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      When my brother was about eight or so, and I was fourteen, I took him (heavily bribed by our mother, who was raising us on her own, and had remarked several weeks in a row that if she didn’t have an afternoon off to get her roots done and drink several margaritas, she was going to crash the car on purpose) to a superhero movie, and he didn’t enjoy it one tiny bit.

      He was an unusually literal child, and he came out scowling.

      ‘What’s up?’ I said, finishing up the horrible blue candy he’d insisted that I buy him and then didn’t eat. I was still calling it ‘sweets’; hadn’t learned to call it candy.

      ‘The baddies,’ he said.

      ‘Yes,’ I said.

      ‘There were goodies and baddies,’ he said.

      Then he looked at me, blue eyes frowning in the freckled face which was so similar to mine. The freckles looked cute on him. I looked like Peppermint Patty. My sole goal in life at fourteen was to get enough of a suntan to join them all up. This is what dermatologists call the ‘kamikaze’ method.

      ‘Yep’ I said, not really listening. There hadn’t been nearly as many cute guys in the cinema as I’d hoped.

      Vincent shook his head.

      ‘The baddie kept doing an evil laugh, Holly,’ he said. ‘Like, he knew he was evil and he really enjoyed being evil.’

      ‘Yes, he did,’ I said. ‘In case the horns and the fangs didn’t give away that he was quite evil enough. And the poisoned tail. And all that killing and destruction that he did.’

      He shook his head again, even more crossly.

      ‘I don’t think real baddies look like baddies.’ he said. ‘I don’t think they even know they’re baddies.’

      And he wandered off to the subway ahead of me – leaving me licking blue sherbet off my fingers – and I never knew why that stuck in my head.

       

      ‘No. Definitely not, absolutely not, totally no and also no way.’

      ‘What do you mean, “no”?’

      The bar was dark and pretty noisy, but anyone could hear my no, and I really wasn’t enjoying Gertie asking me about absolutely every man in there over and over again, like some kind of singleton torture interrogation.

      Twelve years on from taking Vincent to that movie, my freckles were under quite a lot of make-up, my sandy hair was ironed into submission, but I was still eating – or in this case, drinking – blue stuff.

      Gertie was in one of her ‘PIN HOLLY TO THE GROUND ON TOP OF ANY AVAILABLE MALE’ moods, and all I could do was let her talk and drink her curaçao cocktail, mostly exactly at the same time.

      I sighed and glanced again at her latest suggestion. He looked like a tree trunk had wandered into a bar by mistake.

      ‘Oh, for goodness’ sake. Look at the muscles! They’re one, gross, and two, I don’t think a gym bunny is going to be very interested in girls, do you? Come on, he’s like all sculpted and stuff. Can you imagine? He probably eats nine raw eggs a day. And looks at himself in the mirror all the time. Oh, and you know – sleeps with men.’

      ‘I can’t believe you have a problem with handsome.’

      ‘I don’t have a problem with handsome. Handsome has a problem with me.’

      ‘That’s not true at all.’

      ‘You never fancied the handsome one in the boy band, did you?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘You used to like Louis not Zayn, right?’

      ‘Where are you going with this?’

      I squinted once more at the man at the other end of the bar. He appeared to be all jawline. He looked uncomfortable, like he didn’t know what he was meant to be doing there, and also faintly familiar. He caught my eye and smiled in basically a pretty cheesy way.

      ‘Argh,’ I said. ‘Okay, oh God. Right, he just stared straight at me. And smiled! Weirdo!’

      ‘The problem with you is —’

      ‘Oh, how I love a game of “the problem with me is”,’ I said. Gertie was my friend, but she was also all loved-up and was buying a place with DuTroy in the suburbs, so she totally had the answer to everything all the time, telling everyone she knew that all they had to do was fall in love and behave exactly as she had. You can tell what good friends we are in that we can still bear to go out for a drink together.

      ‘You have talked yourself into not deserving the handsome boys. Because of, you know, thinking about stuff too much. And complaining about your freckles. Which are cute, by the way. So you go for the less handsome guy, thinking they’ll be an easier get for you, but they’re not, because you know why?’

      ‘Tell me.’

      ‘Because you think they don’t know they’re not the handsomest guy. But they know what you’re doing. Trading down. And that makes them furious and resentful. So they won’t be very nice to you because they know they’re second-best. And then it gets worse.’

      ‘How does it get worse?’

      ‘Because when we turn thirty, everything flips, and suddenly the geeky, weird-looking guys start making tons of money and growing into their looks while the big lunks all get fat and bald. So then the weird ones really are the hot ones, and all the women want them. And now they really are furious and out for revenge for all the times they got treated second-best when they were younger.’

      ‘So what are you saying?’

      ‘I’m saying that handsome guys are probably going to be nicer to you just because they’re more basically confident underneath. Plus, added bonus: they’re handsome.’

      DuTroy was extremely handsome and he treated Gertie really well. I wondered if she had a point. After two years with a furiously nerdy cartoonist who always looked faintly disappointed in me – not of my job, or the way I looked, or what I was saying, but just gently overall – and a variety of interesting, moody, often horrible poets and beardies, I did wonder.

      I snuck another glance at Mr Muscle. He smiled again, showing very white teeth.

      ‘I think he’s a serial killer,’ I said. ‘There is absolutely no other explanation.’

      ‘You are wearing the red dress,’ said Gertie. The red dress, it was true, was a definite hard-worker. I didn’t have the lucky pants on – this was a night out with my best friend – but the dress was a definite sign of some kind. Gertie didn’t get out much since she’d met DuTroy, which was why she was sucking down blue cocktails like she secretly just wanted a hosepipe plugged into the bar, and urging me on to the kind of bad behaviour she didn’t get to do any more.

      ‘Hmm,’ I said.

      ‘Well, go get more drinks,’ she said. ‘Stand close to him. See what happens.’

      ‘ARGH,’ I said. ‘Is this what people used to do before Tinder?’

      ‘Physically stand in places?’

      ‘Physically stand in places,’ I said. ‘Yuk. Bleargh. Plus I love being single.’

      ‘What, even the Sunday mornings?’

      ‘Yes! No. Not the Sunday mornings.’

      If I could get it together, I’d launch a breakfast club just for those Sunday mornings when you wake up alone and try to convince yourself you’re enjoying it. And you go out to get coffee and sit and read the papers with all those other people also trying to pretend they’re living in a commercial and love sitting by themselves on a Sunday morning being cool and drinking coffee. At the Breakfast Club, we’ll all get coffee and read the papers, but in a kind of all-together companionable silence. Maybe. The problem is, if someone else ran a Sunday morning breakfast club, I would absolutely totally one hundred per cent not go.

      I stood at the overcrowded bar. It was hot and incredibly noisy. He was just a foot or so away, nursing a fizzy water, I think, and looking around.

      It occurred to me suddenly that he didn’t look like a guy hanging around a bar – there were a few, and they were all pretending to talk to their friends, intensely involved with their telephones, eyes casting around the room in a slightly suspicious manner. He was quite still. Observant, as if he was looking for something very specific. I swallowed, moving towards the bar. As I got closer, I realised he was gigantic, easily six foot five and built – not heavily muscled, but sinewy, strong. Nice. If I had a beard, I told myself sternly. And a penis. And testes.

      He scanned the room, saw me again, smiled distantly.

      The drinks were pulsing through me. And I was wearing the red dress. I made an uncharacteristic decision. I smiled right back. Although his hair was very black, his eyes were blue.

      ‘Hey,’ he said, and even though I was sure this was all an absolutely pointless exercise, and I had no real idea as to what I was doing, I said ‘hey’ back.

      The next second, he grabbed me and threw me across the bar.
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