more?’

‘Yes… yes, Si…’

‘Then no cheating. Leave that lip where it is, I want to hear you.’

‘I promise. Do it some more, please.’

He nuzzled into her again, teasing her with slow, broad strokes of his tongue then flickering the tip against her. His fingers pushed against her inner thighs, holding her legs apart.

She tried to swallow her moans, to make it last, but her body was determined to rebel. She could feel it rise and fall, her hips bucking towards his hot mouth. She gripped her pillow in a white-knuckled fist, massaging Simon’s hair with her other hand.

‘Ah… no,’ she gasped as he pulled away again.

‘Tell me when, Clarrie.’

‘Whatever you want, just don’t stop, not now…’

She groaned with relief as he pushed his fluttering tongue back into her. He slid one hand up the inside of her thigh, his thumb tip joining the teasing mouth to caress her past the point of no return.

‘Simon… oh God… now…’

Si drew away, breathless and flushed, and slid back up her body as an intense orgasm claimed her: wicked, delicious and sweet as hell, just like the man who’d given it to her. She held him tightly, pushed down on his firm buttocks, as if she could pulse that thrilling pain from her body into his.

When it was over, her eyes flickered open to find Si looking intently into her face.

‘That has to be, without competition, the most beautiful thing I’ve ever had the privilege of watching,’ he said softly. He stroked his fingers down her cheek. ‘You okay?’

She didn’t answer: just lay, panting heavily, the pillow behind her head still gripped in one fist.

‘Clar?’

‘Just… give me a second.’

When she’d got her breath she kissed him, seeking out that taunting tongue and rolling it against hers.

‘Right, your turn now,’ she said when she drew back.

‘Well, if you insist.’ He nodded to his discarded jeans on the floor. ‘Want to do the honours? Back pocket.’

Straddling him, Clarrie leaned over and retrieved the condom packet nestled in his wallet, trying not to think about who it might have been for if he hadn’t come home with her that night. She reached down to roll it onto the solid erection pressed between her thighs.

She leaned forward to kiss him and moaned onto his lips as she guided him inside her, the snug fist of her body gripping his.

‘Clarrie,’ he gasped when he felt them join. ‘You know how long I’ve wanted to feel that?’

‘Me too. Me too, Si,’ she murmured, rocking her hips gently.

Si raised himself into a sitting position and grabbed her ankles to wrap them round his back. He slid his hands to her buttocks, groaning as he pushed himself deeper.

They rose and fell harmoniously together, their rhythm growing faster by degrees, instinct guiding them with the natural telepathy of old friends and new lovers towards an endpoint.

‘Tell me you love me,’ Si panted brokenly into her ear.

‘I love you, Simon.’

‘You mean it?’

‘Yes… God, yes, I bloody mean it…’

‘Again.’

‘It’s you, Si, no one else. Always… always just you.’

‘Always… promise me?’

‘I promise.’

‘Jesus Christ, Clar, that’s it, I’m done. Oh my… God!’ He gripped the back of her head and thrust hard into her, letting out a deep groan of release as he gave in.

Clarrie cried out at the almost painful intensity of Si’s climax trembling through her. But her body wouldn’t be still, couldn’t stop, her hips crushing against him. She grabbed a handful of his hair as the now too-familiar throbs shot up from between her thighs.

Si gave a short, breathless laugh. ‘Three?’

‘Three…’

He pulled her down onto the bed and kissed her.

‘So I suppose you’re going to tell me not to get too cocky,’ he said softly when he drew back. He guided her off him so he could roll onto his side and dispose of the spent condom.

‘No,’ she panted. ‘A man who’s just given me three orgasms in a row’s earned the right to be as cocky as he damn well likes.’

‘You should give yourself a pat on the back too.’ He rolled back and folded her in his arms. ‘Laura Tindall’s got nothing on you.’

‘Can you not bring up your previous conquests right after sex, Simon Dewhirst?’

‘Ah, come on. Don’t pretend you’re not flattered.’

‘Maybe.’ Clarrie nestled into him and sighed. ‘God, I love you. I really do.’

‘I know you do.’ He kissed her forehead.

‘Thanks for coming back with me,’ she murmured, her eyes getting heavy. ‘You’ll stay, won’t you?’

‘Course. I love cuddling you when you’re asleep. In a strictly adorable and non-creepy way, I should add.’

‘That did sound a bit creepy.’

‘I love cuddling you when you’re awake as well though.’

‘Okay, then I’ll let you off.’ She stifled a yawn. ‘So you don’t smoke after sex then, like in the old films?’

Si grinned. ‘No, just sizzle a bit.’

She laughed. ‘Daft sod.’

‘Told you, I only smoke to get you all to myself.’ He snuggled her closer and tangled her naked limbs up with his. ‘Seem to have managed it pretty well on my own tonight, don’t I?’

She pushed her nose into his chest and wiggled it sleepily by way of a goodnight, too tired for another kiss. ‘Will you play with my hair while I go to sleep?’

‘Think I can manage that for you, as a reward for being such hot stuff in bed.’ He pushed his fingers into her hair and started twisting the strands between them.

‘’S’nice, Simon,’ she mumbled, her voice slurring with sleep.

He laughed. ‘Wore you out, didn’t I? Night, sweetheart. Talk in the morning, eh?’

‘Night, Si. Love… you.’ Clarrie let her eyes fall closed and drifted to sleep in the comforting post-coital Simoniness of his embrace.
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Clarrie woke the next day still packed into Simon’s safe arms, free for once from her usual first-thing-in-the-morning stab of panic.

She nudged him awake. He blinked his eyes open and nestled his bed-ruffled head sleepily into her chest.

‘Morning, handsome,’ she whispered.

‘Morning, beautiful.’ He planted a kiss between her bare breasts. ‘Today feels different, doesn’t it?’

‘It does a bit.’

Si smiled up at her. ‘Knew I’d get to wake up with you as my girlfriend one day.’

But his brow furrowed when he caught the change in her expression, the too-familiar wince. ‘Oh no, Clarrie. No. You’re not going to – not after that. Last night, when you said… I mean, I thought—’

‘No, I… look, I just need a bit of processing time, okay? It’s a lot to take in all at once.’

‘God, I don’t believe you! You’re running scared again, aren’t you? I really thought this time – right, okay.’ He pushed himself up in bed and started ticking off points on his fingers. ‘Reasons you should go out with me. One: you love me. Two: I love you.’ He stopped to glare at her. ‘You know, for any normal girl that’d be enough.’

‘Well, as you’re so keen on telling me, I’m not normal, am I? Come back and snuggle, Si.’ She threw one arm over him but he pushed her away, scowling.

She sighed. ‘Bloody teachers, always have to be analysing things. You can’t just bask in the afterglow.’

‘Right, next,’ he said, ignoring her. ‘Three orgasms last night. That’s not bad going, is it?’

‘Actually it’s a record.’

‘Yeah?’ Si stopped counting on his fingers to look at her. ‘With someone or on your own?’

‘Both.’

‘Knockout, I can tell Sonny.’

‘You better not. I won’t have my orgasm tallies bandied around your gym, ta very much.’

‘Okay, while we’re on the subject, four.’ Si put up another finger. ‘The lust thing. As long as we’re mates, we’re going to be falling into bed with each other. Don’t pretend we can keep it to a one-off, we both know that’s not on the cards. And sex isn’t like Monopoly, Clar. It’s not a bloody hobby, for Christ’s sake.’

‘Since when? You’ve been treating it like a hobby since school.’

‘Not with you, not the way I feel about you. It’s not the same and you know it.’

‘Look, where are you going with this, Si?’

‘There’s a name for friends who sleep together, socialise and are in love with each other, Clarissa.’ Si flung her a significant look. ‘They call them couples.’

She shook her head. ‘That’s not what a couple is. A couple has plans. A future. There’s a path to follow that starts with a date and ends with a mortgage and a dog and two-point-four kids and a half-hearted blowjob every second Saturday after a trip to IKEA and a fucking – I don’t know, Volkswagen. And then, worst-case scenario, it ends with two people who used to be mates with nothing, nothing at all, to say to each other.’

‘Always light years ahead of yourself, aren’t you? Right here, right now in the sodding present, you want to be with me and I want to be with you. So let’s just do it and see where it goes.’

Clarrie pushed herself up in bed and turned to face him. ‘I want to. I do love you… God, so much. But I can’t help being terrified of what’ll happen if it doesn’t work out. Can you really not get that?’

‘No, Clarrie. No, I really, really can’t. I mean, shit, if me and you can’t make it work, out of everyone—’

Clarrie swallowed back a sob of panic. ‘Look, you know when it comes to relationships I’ve always been a boiling hot mess. What if I start to notice every little thing you do, like I did with Ed, until it gets unbearable? We’d never be able to go back to the way things were. I might’ve taken that risk with Darren. I can live my life without a Darren in it. If I’m going to take it with you… I have to be sure, Simon, one hundred per cent sure, that it’s forever. I have to have more time. Please.’

‘For Christ’s sake, Clar, you’ve known me twenty-two years. If you haven’t got a handle on what pisses you off about me by now—’

‘Look, if I fuck this one up I don’t just lose a boyfriend, I lose a best mate. All that comfortable feeling of being able to tell you anything, knowing you’re always there for me—’

‘And what if I’m not always there for you?’ Si was properly angry now, his dark eyes blazing. ‘I don’t exist solely for your bloody convenience, you know. What if I meet someone else and I’m not just there, hanging around, asking you out, hoping from here while fucking doomsday that you might finally get your head together and give me a shot? I mean, God! This has long stopped being a game now.’ He flung himself out of bed and started struggling into his clothes. ‘I knew you had some serious commitment issues thanks to your dad and your anxiety and Christ knows what else, and I’ve done my best to break through, really. But I’m starting to think your biggest issue is you just can’t let yourself be happy – or you can’t bring yourself to grow the fuck up.’

‘Si, just, stop a minute—’

‘No, Clarrie. No. It’s getting pathetic now. I’m getting pathetic waiting for you. I suppose I always thought I’d change your mind in the end, as long as I knew how you felt about me. And you were right, I did enjoy the challenge for a while, all those flirty games trying to convince you. Trying to win the bet. But…’ He buried his face in his hands and let out an anguished sob. ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Clar! It’s not funny any more. It’s not sexy. It’s just fucking – depressing. I don’t want to win a future from you, not now. I want you to choose one. And if you still won’t, even after last night… well, then there’s nothing else for us to say, is there?’

‘Simon, please, calm down. You’re scaring me.’ She put out a hand to him, but he shook her away.

‘No, love, not this time,’ he said, retrieving his t-shirt from the floor. ‘You win, it’s finished, all bets are off. I won’t ask you out again. If I can stand to bloody speak to you it’ll be as much as I can manage. Oh, and I quit the team, by the way. I’ll let you tell Gem and the lads for me.’

She tried to grab his arm, sobbing uncontrollably. ‘Si, please don’t leave it like this. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it. Go on, we can go out, any time you like. Just please, please don’t go.’

Fully dressed, Si sank down next to her on the bed. Suddenly he didn’t seem angry. He was crying though, salty trickles staining each cheekbone. He lifted her hand gently from his arm.

‘Sorry, kiddo. Too little, too late, too desperate. If you don’t really want it, I’m done fighting for it. It’s not healthy, not for either of us.’ His voice cracked. ‘Do you honestly think I could stand spending time with you but never really being with you, after this? Having to see you with someone else one day, maybe? It’s getting harder all the time, it has been for months.’ He pinched the bridge of his nose as if he was in pain. ‘A night like last night, then telling me I still can’t keep you – God! It’ll break my bloody heart in the end, it’ll kill me.’

‘Simon, please just let me—’ She was trying with a mindless desperation to embrace him, but he batted her hands away blindly.

‘I’m in too deep to do this any more, Clarrie. We’ve reached the end of the line, me and you; we’ve started ruining each other for other people and it can only get worse. And to quote a well-worn cliché, I’m getting too old for this shit.’

‘We can fix it, work it out… we can—’

‘No. Not this time. And if you really loved me, even just as a mate, you’d know better than to think I could hang around, feeling how you know I feel about you and never really having you.’ He choked back a sob. ‘I’m not bothered about a dog and a Volkswagen and whatever else was on the list but I do want a future. I wanted one with you. It’s pretty clear now you’re never going to want that, no matter how long I wait for you.’ He gathered his eyebrows together with a grim determination. ‘For the sake of my self-respect if nothing else, I need to get the hell out of this.’

He rumpled her hair in a way that felt too much like one last time. ‘See you around, eh? I’ll miss you, Clar. Won’t forget you, ever. And… thanks for everything.’

‘Wait, Si, please, stay and talk. Please!’

Dropping a last kiss on the top of her head, Simon strode out of the room, slamming the door behind him.
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‘Jesus, Clarissa! What the hell happened to you? You look like you live in a bus shelter,’ Kath said when she answered a knock at her front door the next day.

‘Spare me the blasphemy, Mum. Doesn’t suit you.’

Clarrie stood hugging her arms on Kath’s doorstep, looking very nearly as bad as she felt. She was dressed in her scruffiest trackie bottoms and a gigantic hoodie of Si’s he’d lent her at camp one year that she’d never got round to returning.

She had the hood pulled up to hide her makeup-free face from an unprepared public. If she turned her head to one side she could smell the fabric, imagine it smelt like Si. It didn’t, but she could imagine it.

‘What’s up? God, you’re white as a ghost. Your eyes are all bloodshot…’ Kath narrowed her eyes. ‘You’re hungover, aren’t you?’

‘Yep.’

‘Bloody hell, how much did you have?’

‘Some.’ Clarrie gave way and burst into tears. ‘Mum, I’ve made a massive mistake.’

‘Oh, now, come on. I’m sure it’s nothing that can’t be fixed.’ Kath came forward to embrace her. ‘Here, let’s get you inside.’

‘Can I stay over?’

‘Of course you can, sweety pie. I’ll make up your old bed.’

‘Thanks, Mum. Love you.’

Clarrie pulled her hood down and followed her mother into the living room. Greg was in there watching TV, wearing a white polo shirt with a jumper knotted around his neck like he was Bertie Wooster just back from a round of tennis. Clarrie managed to summon a tear-soaked smile for him.

‘Hiya, Greg. All right?’

‘Bloody hell, Clarrie,’ he said, looking concerned. ‘You okay, pet? You look…’

‘Dog rough?’ she said with an attempt at a grin.

‘Well, I wasn’t going to put it quite like that, but… er, yeah.’

Kath guided her to the settee and turned to face him. ‘Sorry, Greg, but do you mind leaving us to it? I’ve got a Code Clarrie to deal with here.’

Clarrie sniffed. ‘What, am I a code now?’

‘You’ve always been a code, love.’

‘No problem.’ Greg squeezed Kath’s hand as he passed her to leave the room. ‘Hope you feel better soon, Clarrie.’

‘Si was right. He is bloody nice, isn’t he?’ Clarrie said, watching the door as it swung shut behind him.

‘He really is.’ Kath sank down next to her daughter on the settee. ‘I’m going to ask him to move in.’

‘Oh, what? Already?’

Kath shrugged. ‘I like having him around. And after all this with Yvonne… well, it made me think we should grab these chances at happiness while we can.’

Clarrie sighed. ‘If that’s really what you want.’ She pulled Kath to her for a hug. ‘Congratulations, old lady. Hope you’ll be happy.’

‘Thanks, Clarrie,’ Kath said, returning the hug. ‘So are you going to tell me what’s wrong?’

‘It’s Simon.’

‘How did I know you were going to say that?’

Clarrie gave a wet snort. ‘You must be psychic.’

‘What’ve you done now then?’

‘What makes you think it’s me and not him? I’m the one who’s upset, aren’t I?’

‘My psychic powers. Well?’

‘God, Mum, you’re right. I’ve really fu— messed up this time.’ Her voice cracked. ‘He won’t see me. Won’t even take my calls. I went round his before I came here… wouldn’t come to the door. This is it, the end.’

‘Oh my God! What did you do to upset him so much?’

Clarrie sobbed into her mum’s shoulder for a full minute before she managed to get out an answer. ‘Went out for dinner with Darren Constantin. Just to wind Si up after we’d had a row.’

‘Okay, that was pretty childish. Still, he’ll forgive you in the end, won’t he? He’s no angel himself.’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘That’s not the worst of it. I was upset, after the date, so I rang Si and he came back to spend the night at mine. You know, with me. And then… when I said I… said I needed more time—’ She broke off into sobs again.

‘Oh, no, Clarrie.’ Kath held her back to look into her face. ‘You didn’t, did you? When was this, yesterday?’

‘No, yesterday he left me forever and I spent the day crying and getting smashed. Night before.’

Kath glared at her for what seemed like an hour. ‘You bloody idiot.’

‘You’re going to tell me you’re not angry, just disappointed now, aren’t you?’

‘No, you’re old enough to make your own mistakes. I’m just going to point out that was a stupid, immature thing to do and leave it there for you to think about.’

‘I know. You really think I don’t know?’

She shook with sobs and Kath pulled her back into the hug. She stroked the frazzled hair yanked into a hasty, hangover-friendly ponytail and made comforting sounds while Clarrie cried out all her tears.

‘It was… horrible, Mum,’ she managed after a few minutes.

‘Really?’

Clarrie managed a damp tut at her mum’s surprised tone. ‘Not the sex, Mother. I mean… watching him… go. When I said… said I… still wasn’t ready. To be with him.’

‘Well, what the hell did you go and say it for then?’

‘I just wanted more time to think it through.’

‘And it only occurred to you to have that conversation after you’d gone to bed with him, did it? You bloody idiot.’

‘You called me that already.’ Clarrie rubbed some of the brine out of her eyes. ‘Oh God, Mum, I’ve been a total, total pillock. What’ll I do?’

Kath sighed. ‘Honestly? I’ve got no idea. Just you work on figuring out what it is you want then talk it through with him.’

‘How? He won’t take my calls.’

‘For now. He’ll come round when he starts to miss you.’

‘What if he doesn’t though? He can be a stubborn bugger. And it’d more than serve me right if he didn’t.’ She sniffed. ‘You should’ve heard him yesterday morning, Mum. He really sounded like he never wanted to see me again. And he was right, everything he said.’

‘What did he say?’

‘That he couldn’t wait for me any more, that it was too painful, spending time together as mates…’ Her throat worked convulsively as she remembered Si’s words, his broken expression. ‘Said he wanted a… wanted a future,’ she sobbed. ‘And if I didn’t then that was it, he had to move on. Something about his self-respect.’

‘Well, if he doesn’t come round then you’ll have to move on too, sweety pie. But I don’t think it’ll come to that.’ She examined Clarrie with concern. ‘Look, I hate to ask, but you kids did use protection, didn’t you?’

‘Bloody hell, what kind of question is that? Course we did.’

‘Just checking. I think a daughter who’s simultaneously dumped, hungover and pregnant is more drama than I can deal with in one go.’

‘Ugh. Give over, Mother, we’d never be that stupid.’ She thought of Gemma and Sonny, and Jeff and Polly a generation up: the poster children for how unsafe sex can send whole lives reeling off course.

‘Sweety…’ Kath took Clarrie’s face in both hands and looked into her eyes. ‘I don’t want to speak out of turn, but there’s more to this, isn’t there? Something you’re hiding from.’

‘How d’you mean?’ Clarrie mumbled. But she could guess what was coming.

‘I know you won’t want to talk about it, but do you ever think about what’ll be in it, this future Simon wants with you?’

‘Hoverboards?’

‘Come on, this is serious. No time to hide behind silly jokes.’

‘I… no. Well, I try not to.’ She screwed her eyes shut. ‘Please don’t make me do this, Mum.’

‘Sorry, Clarrie. Someone has to, and it really ought to be me. Open your eyes and look at me.’

Clarrie forced her eyes open and met her mum’s searching gaze.

‘You don’t need to be frightened of that,’ Kath said gently. ‘Everyone worries about whether they’ll be a good parent.’

‘Mum, please don’t.’

Kath ignored her. ‘God, I was scared to death half the time I was pregnant with you, that I’d make a mess of it and ruin your life. And I didn’t have someone like Simon at my side to talk me down either. Still, even after everything, I don’t think I did such a bad job, did I?’

‘No.’ Clarrie managed a watery smile. ‘Best mum ever.’

Kath smiled too. ‘You’re a good liar, Clarrie. But I like to think that until your dad left, you never worked out I was making it up as I went along.’

‘You think Si thinks about that stuff?’

‘No, I think all he sees when he pictures a future is you. Love does that to people. But he will, one day; you both will.’ She clasped Clarrie’s head to her shoulder and stroked her hair. ‘And you know it’d give this old lady the thrill of her life if you made up your minds to do it together.’

‘God, Mum. Going to have to apologise in advance for the language, but you’re right, it scares the shit out of me.’

‘That’s right, it’s supposed to. If it didn’t you wouldn’t be taking it seriously enough,’ Kath said. ‘Look, we won’t talk about it any more now, eh? You’ve got enough on your plate. Think about it, that’s all. One day soon it’ll be time to stop running away.’

‘I’ll try.’ She gave Kath a squeeze. ‘You’re pretty cool, you know.’

‘Aww, give over,’ Kath said, flicking Clarrie’s ponytail fondly. ‘So did you tell your other friends what happened? Maybe Simon’ll talk to them if he won’t talk to you.’

‘Yeah, think I did.’

‘What do you mean, you think you did?’

‘Think I did some instant messaging with Gem when I was drunk last night. Or it might’ve been Sonny. Anyway, one of them knows; that means the others do too by now.’

‘What, you don’t even know which one? God, you really were in a state.’ Kath sighed. ‘Wish I knew what to do for you, Clarrie.’

‘There is something actually. Can you do me a favour?’

‘What do you need?’

‘Will you look after Si for me? Maybe invite him round for tea sometimes? Just make sure he’s doing okay, that’s all.’

‘You’d be better doing it yourself. He’d always rather have you looking after him than me.’

‘No, I don’t think he would. Not any more.’ She turned tear-filled eyes to Kath. ‘Mum, I promised Yvonne something. After the Mr & Mrs thing, when she took me outside.’

‘What?’

‘I promised… promised I’d be there for Si. Not just now, but if anything happens, you know? If she’s ever… not around.’ Her tone was pleading. ‘If he’s really had enough of me for good, will you? Don’t let him be alone. Please.’

Kath planted a kiss on the top of her daughter’s hair. ‘You know I will, daft little girl. Wouldn’t abandon our Simon, would I? Even if he is going around violating my only child in his leisure time.’

‘Nice choice of word, Mum.’ She burst into another round of sobs. ‘God, I’ve really ruined everything this time. Serves me right too.’ She snuffled into Kath’s shoulder. ‘I dunno, maybe I should leave him to it. What poor bastard wants to be lumbered with me, eh?’

‘Oi.’ Kath cuffed her lightly. ‘No one gets to say that but Simon, and you know he never would. Come on, where’s the old Clarrie?’

‘I think she’s under the hangover, screaming.’

‘Well, you won’t talk him round feeling sorry for yourself. He likes you when you’re stroppy.’

‘He does, doesn’t he? Weirdo.’ She smiled, picturing Si’s amused grin whenever she’d told him off for being too cocky or making bad jokes. ‘Good thing really, Mother, since as you’re so keen on telling me, I’m a right little madam.’

‘But you’re my little madam.’ Kath gave her hair an affectionate pat. ‘Come on then, we’ll pity party tonight, if that’s what you need. There’s some PJs in the airing cupboard, go get them on. Then I’m thinking cup of tea, takeaway curry, romcom?’

‘Not romcom.’

‘All right, I’ll let you choose, since you’re upset.’

‘Top Gun?’

Kath groaned. ‘If we must.’

‘Thanks, Mum.’ Clarrie gave her a grateful hug. ‘Always look after me, don’t you?’

‘That’s the mum’s job, sweety pie. I’ll go run you a bath.’
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Clarrie came into the bookshop with a cup of coffee late Monday afternoon to find Sonny, Dave and Gemma lined up in front of the counter with folded arms.

‘What’s this, an intervention or something?’ she asked.

‘No, it’s a quiz,’ Gemma said.

‘Stop pissing about, you guys. I was just going to close up.’

‘Good. Do it and let’s go in the kitchenette.’

‘Um, okay.’ She flipped the shop’s Closed sign and followed the rest of the team into the other room.

‘Right, you, sit there,’ Gemma said, guiding her into a chair at the dining table. She and the boys pulled up chairs on the other side, folding their arms again.

‘You sure this isn’t an intervention?’

‘Okay, it is. In the form of a quiz, something you can understand,’ Gemma said. ‘Sunil, the questions please.’

‘You’re bloody sexy when you’re strict, Gem,’ Sonny said.

Dave nodded. ‘Seconded.’

‘The questions, perverts.’

Sonny handed her a piece of paper from his pocket. Gemma unfolded it, glaring at Clarrie over the top.

‘Right, Clarissa. Question one—’

‘Gem, what’s this all about?’

‘Question one,’ Gemma repeated firmly. ‘Why, in spite of getting a good degree from a good university and the world being your shellfish, did you come back here to earn sub-minimum wage in a bookshop?’

‘Bloody hell, start me on an easy one, eh? I don’t know, homesick I suppose. Look, is this about that messaging we did on Saturday? Because I don’t really remember it—’

‘Wrong answer, Midwinter. Try another.’ Gem’s eyes skimmed over the paper. ‘Question two. Why – despite him being, poshness aside, quite a nice bloke – did you chuck Ed?’

‘He just started getting on my nerves.’

‘Why?’

‘His habits, just… something about him. Where are we going with this, guys? Am I getting sectioned?’

‘You bloody should be,’ Gem said. ‘Right, last. Why’d you break up with sweet young Olly?’

Clarrie shuddered, remembering the night Olly had told her he loved her, his blue eyes big and trusting. It still felt like one of the worst things she’d ever done, answering with a panicked ‘Erm, thanks a lot’ and dashing for the door as soon as she could find an excuse.

‘He… it was too much. Too soon.’

‘Right. After six months it was “too soon”. And those are your final answers, are they?’

‘Er, yeah.’

‘Sunil. The correct answers please,’ Gemma said, holding out her hand.

‘You’re taking me back to yours after this, you know,’ Sonny muttered in her ear. ‘You can make me call you mistress, I won’t mind.’

‘Never mind that. Answers.’

Sonny fished in his pocket and handed her another sheet.

‘That’s a prop, isn’t it?’ Clarrie said. ‘I bet it’s blank.’

‘None of your beeswax. Okay, question one: why did you, Clarissa bloody Midwinter, head back to the back of beyond when you could’ve been high-flying it in some big city? Correct answer: Simon Dewhirst.’

‘What?’

‘You heard. Si told us all he was moving back home to do his PGCE and you were hot on his heels. Question two: why did you dump Posh Ed? Because everything about him reminded you he wasn’t Simon Dewhirst, just like every bloke you’ve turned down for a date since then. Just like Darren. And question three: why did you freak out when Olly told you he loved you? Because it wasn’t Si telling you, that’s why. It’s always been Si, Clarrie, and everyone knows it but you. So get a fucking wake-up call before we really do have you sectioned.’

To everyone’s surprise and her own, Clarrie burst into tears.

They were right, weren’t they? She’d realised it that morning Si walked out. All the things she’d thought were wrong with her, all the doomed relationships… but there was only one thing wrong with her. She was in love with Si – she always had been. And she’d had to wait till now, till she’d driven him away, forever maybe, to finally have her eureka moment.

‘Hey.’ Dave came over to her chair and crouched by her with a look of concern on his freckled face. ‘Sorry, Clar. We didn’t mean to make you cry.’

‘We haven’t even shown you the picture yet. That was supposed to be the clincher.’ Gemma produced a leather-bound photo album from her bag and handed it to Clarrie. ‘Here. Courtesy of your mum.’

Clarrie opened it at a page marked with a post-it and smiled through her tears. It was a photo of her and Si, aged five, fast asleep on her mum’s settee. Their cheeks were flushed, Simon’s golden curls resting against the foil-covered cardboard box with the front cut away that little Clarissa was wearing on her head. His chubby fist gripped her wrist proprietorially as they slept.

‘What’s with the box, Clar?’ Dave asked.

She gave a damp laugh. ‘It’s my astronaut helmet. Si made it for me.’

‘Sleeping like angels,’ Gemma said, smiling. ‘That must mean you’d been up to something.’

‘Yeah. Si dared me to nick a trifle from our fridge and we scoffed the lot. This is us sleeping off the custard hangover.’ She ran her finger over the photo and her throat spasmed. ‘God, I’m a total div, aren’t I?’

‘Well, yeah,’ Dave said. ‘But don’t get too upset about it, we’ve known that for years.’

‘Why were you always pushing him away, Clarrie?’ Gemma asked.

‘I just – didn’t want to lose – him, that’s all,’ she gasped between fresh sobs. ‘I thought – I’d mess it up and he’d be out of my life forever.’

‘Yeah? And where is he now?’

She snorted through her tears. ‘Out of my life forever.’

‘Right. So do something about the forever part and go get him back.’

Clarrie sank onto Dave’s shoulder and he gave her head a comforting pat.

‘What if it’s too late?’ she said, blowing her nose into the piece of kitchen roll Dave handed her. ‘I really fucked it up this time, guys. You should’ve seen him, when he left that morning after we’d had sex—’

‘What?’ Sonny’s eyebrows shot up. ‘When did you have sex?’

‘The other day… look, which of you twats was I talking to online? Own up.’

Dave raised his hand. ‘It was me, Clar. Sorry.’

‘What, and you didn’t tell these two?’

Dave shrugged. ‘I gave them the general gist, that you had a blazing row and now Si never wants to see you again. Just not the shagging bit. You were pretty slammed, I thought I’d better check with the sober version of Clarrie that she was happy to share first.’

‘Oh.’ She patted his hand. ‘Thanks, Davy. That’s… uncharacteristically sensitive of you.’

‘Weird, isn’t it? I think spending so much time with Lyns is girlifying me.’

‘Never mind your gender crisis,’ Gem said, waving a hand. ‘Tell us what happened, Clar.’

‘He stayed over, then… well, he thought that’d mean, you know, that we were together. And I said I needed more time.’

Sonny shook his head. ‘You bloody idiot.’

She gave a wet snort. ‘Now you sound like my mother,’ she said. ‘He was so angry, you lot. Never seen him like that before.’

‘I don’t blame him, after that,’ Gemma said. ‘Doesn’t mean he won’t forgive you. He loves you.’ She grabbed Sonny round the neck and gave him a swift nuggy, rubbing his hair with her fist. ‘I got this knobhead back after I seriously ballsed up, didn’t I? Took me over a year, mind. Let’s see if you can beat my record.’

‘Don’t mess with the do, Gem.’ Sonny smoothed his gelled hair and pushed Clarrie’s smartphone to her across the varnished wood. ‘Go on then, ring him.’

‘What, you think that hadn’t occurred to me? I’ve been ringing him pretty much constantly since he walked out. Texted, emailed – he won’t speak to me, Sonny. He’s even blocked me on Facebook.’

‘Then here, try mine,’ Sonny said, fishing out his phone. ‘He’ll think it’s me.’

‘What will I say?’

Sonny shrugged. ‘An apology might be a start. “Sorry I used you as my sex chimp, broke your heart and casually tossed you aside”?’

‘Yeah. Maybe not the sex chimp part.’

She pulled up Si’s number and hit the Call button, her nerves shooting into her throat. It already felt like so long since she’d heard his voice.

He answered after three rings with a brisk ‘All right, mate?’ He sounded tired; drained.

‘Si, it’s me—’

She put the phone down on the table. ‘He hung up.’

‘Right, new plan,’ Gemma said. ‘We’ll wait outside school and catch him.’

‘How, rugby tackle him? I’m not stalking him, Gem. Lurking outside schools is not likely to endear me to him. Might get me arrested though.’

‘Okay, then the house.’

‘Tried it already. He wouldn’t answer the door.’

‘Well, what then?’

‘I’ve got a sort-of plan. Been thinking about it since last night at my mum’s.’

‘Go on,’ Dave said.

‘Right, so you know in Top Gun? At first Mav’s flying high, right?’ Clarrie’s eyes glittered feverishly. ‘He’s got a place at the academy, he’s got his best mate at his side and he’s finally got his shot at being Top Gun. And he knows he can do it too. But then Goose dies and he’s lost his closest friend, his nerve, everything.’

Dave looked confused. ‘Sorry, who’s Maverick in this analogy, you or Si?’

‘Me. Si’s Iceman.’

‘Who’s Charlie then?’

‘Nobody’s Charlie. Charlie’s irrelevant,’ Clarrie said, waving a hand. ‘What matters is, Mav needed to lose everything to realise what was really important, didn’t he? Because he took it all for granted until it was gone. And then it’s only by proving to Ice he cares more about him than about being Top Gun that he can win back his trust.’

Sonny looked at Gemma. ‘Do you know what she’s going on about?’

Gemma shrugged. ‘Are you kidding? I’ve never even seen Top Gun. Spoiler alert might’ve been nice.’

‘So are you saying that to win Si back, you have to become a naval fighter pilot?’ Dave asked, looking more puzzled than ever.

‘No. I’m saying I have to prove to him he’s what matters to me most.’ Clarrie cast a determined look around the other Flower Arrangers. ‘I’m saying we’re going to win the League.’

‘You what?’ Gem said.

‘He bet me a date on it. If we win it’ll show I want to be with him, won’t it? You know, be symbolic and all that.’

‘And do you want to be with him?’ Dave asked. ‘You’re not going to mess him about again, are you, Clar? Get scared and go hide?’

She shook her head. ‘God, I’ve been so stupid. I always thought, if it didn’t work out between us – but I’ve got nothing left to lose now, have I? Just like Maverick. I need to do something to show Si I’m ready, that’s all.’

‘And you think winning the League’ll show him that?’

‘Yeah, it’ll be romantic. Si loves stuff like that, it’s why he made the daft bet in the first place. You know it was never really about some stupid date. It’s like, with all the studying and plotting, he was trying to prove himself to me or something. If I can turn it around, show him I’ll fight for him…’

Sonny looked doubtful. ‘But how’re we going to win? We proper buggered up after you stomped out at that last quiz, you know. It put Si right off his game.’

‘Shit, did it?’ Clarrie felt a stab of guilt when she remembered how she’d left them to do the second half alone. ‘What’re we on then?’

‘Five behind Les Quizerables. They’d have to really have an off day to slip that far back in the final.’

‘Five? Bollocks!’ She screwed her determined face up a notch. ‘But we can still do it, guys, I know we can. Here, come next door.’

Clarrie stood and went into the bookshop, the rest of the team following. She led them to the reference section and pointed up at the shelves.

‘I’ve got copies of all them books Si bought off me, and some others as well. And there’s four of us. Five if Jeff’s up for it. We’ve got five days to swot up.’

‘And that’s really the best plan we’ve got for un-fucking your life, is it?’ Dave shook his head. ‘You’re doomed, love.’

‘You could try interventioning on Si,’ she said, looking across at Gemma, who seemed to be intervention team leader. ‘See if you can get him to talk to me.’

‘Already tried it,’ Gem said. ‘We went round earlier, he wouldn’t let us in. Soon as we mentioned you he told us he didn’t want to talk about it and we could bugger off and mind our own business.’

Clarrie smiled. ‘Yeah, he would do that.’

‘You’re seriously getting all dewy-eyed over him telling us to bugger off?’ Sonny said. ‘You’ve really got it bad, lass.’

‘Tragic, isn’t it? Look, my plan’s best, I know how his mind works. If we win… he’ll know what it means.’ She smiled to herself, picturing Si’s face all those times his expression had been soft, his eyes wide and confiding. His baby otter look. ‘He’s a soppy git at heart, you know.’

‘And what if we don’t win?’ Sonny asked.

In answer, she grabbed a book off the shelf and chucked it to him. ‘Let’s hope we won’t have to find out.’
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14th Annual Denworth Quiz League: Leaderboard

The Hole in t’Wall, Match 8 of 8

1st place – Les Quizerables (469)

2nd place – The Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers (464)

3rd place – The Murgatroyd Family (457)

There was a lot of competition over who got to host the quiz league final, but this year the Sorting Hat had awarded it to Gaz’s place, the Hole in t’Wall. It felt serendipitous that the outcome would be decided in the same pub Clarrie and Si had made their bet in the first place.

‘All right?’ Clarrie said to Sonny when she arrived, dropping into a chair. ‘You the first here?’

‘Yeah. Hiya, Clar.’

He looked odd. Overdressed, like he had been for the barbecue but minus the tie, with a strange, glassy expression in his eyes. And something even more out of character, he was smiling.

‘You okay?’ she said.

He shuffled his chair to her side and nudged her. ‘Oi. Guess what.’

‘Stop grinning, Sonny, it doesn’t suit you.’

‘Yeah, guess what though.’

‘I dunno, what?’

‘Got a secret, Clar. Here.’

He nodded to his jacket. Clarrie glanced down to see him open a small box inside his pocket, the glint of something circular and diamondy with a Gem’s finger-sized hole in the middle.

‘Bloody hell, Sonny!’

‘Yep.’

‘Bloody hell, Sonny!’

Her friend was still grinning a very un-Sonny-like grin. ‘Well? Is that all you’re going to say?’

‘Bloody hell, Sonny!’ Clarrie shook herself as she tried to absorb what was going on. ‘What, tonight?’

‘Yeah. Got something sorted with Tim. Don’t tell the others, ’K?’

‘Bloody… I mean, wow! When did you decide to do that?’

‘About eighteen months ago. But then Gem thought I’d knocked her up and shagged that bloke so I had to put it off for a bit.’

‘What about your mum?’

‘Told her. She cried.’

‘God, that bad?’

‘Nah, she was chuffed. I nearly had to gag her before she started ringing the whole family about it. She’s probably picking out names for the fourteen grandchildren she reckons we’re going to give her.’

‘Ouch. Don’t let her say stuff like that around Gem, she’ll be off over the hills.’

‘Yeah, she wouldn’t be the only one. One grown-up thing at a time, eh?’

‘So you reckon she’ll say yes? You look pretty confident.’

He shrugged. ‘Dunno. I don’t feel nervous though. Think I’m on some sort of adrenaline high.’ He reached an arm around her and kissed her on the cheek.

Clarrie twisted her neck to look at the arm across her shoulders. ‘You’re creepy like this, man. It’s freaking me out.’

‘Ha! Don’t care. Tell you what, right now I don’t even care if we win the League. Except for your and Si’s benefit, obviously.’

‘Jesus Christ. Did you take something before you came out?’

‘Just a healthy dose of love, optimism and perspective, Clarissa, my dear.’

‘I might just vom. Stop it, Sonny. Sulk or something.’

‘Ugh. Fine. When Dave gets here I’ll tell him to fuck off, just for you.’

‘That’s more like it. Ta.’

‘So what about you then?’ he asked. ‘You hear from Si?’

She sighed, looking accusingly at her own fingers twisting a beer mat to death. ‘No. He still won’t take my calls. If we win I’ll text him a photo of the trophy, see if he gets it. I know it’s a long shot, but… best I’ve got.’

Sonny was still grinning.

‘You did take something, didn’t you?’ Clarrie said. ‘Did Dave stash a bit of weed away for emergencies or something?’

‘No. Well, probably. But that’s not it.’ Sonny yanked out his smartphone. ‘Look.’

He pulled up a text message and showed it to her.

It was to Simon.

Come on over to the Hole tonight, mate. Something I really want you to be here for

Attached to the message was a photo of the engagement ring Sonny had bought for Gemma.

Underneath was Si’s reply.

Bloody hell, Sonny! See you there

‘Bloody he— I mean, shit!’ Clarrie narrowed her eyes. ‘You’re not getting engaged just to get Si here, are you?’

‘Erm, no. I love you, Clarrie, but not enough to stick my head in the noose unless I was good and ready,’ he said. ‘Just thought I might as well kill two birds, that’s all. Anyway, I don’t want to do it without Si.’

‘Thanks, Sonny.’ She leaned across to kiss his cheek. ‘Love you too.’

‘Aww, give over.’ Sonny almost blushed, although his new perma-grin showed no sign of disappearing. ‘Anything to see you two stop pissing about and finally be happy.’

‘Sonny? Can I ask you something?’ she asked, twisting to face him.

‘If you want.’

‘What did happen that day in the sixth form common room?’

‘Oh God. You really want to know?’

‘Yeah, go on.’

‘All right. But you’re not allowed to bollock me about it now.’ He fortified himself with a mouthful of Guinness. ‘Right, well, there was a gang of us having a free period. Don’t remember who exactly – Si, Daz, Davy, that lass Laura Tindall, few others. You’d been round mine the night before, I was quite rightly feeling pretty pleased with myself—’

‘Yeah, I bet you were.’

‘Look, when you’re dynamite in the sack it’s only natural to want to share, okay?’

‘Right, dynamite as in short fuse, goes off too quickly. You lasted like two minutes.’

‘Get lost, it was at least five. Not bad for my first crack at it. Anyway, may have exaggerated the thing slightly—’

‘Go on, what did you say?’ she said with a grin. ‘Bet this’ll be good.’

‘Well, I think we did it at least four times in my version. You might’ve come six or seven times too, possibly a few more.’

‘You’re a cheeky bugger. Anything else?’

‘Er…’ Sonny cast a guilty look into the depths of his Guinness. ‘Look, don’t hit me, Clar. This was ten years ago.’

‘Go on, what was it?’

‘All right, well I might’ve implied, I mean in a really classy way, that you were pretty dirty in bed.’

‘Bastard!’

‘Hey, I meant it as a compliment. I was sixteen, I basically thought that was one of the nicest things you could say about a girl,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Anyway, that’s when Si flipped. Next minute he’d thrown himself at me and we were fighting on the floor. Kept shouting I had no right or something.’

‘No right to what?’

‘Dunno, you probably. He was crying as well, it was proper weird.’

‘Shit. Poor Si.’ Clarrie blinked hard, fighting a sudden urge to cry herself.

‘Oh right, what about poor Sonny? I was the one who got a knuckle sandwich between the eyes.’

‘You had it coming. Telling everyone I was dirty. Well, then what?’

‘Told him I was sorry, that calmed him down,’ Sonny said. ‘Possibly that and the sight of my beautiful face bleeding all over the place. Then we got up, shook hands and that was it, we were friends again.’

‘Sorry for what?’

‘Not sure really. I just felt guilty all of a sudden.’

‘Really?’

‘Yeah, like I’d shagged his bird or something. Funny, I didn’t even know he fancied you then.’ He nudged her. ‘S’pose we always knew you were for him in the end, eh?’

She smiled sadly. ‘Seems like everyone knew that but me.’

‘Well. You always were a massive div.’

Sonny made an effort to fix his face into its usual petulant resting frown as Dave arrived and sank wearily into a seat next to Clarrie.

‘Hiya Clar. Hiya mate.’

Sonny regarded him with concern. His best friend’s face was deathly white and there were heavy blue bags under his eyes.

‘Not back on the weed, are you, Davy? You’re all pale.’

Clarrie looked at Dave’s drawn, anxious face with a sudden jolt of premonition.

‘Where’s your dad, Dave?’

He managed a smile. ‘You win and can claim your ten pounds, Clar. He’s not coming.’

‘Why? Did your mum lock him in for not doing the washing-up again?’ Sonny asked, stretching an arm behind Clarrie to give Dave’s shoulder a sympathetic press.

Dave reached up to pat Sonny’s hand on his shoulder. ‘No… thanks, mate. No, not this time. He’s staying at the Travelodge in town.’ He gave a grim laugh. ‘Apparently Mum caught him up to his balls in Mandy Atkinson when she got back early from Bingo last night. Never knew the old giffer still had it in him. I was at Lyndsey’s, thank Christ, so I missed most of the fireworks.’

Clarrie and Sonny stared at him.

‘Well?’ Dave said with a tired smile. ‘Nothing to say, you guys?’

Sonny shook his head. ‘Not sure what we can say to that.’

‘Shit!’ Clarrie managed. ‘So do you think that’s it then? She’s taken him back before.’

‘It better be this time. Should’ve happened years ago. Anyway, I’m not sticking around to find out.’

‘You’re not finally moving out?’ Sonny asked.

‘Yeah. Lyns has asked me to move in with her.’

‘It’s a bit soon for that, isn’t it?’

Dave shrugged. ‘Better than hanging around at home, and I can’t afford to do it on my own. I mean, I know it’s early days still, but I do love her.’

Clarrie nodded her approval. ‘Good for you, soppy. I think you two’ll do all right.’

‘Thanks, Clar. Me too.’

‘Shouldn’t you be at home with your mum if she’s upset?’ Sonny asked.

‘Nah, she’s sorted for now. Aunty Tess has turned up to look after her.’ Dave’s family was one of those that always had a lurking aunt on hand to comfort and gloat through any crisis.

‘Anyway, had to come, didn’t I?’ he said, turning to Clarrie with a weak version of his usual grin. ‘We need a minimum of four here to qualify for the final. Got to win you a date, don’t we, Clar?’

‘Aww.’ She reached out with both hands and took one each of Dave’s and Sonny’s. ‘You guys are the best.’

‘You know it,’ Sonny said.

She looked around the pub. ‘We’re still a man down though. Where’s Gem?’

‘She’s getting a drink in,’ Dave said, turning his grin up to full beam. ‘Talking to a friend over there, look.’

Clarrie turned around, and her heart bounded into her throat when she spotted Gemma deep in conversation with Si at the bar. Her stomach fluttered with the same dancing butterflies she associated with Christmas morning or a first sight of the sea. It felt like she hadn’t seen him for months.

‘You going to talk to him?’ Sonny asked.

‘No,’ she said, her eyes still fixed on Si: his gorgeous face, his lips. Jesus, she could almost smell him… ‘No, I might scare him away. Let’s wait till after the quiz.’

She watched him kiss Gemma on the cheek and wander away to a different part of the pub; noted the tired eyes, the sad, thoughtful expression he lapsed into when his smile had disappeared. Suddenly she remembered comforting him, that day in their little duvet den with his head buried in her tummy – holding him, crying with him – and found herself choking back a sob.

This had better work…

Fate seemed to be smiling on Clarrie as the quiz started and they ploughed through the first two rounds. There wasn’t a literature one, but there was an intros round on cheesy action film themes that she blitzed, and next came entertainment, Gemma’s specialist subject. Even Sonny and Dave were on best behaviour, with only a minor argument about whether one intro was the theme from Point Break or Die Hard. It was one of the few times in their quizzing history when she was almost certain they were looking at full marks.

She snuck a quick peep at the Les Quiz table halfway through the second round. They were usually strong on entertainment, but if Graham’s face and mumbled conversation with Darren was anything to go by, they weren’t cruising through quite as easily as usual.

‘Right,’ Gem said after the last question of round two. ‘He’s going to announce the break any minute, they always split the final two-three. I’m hopping off to the bar before the queue builds.’ She got up and walked round to where Dave was sitting. ‘Come on, Davy, help me get a round in. You look like you wouldn’t mind some one-to-one time.’

He chucked her a grateful smile. ‘I wouldn’t actually. Ta, Gem.’

When they’d gone, Clarrie felt Sonny grip her thigh. She turned to see his face set and filmed with perspiration.

‘Oh God, Sonny, now?’

‘Yep.’

She gave the hand on her thigh a squeeze. ‘So the nerves have hit you at last then.’

‘Noticed, did you?’

‘Well, I can’t feel my leg, so, yeah…’

Tim cleared his throat into the microphone. ‘All right, ladies and gents, before I call the break I’m handing the floor to one of our regular quizsters to make an important announcement.’ He nodded at Sonny. ‘Come on, lad, you’re up.’

‘Christ, Clar, what was I thinking?’ Sonny hissed. ‘I can’t do it.’

‘Course you can. Go on, get up there.’

‘I can’t. You do it.’

‘You’re asking me to propose to your girlfriend for you? I don’t want to marry her.’

Tim had detached the microphone from its stand and was heading over to them. He handed it to Sonny, yanked him up by the arm and guided him round in front of their table to face the other drinkers.

‘Get a shift on, lover boy. Some of us want our chip butty.’

‘Er, cheers, Tim,’ Sonny said into the microphone, drawing the expectant eyes of everyone in the crowded pub. ‘I just, er, had this thing…’ He shot a panicked look at Clarrie over his shoulder, moving the mike away from his mouth. ‘Everyone’s looking at me!’

‘Do it then!’ she hissed back. ‘Didn’t you prepare anything?’

‘Shit, yes!’ He fumbled in his trouser pocket for a scrappy post-it note, then brought the mike back to his mouth. ‘Er, I just wanted to say… I mean, I wanted everyone to be part of…’

‘Get on with it!’ a heckler who sounded suspiciously like Darren called out. ‘We’re dying of thirst here, Bandal.’

Nearby someone began a slow clap, but they quickly stopped, presumably when a fellow drinker with more compassion for poor Sonny’s nerves elbowed them in the ribs.

‘So you want me to get on with it, do you? Right.’ A look of kamikaze determination crept over Sonny’s terrified features. He turned towards the bar, where Gemma and Dave were staring at him like he was having a funny turn. ‘Gem, can you come here please?’

Gemma ambled over, looking puzzled.

‘What’s this all about, Sunil? Are we doing “Islands in the Stream”?’

Sonny put one hand on her shoulder, gripping the mike in white knuckles. He took a deep breath and looked down at his post-it note, blinked at the scrawl of his own writing, then cleared his throat loudly.

‘Ruth Gemma Wagstaff,’ he began in a formal, sermony tone.

‘Why’re you telling everyone my full name, Sunil?’

‘Look, you, shush. I’m being romantic,’ Sonny muttered in his normal voice, creating a ripple of laughter through the listening pub. ‘Don’t interrupt or I’ll never get through this.’ He gave up trying to read whatever he’d scribbled on his post-it note and started ad-libbing with wild, meandering abandon. ‘Right, so, I just wanted to say, I mean, I wanted to tell you, like, in front of everyone here, that you’re the best thing that’s ever happened to me. I mean, obviously, anyone can see that. And I think you’re amazing and beautiful and… you know, I love you and that. Like, really, properly, rest of our lives kind of love you, darling, I mean it. There’s no one else I want to be with, ever. Oh, and I was supposed to say a bit about you’re the one and I want to spend my life with you… did I say that already?’ Sonny hesitated a minute, frowning as he tried to navigate his way through the reeling chaos of his inner monologue. ‘So, er, yeah, just thought I’d ask, I mean, only if you want to, I’ll totally understand if you say no…’

He fished in his pocket for the ring, sank onto one knee and thrust it blindly up at her with his eyes scrunched shut. ‘Got you this, Gem.’

Gemma had been staring, wide-eyed, while he waffled through his strange little speech. Suddenly she burst into laughter.

‘What’re you down there for?’

‘Doing it properly. Seen it on telly. So, will you?’

‘Get up and give us a snog, you soft bugger. You look a right tit.’

‘No. Not till you say if you’ll marry me or not. Anyway, I like it down here.’

Gemma grabbed his wrist and pulled him up. ‘You know it’s a yes.’ She threw her arms around him and gave him a big kiss to a chorus of whoops and table-slapping from the pub, accompanied by quite a few wolf whistles and some get-in-my-sons from the blokier element.

‘Love you, Sunil,’ Gemma said, the microphone he was holding against her shoulder still broadcasting them around the room. ‘Always.’

‘Oh God, Gem…’ Sonny squeezed her tight, blinking back tears. ‘You won’t regret it. I’ll make you happy, promise.’

Clarrie walked round to the embracing couple. She threw her arms around them for a three- way hug and kissed them each on the cheek.

‘Congratulations, guys, couldn’t be happier for you both,’ she said, her voice breaking a little. ‘And well done, Sonny. You ploughed through it like a trouper there.’

‘Thanks, Clarrie. Thanks.’

‘Give us that.’ Clarrie prised the microphone out of his fingers and spoke into it. ‘Er, that’s your lot, folks, thanks for tuning in to For-Christ’s-Sake-Get-Me-A-Bucket FM. Half-hour break now, yeah?’ She switched it off.

‘You’re finished with the public bit, I think,’ she said to the newly engaged couple. ‘Why don’t you go out back and grab some privacy for five minutes?’

‘Cheers, Clar. Talk to you in a bit.’ Gemma flashed her a happy, damp-eyed smile. She took the still quivering Sonny’s hand and led him out of the pub.
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Clarrie slotted the mike back into Tim’s stand and headed to where Dave was slumped against the bar, open-mouthed.

‘What…?’ he managed to mumble.

‘Sonny and Gem just got engaged.’

‘What…?’

Clarrie reached over and pushed his gaping mouth shut.

‘Bloody hell! I mean, Sonny,’ Dave said, shaking his head.

‘That’s what I said. Come on, let’s get this round in, they won’t be long. Better pull yourself together so you can do the congrats thing.’

‘Er, yeah,’ Dave said, still looking dazed. He turned to Gaz behind the bar. ‘Same again, I think.’

‘Nope. Got something special for you lot,’ the landlord said with a grin. He reached under the bar and pulled out a bottle of something and four champagne flutes. ‘On the house. Have a drink to the happy couple, eh? It’s not every night I get a proposal in this dive instead of a punch-up.’

‘Bloody hell, champagne? Cheers, Gazzer, you’re a geezer,’ Clarrie said, reaching over the bar to slap a broad shoulder. ‘Never knew you were such a romantic git.’

‘It’s prosecco actually, I’m not that bloody romantic,’ Gaz said. ‘Oh, and here.’ He grabbed a tumbler and poured a double brandy from the optic behind the bar.

Dave regarded it with a puzzled frown. ‘What’s that for?’

‘That’s for Sonny, I reckon he’ll need it after that. Made a bit of a dog’s breakfast of it, didn’t he?’

Dave grinned. ‘Heh. He did, didn’t he? Shame I was too stunned to properly enjoy it.’

‘Still. Even this rough old bastard with the two ex-wives under his belt had a tear in his eye at the end there.’

‘Yeah,’ Dave said with a fond smile. ‘He’s an adorable little twat in his way.’

‘Can we have another champagne glass, Gaz?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Course.’ Gaz handed over another flute.

‘You reckon he’ll come and have a drink with us then?’ Dave said as they headed back to their table.

She shrugged. ‘No harm asking. I’ll send Sonny over when he gets back, Si can hardly turn him down after what he’s just seen him go through.’

‘Where is Si anyway? He hasn’t left?’

‘No, I’ve been keeping my eye on him. He’s over there.’ She nodded to Simon, sitting at a distant table on his own staring into his drink.

‘So he is.’ Dave twisted slightly to face her, an earnest expression on his round, freckled face. ‘Ask you something, Clar?’

‘If you want. What?’

‘What was it like, that night you spent with Si?’

‘Oh God, what? You pervy bugger!’

‘I’m not being pervy, not this time. Just curious. You two’ve been close since forever. I wondered what it was like, doing it when you’ve got that soulmate thing going on.’

She blinked back a tear. ‘It was… like it’s supposed to be. Me and him. Just me and him, you know? No one else in the world, not then.’

He sighed. ‘Hope I get to have that one day.’

‘You will,’ she said gently. ‘You have to build it, it doesn’t come overnight. Here, give us a hug.’

She buried her face in Dave’s shoulder for a moment. ‘Miss him, Davy. So much. I love him so much. Can’t lose him.’

‘I miss him too, Clar. Obviously not in quite the same way. Still, let’s get him back if we can.’

‘Yeah. Game faces on, eh? It’s Quiz O’clock.’

*

Sonny and Gemma came back inside after ten minutes, holding hands tightly, a little damp around the eyes but grinning all over their faces. Clarrie noticed a sparkly new addition to Gemma’s third finger too.

Dave got up and held out his hand to Sonny. ‘Congratulations, mate.’

‘Give over, I’m not shaking your hand now.’ Sonny dropped Gemma’s hand and launched himself at Dave for a hug.

‘You’re a sly bugger, keeping it quiet like that,’ the muffled voice of Dave said from Sonny’s shoulder. ‘Couldn’t be happier for you, Sonny, I mean it.’

‘Thanks, Davy. I love you, you know, you big twat.’

‘All right, geroff now. I’m not marrying you.’ Dave wriggled out of Sonny’s hug and nodded at the brandy on the table. ‘That’s for you, by the way. Gaz thought you might need it.’

‘Bloody hell, he’s not wrong,’ Sonny said as Dave submitted to a second hug from Gemma. He tossed back the amber liquid in one and made a face. ‘Eurgh. Burny. Good stuff though.’

Clarrie gestured to the bottle of prosecco. ‘Look what else we got. Turns out Gaz is a soppy old bastard under all those tattoos.’

‘Awesome,’ Gem said, releasing Dave from her hug. ‘Tell you what, Sunil, we should do this more often.’

‘You’re all right. Once is plenty.’

‘So have you got your Dutch courage up after that brandy then, Sonny?’ Clarrie asked.

He narrowed his eyes. ‘Why, what’re you after?’

‘Who says I’m after anything?’

‘The look in your eye. Come on, what is it?’

‘I want you to go talk to Si for me. See if he’ll come have a drink with us.’

‘Oh right, is that all? Yeah, was thinking about that anyway actually. Back in a minute.’

Sonny made his way over to Si’s table. Clarrie saw Si stand up, shake Sonny’s hand and pull him into a hug, slapping him heartily on the back. Eventually Sonny drew back and she saw them talking. Si cast an apprehensive look at their table, frowned, hesitated… nodded. Her stomach clenched when Sonny gave her a subtle thumbs-up, then headed back towards them with Si in tow.

‘Brought someone to see you all,’ Sonny said when they arrived, looking pleased with himself.

‘Er, hi guys,’ Si said with a half smile. Sonny took his seat next to Gemma but Si just lurked at the edge of the table, apparently unsure whether he should stay or go.

He seemed different. Nervous, vulnerable, his usual unflappable cockiness missing. And he was avoiding meeting Clarrie’s eye. It all seemed so strange, so unlike the completely comfortable relationship she was used to having with him, that a week ago they’d taken into the bedroom with them – the relationship she’d been so horribly afraid of losing all along. God, it made her want to cry.

‘Hiya Si, good to see you,’ Dave said gently, standing up and shaking his hand. ‘It’s not been the same without you. You going to stay and have a drink with us? Special day, yeah?’

‘Yeah.’ Si still hovered, uncertain.

On quiz nights it had always been tacitly understood that the seat next to Clarrie was his, and the others almost instinctively left it empty for him. Gemma gestured to it now, smiling.

‘Come on, Si, we saved your seat. Sit down and toast the prospective bride and groom, eh?’ She nodded to the prosecco. ‘Look, we got free booze.’

‘Well, that is the best kind,’ he said, managing a weak smile. He pulled up the chair next to Clarrie’s, still not making eye contact.

The awkwardness was palpable. Sonny busied himself with popping and pouring the prosecco, Dave and Gemma watching him as intently as if he was exercising a team of stunt tyrannosauruses.

Clarrie didn’t look at Si. She didn’t say anything: just stared straight ahead, watching wine fizz into the glasses. But she did take her hand off her knee and let it hang by the side of her chair.

A few seconds later, she felt Simon slip his hand into it and give it a gentle press.

She turned to him, like a daisy opening to the dawn.

‘Oh God, Si, I missed you.’

‘You too, Clar. Sorry I shouted at you.’

‘You know, I reckon what this stuff really needs is ice,’ Sonny said to Dave. ‘Don’t you think it’d be better with ice?’

‘What you on about, ice? You don’t have ice with – ow!’ Dave shut up as he felt Sonny and Gemma aim simultaneous kicks at his shin under the table. ‘Er, yeah, ice, right. It is a bit on the warm side. Maybe we should all go get the ice.’

‘Good idea, Davy.’ Gem rose, followed by the two boys. ‘Back in a minute, guys,’ she said. ‘Um, with ice.’

Clarrie and Si barely noticed the rest of the team leave.

‘You smell different,’ Clarrie said quietly, trying to keep her voice steady.

‘Yeah. Quit smoking. There didn’t seem much point any more.’

That was it, that was what seemed so strange. The familiar scent of tobacco that always hung round his clothing on quiz nights was gone.

‘So will you stay with us?’ she asked. ‘It’s all wrong without you.’

‘You know I can’t. I’m just here to have a drink with Sonny and Gem for their engagement, that’s all.’

‘Si, please!’ She turned anguished eyes towards him, squeezing his hand tightly. ‘I can’t believe I spent so much time worrying about losing you that I drove you away. God, I didn’t realise it was possible to miss someone so much.’ She swallowed. ‘Look, will you stay until after the quiz? Want to show you something. I hope.’

She saw Si flinch, a flicker of emotion across his features.

‘I don’t know, Clar. I mean, it hurts, you know?’

‘Oh, love…’ She’d never wanted to have him in her arms so much, but she didn’t dare embrace him, not without an invitation. Instead she clasped his hand in both of hers and hugged it into her body, the one little piece of him she seemed to be allowed to hold on to. ‘Please, Simon, for me. After tonight I’ll leave you alone. Won’t try to call you or anything. Just stay till the end of the quiz and I’ll never ask you for anything again. After twenty-two years you at least owe me that.’

‘Okay.’

‘That’s it? Just like that? I thought you’d make me fight for it.’

He shrugged. ‘Bit tired, that’s all. Just… whatever you want.’

‘God, I hate seeing you like this.’

‘Like what?’

‘So not like you. Or not like you with me. It’s horrible. It’s like, all those things – I mean, not just recently, but everything, ever. Rockets, trifle, Kiss Chase – me and you. It’s like they didn’t happen. Like you…’ She gulped back a sob. ‘… like you’re a, a stranger or something. Feels like we’ve been apart forever. Oh God… oh my God, Simon…’ The hand she was holding was pressed so tight, the knuckles were starting to blanch.

Si stared ahead, his expression carefully fixed. ‘Sorry, Clarrie. I’m the same me, promise. I didn’t forget, any of it. Couldn’t.’

‘Do you still love me?’

He winced heavily. ‘Yes.’

‘Then why so quiet? Why won’t you look at me? Are you angry?’

‘Trying not to break down, that’s all.’

‘Oh. Yeah, fighting that battle myself.’

She ran a tentative finger along his cheek, but withdrew it when she felt him recoil.

‘You asked me once before to cry with you,’ she said quietly.

‘Oh God…’ He jumped up, jerking his hand away from her. ‘Can’t do this, kiddo. Sorry. Got to go.’

‘Si, wait, please! You said you’d stay, you said—’

‘I’ll stay. Come find me later. Right now I need to go. Tell Sonny and Gem I’m sorry.’ He strode towards the exit, his face twitching feverishly.

Clarrie buried her face in her hands and gave in to sobs for a moment.

‘You all right, sweety?’ Gem said when she arrived back, resting her hand on Clarrie’s shoulder.

‘I’ll be okay. Sorry, Gem, don’t mean to be weepy on your big night.’ Clarrie summoned control with an effort and wiped her eyes. Dave and Sonny had slipped back into their seats, an unnecessary pint glass filled with ice cubes in front of them.

‘How’d you scare him away?’ Dave asked.

‘He’s not gone gone,’ Clarrie said. ‘He’s going to hang around till the end, he promised me. I think he’s just stepped outside for a minute.’

‘Not going after him?’

‘No. He needs to be away from me right now. Have to respect that.’

‘So we’re sticking to the plan then?’ Sonny asked.

‘S’pose so. The big romantic gesture thing worked for you, didn’t it? And you well buggered it up. No offence.’

‘Hey,’ Gem said, frowning. She put a protective arm around Sonny. ‘I thought it was sweet.’

‘Exactly,’ Clarrie said. ‘Hopefully Si’ll think I’m sweet. It’s putting the effort in that counts, right?’

‘Yeah…’ Dave looked thoughtful. ‘Back in a minute, guys.’

Sonny watched him leave the pub. ‘Where’s he off?’

Clarrie shrugged. ‘Dunno. Can I have prosecco yet?’

‘When Dave gets back. We have to do the toast thing.’

Dave came back a few minutes later and sat down next to Clarrie.

‘Well? Where’d you go?’ Clarrie asked. ‘Sonny says we all have to sit here gagging till you come do the toast thing.’

‘Been to talk to Si.’

‘What? Why? Leave him alone a bit, Davy, he’s upset.’

‘That’s why I wanted to talk to him. I won’t say there wasn’t a manly cuddle thrown in too.’

‘What did you say to him?’ Gemma asked.

‘Told him about tonight,’ Dave said. ‘Clarrie trying to win the bet, all the revision she’s been doing. You know, so even if we lose he’ll know we tried, right?’

‘Did it work?’ Sonny asked.

‘Dunno, he didn’t say much. Doesn’t seem himself tonight, does he? He looked sort of thoughtful though.’

Clarrie gave his shoulder a squeeze. ‘Thanks, Davy.’

‘Hope it works, that’s all.’ He nodded to the glasses of prosecco. ‘So can we all have a drink of this weird fizzy stuff that isn’t beer now or what?’

‘You have to do the toast thing first,’ Gem said. ‘Since you’re best man.’

‘Bloody hell, am I?’

Sonny shrugged. ‘Course.’

‘Oh right, brilliant. Won’t let you down, guys.’

‘Can I come on the stag do then, Davy?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Yeah, if you jump out of a cake in some nipple tassels and your pants.’

She shrugged. ‘All right, since it’s a special occasion.’

‘Cracking.’ Dave sent a thumbs-up to Sonny. ‘Sorted you a stripper, mate. Proper dirty one too. Ow.’ He rubbed his arm where Clarrie had punched him.

‘Never mind strippers, you tit-obsessed pervert,’ Gemma said. ‘Toast. Now.’

‘Right.’ Dave slid a champagne flute to each of them, the spare glass that had been poured for Si sitting in the middle of the table, depressingly full, as a reminder of his absence. ‘What do I say then?’

‘Anything,’ Sonny said. ‘If I can pull a proposal out my arse then I’m sure you can ad-lib a toast.’

‘Er, right. Okay.’ Dave stood and held his glass out in front of him. ‘So. Here’s to a bright future for my best friend Sonny and his beautiful fiancée Gem. Er…’ He nudged Clarrie. ‘Help us out here.’

‘Sorry, Dave, you’re on your own,’ she said, grinning. ‘Love watching you sweat it out.’

‘Ugh. Hate you. So, yeah, I’ve known Sonny and Gem since primary school, me and Sonny have been best mates now for—’ he paused to do a quick calculation, ‘Jesus Christ, twenty years, since we started Beavers together.’

‘It’s not a bloody therapy session,’ Sonny said. ‘We know all that. Skip the life story and get on with it.’

‘Oi. No heckling from the cheap seats. Right, so, um…’ Dave flashed Sonny a dirty look. ‘See that? You made me forget what I was going to say, you knobhead.’

‘Don’t call me a knobhead in the toast, Davy, I’m the groom-to-be.’

‘Shush. So what I basically want to say is, er… oh God, I’m shit at this. Right. You guys are two of my best friends and I love you both to bits, even when one of you – I won’t say which one – is being a right knobhead, and I honestly couldn’t wish happiness on two nicer people. So be together, make each other happy, get down, make love, and, er, have a nice life.’ He waved his glass in the air. ‘To Sonny and Gem.’

‘Sonny and Gem,’ Clarrie echoed, clinking glasses around the table.

Dave sank, relieved, back into his seat and Sonny reached over to pat his hand. ‘Thanks, Davy. That was… really weird. But sort of sweet.’

‘Better than your proposal.’

‘Got me a wife, didn’t it? Don’t knock it if it works.’

Gem waggled a newly sparkling finger at Clarrie. ‘Seen my ring, Clar?’

‘Very nice, Gem. Shiny.’ Clarrie turned to Sonny. ‘How much did that set you back then?’

‘Well I’m not going to tell you in front of Gem, am I? Let’s just say I had to slave away over a hot laptop for quite a bit.’

‘Where’d you get it?’

‘Sampson’s Jewellers, in town. It’s none of your Argos cubic zirconium, that, you know.’

‘Sampson’s?’ Dave said, frowning. ‘That place closed down months ago.’

Sonny blushed. ‘Yeah. Bought it last year, didn’t I?’

Gemma tilted his face towards her. ‘Seriously, Sunil? Before we broke up?’

‘Yes, Gem. I knew you were the one ages ago.’

‘Oh, love…’ She flung her arms around him and her voice sank to a whisper. ‘Can’t believe I nearly lost you.’

‘You never will again.’ Sonny claimed her lips for a kiss.

Clarrie sighed and turned to Dave. ‘They’re off again with the snogging.’

‘Yeah. Can’t help feeling we should be somewhere else.’

She shrugged. ‘They don’t seem bothered about us. I say just ignore it. How long till the second half?’

‘We should’ve started again ten minutes ago. Tim’s rubbish at keeping these things on track.’ He pulled the answer sheet towards him. ‘Aren’t doing bad, are we?’

‘No. You know, I think this might be the first time we’ve not had gaps to fill during the break.’ She glanced over at Darren’s table, where his team were busily discussing their answers. ‘You don’t think we’re really going to win, do you?’

‘Tell you what, I actually think we’ve got a decent shot.’ He squeezed her hand. ‘Nervous?’

‘God, Davy, you’ve got no idea.’
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Clarrie raised her eyes to send a prayer of thanks up to Triviatus, the god of all things quizzerly, when Tim announced a literature round right after the break. Another Flower Arrangers strength and Les Quiz weak spot. If they could just push Darren’s team a few points behind, just six questions…

It was a tougher round than usual. Very few questions from before 1930, and she’d skipped the post-modernism module at uni. Still, she was pretty sure it was an eight out of ten, at least. God, she hoped that would be enough.

After the last question of the round, their prosecco was long gone and Sonny made a trip up to the bar.

‘Nice to be back on proper booze,’ Clarrie said, taking her lager off the tray he was carrying. She sighed. ‘Cheaper round without our Simon, eh?’

‘Well, that round was free.’ Sonny nodded to a short man with a bald crown and ponytail leaning against the bar. ‘That little bloke bought it for us.’

‘Really?’ Dave squinted at the man. ‘Who is he?’

Sonny shrugged. ‘Never seen him before. He just went all damp-eyed and insisted on buying me, my fiancée and my mates all a pint. Told me he was young once too. Old people always say that, don’t they? Like we think they were born a hundred and four or something.’

‘They’re a soppy bunch in here,’ Clarrie said. ‘I bet you and Gem won’t have to buy a drink all night.’

‘I know, brilliant.’ Gemma nudged Sonny. ‘Hey, we should go round and get engaged in a few more locals. It makes for a cheap night out.’

‘Not a chance. I’m not going through that again for all the Guinness in Dublin.’ He grinned at her. ‘Tell you what, you can propose to me in the next one.’

‘No way. Think I’d put myself through that?’ She took a sip of her wine. ‘I’d make a better job of it than you though.’

‘I thought you said it was sweet.’

‘It was. Still rubbish.’

‘Shut up. You’re rubbish.’

Gem blew him a kiss. ‘Love you too, Sunil.’

Dave nudged Clarrie. ‘Hey, shall we start a sweepstake on the divorce?’

‘All right. I give it six months.’

Sonny glared at them. ‘Twats. Right, just for that, when we do the table planning I’m putting you two next to my Great Aunt Tanvir. Don’t worry, Mum says her chronic flatulence has practically cleared up lately. Practically.’

Clarrie grinned. ‘Sorry, Sonny. You’re just too easy to wind up, we can’t help ourselves.’

‘Right,’ Tim fizzed into his microphone. ‘Posh one next: world cuisine. Hope all you chip-guzzling scuffers can cope with it.’

Dave nodded to Sonny. ‘All right, you’re up. Hope you’ve been revising.’

Sonny looked nervous. ‘Yeah, well, I have, obviously. Still need the right questions though, don’t I?’

‘Question one,’ Tim sizzled. ‘What material is used to cover a haggis?’

Sonny’s eyes went wide. ‘Oh God. I don’t know it. Didn’t do anywhere in the UK.’

‘I do though,’ Gemma said, taking the answer sheet off him. ‘It’s sheep stomach. Grim or what?’

Sonny scoffed. ‘Please. I’ve seen you eat practically a whole black pudding.’

‘That’s like one of the classic northern dishes though, isn’t it? You don’t want to be unpatriotic.’

‘Why, what’s black pudding made of?’ Dave asked.

‘Pig’s blood and sawdust or something,’ Clarrie said. ‘It’s from the days when they’d eat anything so long as it was fried to within an inch of its life.’

Dave gagged. ‘Ew, really? Wish someone’d told me that years ago.’

‘You going to stop eating it then?’

‘Don’t be daft. That stuff’s delicious.’

‘Right, question two,’ Tim boomed. ‘Moving to Italy, what does the phrase al dente mean?’

Sonny breathed a sigh of relief. ‘Italian, awesome. We learnt this on that course. It’s like pasta that’s a bit hard.’

‘Seriously?’ Dave said. ‘That’s what it means, “pasta that’s a bit hard”?’

‘Yeah. Sort of.’

Clarrie tutted. ‘You can’t write that. Here, give it us.’ She snatched the answer sheet and scribbled ‘firm to the taste’ in the blank space.

‘All right, that does sound better,’ Sonny admitted grudgingly.

‘Question three. What are the key ingredients of a mojito cocktail?’

Sonny frowned. ‘How are cocktails world cuisine? They’re not even food.’

‘It’s okay, me and Gem know it,’ Clarrie said. ‘It’s, er, mint. And… something. Mint and something.’

Gemma shook her head. ‘Nice try, Midwinter. Here.’ She took the answer sheet from Clarrie and jotted down the correct answer.

After world cuisine came a wildcard round, without precedent in the history of the quiz league: connections. Each answer was supposed to have a link to the one before, so the more the team got right, the more built-in clues there were.

‘Bloody Tim and his bright ideas,’ Dave muttered.

‘Might be okay though,’ Clarrie said doubtfully. ‘If we get the first few anyway.’

As it turned out, it wasn’t too bad. The name of Popeye’s girlfriend helped them to the key ingredients of focaccia bread, which took them on to the herbs for sale at Scarboro’ Fair, and so on.

‘Right,’ Tim said after a question on the Disney film that had won the most Oscars. ‘Question six: what were the names of the seven dwarves in the Grimm Brothers’ fairytale Snow White?’

‘Okay, I should know this, watched it enough times when I was a kid,’ Dave said, tapping the biro against his forehead. ‘Er, Happy, Grumpy, Dopey, Bashful… and the other three. Reckon we’d get half a point for that?’

Clarrie let her gaze wander over to Si’s table only to discover him trying to get her attention, flashing her a meaningful look. He’d barely glanced at her since he’d left them earlier. She felt a jolt as she realised he was trying to tell her something – to help them win.

‘Trick question,’ she said firmly. ‘Tim’s trying to catch us out with that Disney link. He said the fairytale: different names than the film, I reckon.’

‘Okay, what then?’ Dave said.

Sonny nudged Gemma. ‘Watch Darren for me, will you? Got a hunch.’

‘All right.’ Gemma fixed her gaze on the Les Quiz table.

‘Oi, quizmaster,’ Sonny shouted to Tim. ‘One point each or one for the lot?’

‘Only one point on offer, lover boy, and I’ll need a complete answer,’ Tim called back. ‘No half points either, not in the final.’

‘Cheers.’ Sonny lowered his voice. ‘Okay, Gem, what did Daz do?’

‘Laughed like you were a massive thick twat.’

‘Heh, thought he might. Right.’ He took the answer sheet off Clarrie. ‘They didn’t have names then. It’s obvious there’s a single correct answer.’

‘Bloody hell.’ Clarrie shot him an impressed look. ‘You know, Sonny, I reckon being engaged has upped your IQ.’

At the end of the round, Dave squeezed her hand. ‘This is it, Clar. Crunch time.’

‘Yeah. Hope this works.’ Sonny glanced over at Si’s table. ‘Shit, where is he? He hasn’t gone, has he?’

‘No,’ Clarrie said. She nodded to the bar. Si had strolled over and was leaning against it, gazing across at them. His brow was gathered into a thoughtful frown, but he turned away when he saw her looking back.

‘Yeah, it’s okay, lads, I’ve had my eye on him too. Won’t let him leave till we’re ready,’ Gemma said. She pulled the answer sheet to her. ‘No blank spaces. I reckon we’ve done all right, you know. Shall I go swap with Les Quiz?’

Clarrie shook her head. ‘I don’t want to have to see their answers, it’ll only make me anxious.’ She didn’t really want to speak to Darren if she could avoid it either, not after their date the other week. He’d been trying to catch her eye all night. ‘Go swap with Barb and Jack.’

Dave nudged her. ‘Hey. Next League them Murgatroyds should change their shit team name to The Rank Outsiders. We’ve well beaten them into third this year.’

‘All right, don’t get smug.’ Clarrie grinned. ‘We did though, didn’t we? Let’s draw a sad smiley and write “Must Try Harder” on their paper, just to rub it in.’

As Tim ran through the answers, Clarrie felt her stomach tighten. The evening had passed in a bit of a blur, with the proposal in the middle and everything, and she couldn’t remember all their answers, but it really seemed like they’d done well. Even Sonny’s dwarf gambit had paid off.

After marking, the teams swapped papers again. Sonny fetched theirs and came back staring down at it, looking dazed.

‘I don’t believe it,’ he muttered as he sank into his seat.

Clarrie was quivering with nerves. ‘What? Come on, Sonny, don’t be a dick. I’m going mad here.’

‘Here, you look. Don’t trust my eyes after that double brandy earlier.’ He thrust the paper towards her.

She stared at it, blinked, shook it, stared again. ‘Davy,’ she said, pushing it under his nose. ‘That say what I think it does?’

‘Er, yeah. Bloody hell.’

‘Gem?’

Gemma took the paper. ‘Jesus, guys. Full marks. I mean… Jesus. When’s that ever happened?’

Clarrie shook herself. ‘Will it be enough though? Darren’s lot’ll need to have dropped at least six points for us to win. That’s a sixty-four. They hardly ever get less than a sixty-six, and that’s a bad day for them.’

‘Look at them though,’ Dave said, nodding to the Les Quiz table. ‘That bloke Graham looks like he’s just caught someone knobbing his wife.’

Clarrie followed his gaze to Graham, who was directing a black look at the returned Les Quiz paper. She felt her spirits lift a little.

‘Daz doesn’t look right happy either, does he?’ Sonny grinned. ‘That’ll teach him.’

‘Shush. Tim’s calling it.’ Clarrie reached for Dave’s hand, the nearest friend within grasping distance. ‘Hold on tight, Davy, here it comes.’

‘All right, this hasn’t happened in a few years,’ Tim boomed, staring down at a piece of paper in his hand. ‘Looks like we’ve got a tie, folks: two final scores of 534. Well, we all know what that means.’ He looked up. ‘Sudden Death.’
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A whispered ‘oooooh’ echoed across the pub. Clarrie gripped Dave’s hand so hard the poor lad probably started losing circulation.

‘Would the captains of our two tiebreaking teams, Les Quizerables and the Mighty Morphin’ Flower Arrangers, join me at the front please?’ Tim said.

Clarrie became aware of Dave shouldering her. ‘Go on, Clar.’

‘Hmm?’

‘You have to go do the tiebreak. It’s down to you now.’

‘Oh. Right. Down to me.’

She stood up dreamily, barely aware of the words of support coming from the rest of her team, or of Darren hot on her heels as she floated over to Maserati Tim. All she could see was Si, standing alert at the bar, watching her.

At the front of the pub, Clarrie turned to face Darren. She felt suddenly guilty, thinking of their date and the two missed calls she’d had from him since. When this was over, whatever happened, she definitely owed the poor lad an apology for mucking him about.

‘Good luck, Daz,’ she said, offering her hand. He smiled as he squeezed it in his. The man always did seem to be more of a handsqueezer than a handshaker when it came to her.

‘You too, Clarrie. Still, hope I win.’ He shot her a significant look, not letting go of her hand.

Of course. Daz knew about the bet, didn’t he? He probably still thought a Flower Arrangers win meant she’d have to go out with Si. Or did he? He must’ve noticed Si had abandoned his team for the final. Still, there was a twinkle of assumed victory in Darren’s eyes that seemed to have ‘second date’ written all over it.

‘Right, you two. You both know how Sudden Death works but for the benefit of Gaz’s punters I’m going to tell you anyway,’ Tim said into his mike.

‘Yeah, we know you love the sound of your own voice, mate,’ Darren said.

‘Shut it, sunshine, or I’ll disqualify you for cheeking the quizmaster. Right. In the event of an equal points draw we go to Sudden Death tiebreak, best of three. The first of you to get two right answers wins the League. One attempt each per question. First to shout out the correct answer gets the point, at my discretion. Clear?’

‘Yep,’ Clarrie said. ‘Come on, Tim, get on with it.’

‘All right. First up. Which Old Testament figure’s name became associated with exceptional old age?’

Clarrie swore under her breath. Religion, probably her weakest area. And it hardly ever came up, even in the pot luck rounds, so she hadn’t bothered to revise it. Typical it’d make an appearance tonight, and in the tiebreak too, when she was fighting it out alone.

‘Methuselah,’ Darren said, jumping in like a shot before she’d had a chance to try and puzzle it out.

‘Correct,’ Tim said.

Clarrie glared at Darren. ‘All right, smartarse, how’d you know that then?’

‘You’re looking at eight years of Sunday School here,’ he said, shrugging. ‘Glad all that stuff came in handy for something.’

‘Right, second question,’ Tim said. ‘If Daz gets this, Les Quiz win. Clarissa, if it’s you we move to a final tiebreaker.’ He paused to let the stakes sink in. ‘So. Which Irish-born writer penned the play Waiting for Godot?’

‘Beckett,’ she shot out before Darren had a chance to say anything.

‘Going to need a full name, pet.’

‘Er… Samuel. Samuel Beckett.’

‘Correct,’ Tim said. ‘Okay, one all, so unless neither of you can give me a correct answer then this’ll be the final question and whoever gets it gets the League. No pressure, eh? So… drum roll please, everyone.’

The pub’s patrons gamely started slapping the tables until Tim silenced them with a hand in the air. Clarrie met Darren’s determined gaze with one of her own and dug her nails into her palms, her heart flapping against her ribs.

‘Right, kids.’ Tim glanced at the card in his hand. ‘The six-million-dollar question. What was the name of the fifth Marx Brother, who never appeared in any of their feature films?’

Clarrie couldn’t help resting her eyes on Si over Darren’s shoulder, fixing her in an anxious, expectant gaze. Of course she knew this one. All the Flower Arrangers knew this one: the one that had lost them what would’ve been their only win eight years ago, when they were still sixth-formers and Sonny had got it wrong in the tiebreak. Marxgate.

With a sudden realisation, she knew what she had to do. It wouldn’t work for any other question, but this one – Si knew the answer. And he knew she knew the answer.

Because it wasn’t about winning, was it? It wasn’t about being Top Gun. It was about showing Si she was ready to be with him, be his wingman…

She crossed her fingers, hoping he’d understand.

‘Zeppo,’ she said quickly, before Daz had chance to speak.

Darren gave her an appraising look. He’d been in the League that year too. He’d ripped it out of Sonny just as much as any of them about it ever since. He knew… that she was deliberately throwing the question.

‘Final answer, Clarissa?’ Tim asked.

She glanced towards the rest of the quiz team. Sonny and Gem looked puzzled, but Dave gave her an understanding nod. He leaned over to whisper to Sonny, and she saw realisation dawn on his face before he passed it on to Gemma.

‘Final answer, Tim.’

‘Sorry…’ he said, stopping for a dramatic pause like the showboating quiz show host that in his own mind he clearly was. ‘… but I’m afraid that’s not correct. You got an answer, Daz?’

Darren stared at her for what seemed like an age, finally turning his attention back to Tim. ‘Er, yeah. It’s Gummo.’

‘Sure?’

‘One hundred per cent.’

‘Is—’ he paused for effect, ‘the correct answer. Well done, lad.’

Tim held up Darren’s hand, to loud cheers from the Les Quiz table. ‘The winners of the fourteenth Annual Denworth Pub Quiz League and their second consecutive win… Les Quizerables!’

Darren shook his hand free impatiently. His eyes sought Clarrie’s and he reached over to take her fingers in his.

‘Clarrie…’

Over Darren’s shoulder she could see Si, his face crumpled and confused. Gently she slid her hand away.

‘Sorry, Daz. God, I’m so sorry. I like you, I really like you, but… it’s not you.’
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Clarrie barged past Darren towards Si, who’d turned and was striding to the exit.

‘Simon, wait!’

She followed him through the door and out to the covered smoking area. Catching him up, she grabbed his elbow and spun him to face her. He was managing to look confused, sad and angry all at once, like a puzzled, upset, seriously pissed-off… baby otter.

‘It’s okay, Clar, message received loud and clear,’ he said in a choked voice. ‘You changed your mind. You got scared and changed your mind again, just like that morning after we – look, no need to say anything. Just let me go, eh?’

‘That’s not it, not at all. Don’t you get it?’

‘Get what?’

‘You really don’t know? I lost for you, Si. I was standing there, looking at you, and that question came up and I knew how I could show you I’m ready now. What you’ve been asking me to do since we made that daft bet in the first place.’ She slid her fingers down his arm to take his hand. ‘I lost so you’d know that when I said this, it was because I wanted it. No silly bets, no silly games: just one adult asking another.’ Her voice was low, full of feeling. ‘Go out with me, Simon.’

He blinked, looking shellshocked.

‘Well, say something,’ she said with a nervous smile. ‘I’m being romantic, see? You like that.’

‘Clarrie – you really mean it this time?’

‘I really do. God, more than I’ve ever meant anything since the day I came screaming into the world and started buggering things up for everyone who knew me,’ she said. ‘Go out with me, Si. I want to take you out on a date, right now. A proper boyfriend/girlfriend date, with the hundred per cent guarantee of many more to come. For the rest of our lives, if you still want me after I made such a massive mess of everything.’ She made an effort to fix on her old teasing grin for him. ‘Oh, and I don’t want you to count your chickens, but if you say yes then there’s every possibility I’ll be inviting you back to mine for coffee. By coffee I actually mean sex, by the way.’

‘Oh my God, Clarissa!’ He threw his arms around her, lifting her off the ground. ‘You don’t know how much I’ve wanted to hear that.’

‘Simon… I was so scared it was too late.’ She blinked back a tear. ‘Am I forgiven then? Really truly?’

‘You always knew I would in the end. Can’t do without you.’

‘I really thought I’d lost you this time. I’m so sorry. So sorry.’ She brushed the corner of his eye with her finger. ‘Don’t cry, eh?’

‘Sorry. Can’t help it.’

She looked at him in silence for a moment: the swimming eyes, that gorgeous Simony face. Then she crushed him to her, held him tight with her head against his chest, blinking back her tears. She loved him, she’d always loved him – why had it taken nearly losing him to make her realise just how much?

‘Come on, handsome. Let’s have a smoke,’ she said at last, taking his hand and leading him to the canopy by the wall-mounted heaters. ‘One last fag break for old time’s sake, eh? Then next week we can get vapes and take up jogging, or whatever couples are supposed to do.’

‘Haven’t got any. I told you, I quit.’

‘I have though.’ She fished in her pocket for the pack she’d bought earlier and waggled it at him. ‘Ta-da…’

Simon grinned, looking pale still but like his old self again. ‘Bloody hell. Times really are a-changin’ if you’ve started buying your own fags, kiddo.’

‘Yep. Got them as part of my back-up plan to lure you outside for a smoke and flash you my boobs, just in case the quiz thing didn’t work,’ she said with a smile. ‘I wouldn’t get used to it though. Cigs and chips are the two things that always seem better when they’re yours.’

He laughed, lifting her hand to press the backs of her fingers against his lips.

‘Come on, I’ll treat you,’ Clarrie said. ‘We could even push the boat out and have one each.’

‘I’d rather share. They taste better when you’ve had them.’

‘Sweet.’ She stood on tiptoes to kiss his nose. ‘And then what?’

Simon’s still-damp eyes glinted in the reflected glow of the fluorescent striplight mounted above them. ‘I’ve been promised a date and I’m bloody well claiming it. You’re not getting out of my sight until I get it, Clarrie.’

‘You’re not getting out of my sight ever again, mate. I love you, you know.’

‘Love you too, sweetheart. Can I call you boyfriend words now?’

‘You can call me anything you like. Except Melons McGee, save that one for Dave.’ She gave the hand she was holding a squeeze. ‘So what do you reckon on this date you’ve waited so long for? Dinner and a show, my dear?’

‘I was thinking a couple of cans, bag of chips back at your place.’

‘That’s it? After all that? Cheap date, aren’t you?’

He shrugged. ‘Thought we might get an early start on that coffee.’

‘Ah, right. In that case…’ She pulled him to her for a long kiss.

‘The guys made me realise something,’ she said when they were finally forced to break apart for air.

‘What, sweetheart?’ It sounded like he was letting the endearment roll over his tongue, relishing the novelty of being able to use it whenever he liked.

‘All that time I was worried I’d mess things up with you the way I did with the others. But now I know I only messed up with them because they weren’t the right ones – I mean, because they weren’t you. Everything Ed did annoyed me because it wasn’t what you’d do. Olly telling me he loved me wasn’t you telling me. You were always the one, Si, even back at school. I just didn’t realise it.’

Si pressed a kiss onto her forehead. ‘Soppy mare. You mean it?’

‘Yes, I mean it. I had a bit of an epiphany the other day when I remembered something about Ed.’

‘He wasn’t as fit as me?’

She smiled, feeling a thrill to hear him back to his teasing, cocky self. ‘No, I always knew that. It was this habit he had.’

‘Collecting cafetières?’

‘Not that one. Rubbing his fingernail. Whenever he was nervous or jittery he’d start rubbing his bloody fingernail. It used to drive me round the twist.’

‘So?’

‘So, you do it too. Haven’t you ever noticed?’

‘What? No I don’t.’

‘Yes you do, you do it when you’re stressed. You’ve done it since we were little kids. But it doesn’t annoy me when you do it. God help me, I even find it adorable. Because you’re Simon and Ed wasn’t.’

‘Right, come here. You’re getting properly kissed for that.’ He claimed her mouth, and she sank into the comfortable, familiar warmth of his embrace.

‘Come on. Let’s have this smoke and get back to mine, eh?’ she said when he finally released her, passing him the cigarettes.

‘Here, do it like this.’ Si leaned against the wall and turned her round so she was leaning back against him. He rummaged for his lighter and lit a cigarette, then reached round and held it to her lips. His other arm curled around her middle, thumb tip sliding underneath her top to stroke the skin of her tummy.

She took a drag on the cigarette from between his fingers. ‘Mm. We should’ve been smoking like this for years.’

‘Shame we only worked that out the week we both decided to quit.’ He brought the cigarette to his own lips and breathed a silver wreath of smoke over her shoulder, away from her face.

‘Don’t burn my hair,’ Clarrie said with a laugh.

‘I’ll try not to. I’ve heard setting fire to your new girlfriend on the first date can really put a downer on a relationship.’

‘You’ve heard that, have you?’

‘Yeah. There was an article about it in GQ.’

He reached up with his non-smoking hand to guide her face round and examined her profile carefully.

‘Now what’re you doing?’ she asked.

‘Checking your wince reflex. You just heard me use the G word, right?’

‘GQ?’

‘The other one.’

Clarrie smiled. ‘Say it again and watch me.’

‘Girlfriend.’

‘There, you see that? Not a flicker.’

‘No.’ He traced over the curve of her lips with one fingertip. ‘Just this sexy little smile you’re teasing me with.’

‘You’ve got lipstick on your finger.’

‘Got it all over my face as well, probably. I don’t really care right now.’ The arm slid back around her waist. ‘So are you really all mine this time, Clarrie? Finally?’

‘Yep. Forever, if you’re sure you want to keep me.’

She felt him shudder. ‘Oh God…’ he muttered.

‘You okay?’

‘Just needed to hear that, that’s all.’

‘Boyfriend.’

He laughed. ‘Random. What was that in aid of?’

‘It’s foreplay. I noticed commitment words seem to get you going.’

‘Being with you gets me going.’ He tossed the neglected cigarette away and twisted her to face him. ‘Go on, tell me you love me again, Clarrie. In the interests of foreplay.’

‘You know I do. I always have.’

‘Not scared any more?’

‘Terrified. But in a good way.’

‘Okay. Is good terrified a thing?’

‘It is in New Clarrieland. Look, Si…’ She took his face in both hands. ‘We can take this one day at a time, all right? There’re things going on, up here –’ she tapped the side of her head, ‘things I might need help to deal with. But I need you to know I’m not running away, not any more. Losing you, this last week you wouldn’t talk to me – God, it felt like… like someone had cut away a piece of me.’ She stroked his cheek with her thumb. ‘No matter how scary it is, I’m ready to work at this, to build a future, whatever it brings. I’m ready to grow up, I promise – if I can do it with you.’

To her surprise, Si’s face convulsed with a sob.

‘You okay?’ she asked gently.

‘Happy, that’s all. Sorry. I can see my macho stock must be plummeting tonight.’

‘I don’t like you when you’re macho, I like you when you’re Simon. My Simon.’

‘Say that again.’

‘I said, mine…’

She lifted her face to kiss him softly on the lips.

‘Love it when you get all possessive, Clar.’

‘Is this a sex thing?’

‘No, it’s a you thing. I’ll show you a sex thing later, see if I can beat that record I set last week.’

‘Bloody hell. This relationship won’t last long if I die of exhaustion in the first few days.’

Simon shrugged. ‘I’m afraid that’s a risk we’re just going to have to take.’

‘Okay, I’m willing to chance it. Go on, call us a cab then.’

‘Don’t need to. I haven’t had a drink, I can drive us.’

‘Oh. Why’re we still here then?’

Three heads appeared round the pub’s back door: ginger, blonde and black hair with a grin underneath each.

‘Them,’ Si said, jerking his head towards the rest of the quiz team as they came out to join their friends.

‘All right, snuggle bunnies?’ Sonny said. ‘Thought we’d give you a minute before we interrupted.’

‘Are you lot still talking to me then?’ Clarrie asked. ‘I assumed after throwing the tiebreaker I’d be in the naughty corner till next year.’

Gemma shrugged. ‘I think we can overlook it, just this once. Mind you, Sunil’ll need to have a good cry on my shoulder later now you’ve ruined his lifelong ambition.’

‘I’m sure you can find a way to console me,’ her fiancé muttered in her ear.

‘Check out the bling, Midwinter.’ Gemma waggled the fingers of her left hand in the air.

Clarrie smiled. ‘I know, Gem, you already showed me.’

‘Yeah, well. The novelty hasn’t worn off yet.’

‘So is this it then, guys?’ Clarrie asked. ‘Are we grown-ups now?’

‘What you on about?’ Dave said.

‘It just seems like real life’s turned up to bite us on the bum all of a sudden, doesn’t it? You’ve got your new girlfriend and your new flat, Gem and Sonny are getting married, even your dad’s moving on.’ She prodded Si in the ribs. ‘And I’ve got this pillock.’

‘Ow,’ he said. ‘Right, you, dumped.’

‘Okay, that didn’t last long.’ Clarrie giggled as he tilted her head to one side and kissed along her neck.

Sonny pulled a face. ‘Enough with the heavy petting, guys. Get a room, why don’t you?’

‘We were just about to when you bunch of bloody gooseberries turned up,’ Si said, looking up from Clarrie’s neck to glare at him.

‘Well, cockblocking you is in my top three favourite hobbies,’ Sonny said with a shrug. ‘I’m looking forward to enjoying it more often now you’ve got a regular woman on the go.’

‘Can I help?’ Dave asked Sonny. ‘I think we both owe him for all the years he’s been swiping girls from under our noses.’

‘You won’t have time. You’ve got a best man speech to work on, and I want it better than that toast you did earlier.’

‘He he he. I have, haven’t I?’

‘That was an evil chortle, Davy,’ Clarrie said.

‘He he he. Sorry, can’t help it.’ Dave smirked at her. ‘And I don’t know what you’re smiling about, Clar. You’re getting a mention.’

‘Don’t you dare, David Henderson. My mum’ll be there. I’d rather she didn’t find out I lost my virginity to Sonny when I was supposed to be working on an English essay, ta very much.’

‘Fine. You can be referred to as “an unidentified fun sexytime lady”.’

‘All right, that’ll do. Cheers.’

‘Can I be “an unidentified sexytime man”?’ Sonny asked.

‘Course not, you’re the groom,’ Dave said. ‘Humiliating you is the whole point.’

‘Just stay off the blue stuff, you, okay? My great nan’ll be getting it Skyped over to her in India. She’s made it to eighty-nine, I don’t want you finishing her off.’

Dave shrugged. ‘Can’t promise anything. If you don’t like it, ask Si to be your best man.’

Sonny snorted. ‘What, him? He’d be worse. In fact I don’t trust any of you bastards.’

‘Not even me, Sonny?’ Clarrie asked.

‘Especially not you. Tell you what, none of you are invited. Me and Gem are eloping.’

‘Er, do I get a say in this?’ Gemma asked, frowning.

‘No. You’re the woman and have to do what I say.’

‘You’ll be swallowing this ring in a minute, sunshine. With my fist still in it.’

‘I’m the man and have to do what you say.’

‘That’s better.’ Gemma grabbed Sonny’s collar and pulled him to her for a kiss.

‘Not sure us lot’ll ever quite manage to pass for grown-ups, will we?’ Dave said, beaming round at them. ‘Even when we’re seventy-five.’

‘I think you’re right.’ Clarrie paused for a moment. ‘Good.’

‘Still, big year next year, eh?’ Sonny said, extricating his lips from Gemma’s with an effort.

‘You’ve not set a date for the wedding already, have you?’ Si asked.

‘Not that. I meant we’re going to win the League.’

He laughed. ‘God, is that all you think about? Not sure I can get as motivated now I haven’t got a girlfriend to win.’

‘You can teach Daz a lesson for taking Clarrie out though.’

Si looked thoughtful. ‘I could, couldn’t I? Let’s do it.’

Clarrie sighed. ‘Poor old Darren, I’ve well dicked him about. You be nice to him, Si. Buy him a pint or something.’

Si shrugged. ‘He’ll get over it.’ He ran an appreciative palm down her hip. ‘Mind you, it is sort of tough on him, with you being hot stuff and everything. Think I will buy him a pint, if only to have a bit of an old gloat.’

Clarrie leaned in close to his ear. ‘Okay, how do we ditch these guys and make an exit?’ she asked in a stage whisper.

‘Just leave it to me, I’ve got a plan,’ he whispered back.

‘Okay, go on.’

‘Right,’ Si said loudly to the others, clapping his hands together. ‘I’m going back to Clarrie’s to give her the seeing-to of her life. See you losers later.’

‘You know you suck, right?’ Clarrie said.

‘Hard to forget when you tell me so often. Shame really, since I’m quite attached to you.’

‘You mean you love me.’

‘I do, don’t I?’ he said with an affectionate nose-tweak. ‘Come on then. Chips, sex and a cuddle? Not necessarily in that order, mind.’

‘Hey, you had me at chips.’

With a hug for each of their friends, Clarrie and Simon walked away hand in hand to sex, chips and the future. Hopefully with hoverboards.
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