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one

Magnolia

I look over at Henry leaning back on the bedhead on his brother’s side of the bed. He’s frowning at a sudoku puzzle. I don’t know why he likes them but he always has, even when he was small. Back then it was find-a-words, but by the time we were at Varley, it was sudoku. He bites down on the pencil, and his eyes pinch more.

I peer over at it and point to one of the empty squares.

“Seven,” I tell him before he brushes my hand away with a glare.

“I don’t want your help.”

I frown at him. “Rude.”

“It is rude,” he nods. “Your professed and fucking flagrant disinterest in the art of sudoku—”

“It’s hardly an art,” I tell him, and he ignores me.

“—is rude,” he keeps going. “Because you’re annoyingly good at it.”

I roll my eyes at him and flip the page of this month’s Italian Vogue.

He grumbles a little bit, says something about being a savant and that I really should have applied myself more in maths at school and I ignore him.

I flash him a picture of a dress I don’t fancy. “They made that out of twill! How weird.”

Henry’s face pulls sarcastically. “So weird.”

“It’s summertime—” I let it hang there, though it doesn’t elicit from him the horror I anticipated. “That’s a winter fabric,” I remind him, and he gives his puzzle a look instead of me.

Then the front door slams and Henry and I catch eyes.

“Parksy?” BJ calls for me.

I like it when he calls me that—it makes me feel fifteen again. That’s what he’d call me when we were in school, when we were together before. It sort of just showed back up once we got engaged.

“In here!” I call back to him as I dive out of the bed. “—quick!” I yell, straightening the duvet out, waving my hands like mad at Henry. “Quick! Get out—!”

Henry tugs his corner straight and flings his sudoku book to the other side of the room—unfortunately, it hits his brother square in the face as he walks into our bedroom.

I laugh breezily and lean awkwardly against our custom Savoir Winston & Nº4v bed that I had them make in cream boucle.

“Hi!” I give him my brightest smile.

BJ’s eyes pinch. “Hey.”

Christian pokes his head in through the door and looks from me to Henry, then starts laughing as he sidles up next to BJ.

Beej nods his head at us. “You two in bed?”

“No.” I shake my head emphatically.

Henry shakes his head with a dismissive shrug.

“No.” My head keeps shaking. “You told us to stop doing that and we definitely did truly listen.”

Henry nods along.

“And though it goes without saying, Henry definitely didn’t eat a sandwich on your side of the bed because”—I toss Henry a look and say through clenched teeth—“that would be crazy and would have given it away if there was anything to give away—which there isn’t—but if you were to say, hypothetically feel something crumb-adjacent, I think it would just be from a mouse or—um, a hungry ghoul or something.”

BJ shoves his hands through his hair and groans.

“Why won’t you sit in the fucking living room?” He looks between us, annoyed. “It looks sick.”

Beej designed it and he’s very proud.

“It does.” Henry nods again.

And actually, it does, he’s right—it looks incredible.

Christian leans against the door frame, peering between all of us, amused.

“AD did a piece on it—” BJ reminds us.

Which is also true. Architectural Digest did do a YouTube walkthrough of it—though the timing of which is considered controversial amongst the Box Set, and at the mention of it, Christian lets out an angry, defensive little grunt.

I flick him a look because BJ’s not just very proud of the living room, he’s admittedly rather oddly proud of the living room. The sort of pride one might imagine you’d possess for—I don’t know—birthing a child?

So yes, it’s a tad overzealous, but I don’t much care for anyone being disparaging towards any of BJ’s endeavours, even the ones I’m not sure that I myself entirely grasp.

“All things considered,” I give Beej a reassuring look and float over to him, wrapping his arms around me. “I love it. You did an amazing job.”

My fiancé lifts an eyebrow. “But …?”

And I say nothing! I press my lips together demurely, not wanting to crush the boy I love most in all the world because he did do an excellent job. It really (truly) does look incredible. Mid-century modern, light and warm, it’s just—

Henry grimaces.

“It’s a bit angular out there, man.” He gives his brother a shrug, and Beej rolls his eyes, muttering under his breath. “And like, it’s hard to get a grip on that love seat—”

“That is true—” I nod.

“It’s a Hans J. Wegner!” BJ looks between us, incredulous. “It’s a £37,000 bench.”

“Yeah—” Christian shrugs unhelpfully. “Can’t really put a price on comfort though, can you?”

“But clearly you can put one on discomfort, ey Beej?” Henry tosses his brother a wink, and BJ flicks me an unimpressed look.

I stare up at BJ with big, sorry eyes.

“You do sort of just … slip off. You know that—” I tell him, eyebrows up. “We tried to have sex on there and I slid right off it! Like a penguin on ice.”

His eyebrows go up.

“We found a way to make it work.”

I shake my head a little. “No, we didn’t, we just had sex on the floor.”

BJ thinks back to the moment and then a little smile rolls over his face as more of the details come back to him. We’re the best at sex, he and I.

“Oh, yeah.” He locks eyes with me and from behind us Henry grimaces.

Christian nods and smacks me in the arm as he walks further into our room. “Nice … Floor sex—didn’t think you had it in you, Parks.”

BJ gives me a little wink.

Henry stretches his arms up over his head and sits back down on our bed. Beej picks up Henry’s sudoku and pelts it over at him.

“Stop hanging out in our bed!”

Henry shakes his head.

“Oh, we can’t,” he says, sounding sorry.

BJ’s eyebrows go up. “Why’s that?”

“Too comfy.” Henry rolls around just to annoy him. “Actually, can I get one of these in my room?”

“How many fucking times, man—” BJ gives his brother a look. “You don’t have a room here.”

“Well—” I jostle my head around, undecided.

“Kind of do,” Henry says.

Christian’s not around their place so much anymore—I’m not sure why—? I don’t even know if I could in good conscience any longer call it ‘their place.’ And once upon a time, I think that would have been fine—welcome, even, but now, Henry, who generally loves to be alone, loves it much, much less these days.

So even if Henry ‘doesn’t have a room here’ because his brother doesn’t want to live with his brother, he actually does have a room here.

Christian lays down next to him for a few seconds then props himself up, looking over at us. “Woah, bro, this is cozy as fuck!”

I scramble back onto the bed, sitting in the middle of it.

“Isn’t it?” I beam at them.

Christian nods slowly, basking in the comfort.

“Way comfier in here than out there—”

BJ breathes loudly out his nose and then lays down on the bed too, picking up a shitty magazine and starts flipping through it.

I know I shouldn’t even bother having them, but we’re always in them and I like to know what people are saying about us.

I look around our bedroom—white walls, giant white bed like a cloud, big, billowy white curtains … I love having an “our bedroom” with him. We’ve never had one, not in all the years we were together.

In school we, of course, had our respective dorms and we’d sneak into one another’s as much as physically possible. On weekends we’d stay at one of our parents’ houses together in either of our respective rooms. We’ve shared each other’s rooms and beds infinity times over the course of our lives but we’ve never had one that’s just ours, in a bed we’ve never shared with other people, in a room that every night we both fall asleep in next to each other, and every morning I wake up and he’s beside me. Our room could be a cardboard box and I’d love it if he was in it.

No, I wouldn’t, that was a lie and I was absolutely being hyperbolic, but you do see my point, yes?

BJ did our whole entire house, picked every single piece of art and furniture—I didn’t have the—I couldn’t at the time, you know? It wasn’t too long after what happened, and I just couldn’t. The only thing I picked in the whole flat was our bed and our mattress, and it’s not a competition and even if it was, I’d want him to win it, but our bed definitely is the most comfortable place in our entire home.

I wriggle down the giant cloud we’re all nestled upon and over towards my fiancé, rolling in towards him, batting my eyes so he likes me again.

His face pinches suspiciously. “Don’t you point those things at me.”

I shrug innocently. “Well, I’d point them at our sofa but they’d slip right off.”

BJ suppresses a laugh, shaking his head as he flips the page.

And then I see it.

“London Lovers” is the title of the “article” (and I do mean that in the loosest possible way), and it’s a few photos of us and other people like us, being romantic and cutesy around London. Suki Waterhouse and Robert Pattinson. Rachel McAdams and her husband. Jamie Dornan and Amelia.

“Oh no,” I gasp as I smack my finger down on the photo of he and I in the magazine.

It’s a paparazzi shot. Me on his lap, his chin on my shoulder, both of us reading what’s really a menu but rather unfortunately looks like a leather-bound book.

“What?” Beej glances over, pressing his mouth into my arm. “We look fine.”

“No—” I sigh, forlorn. “No, we look like the kind of couple who would tag one another in their Instagram biographies.”

“Oh, fuck—” BJ starts to laugh. “We do a bit.”

“What’s wrong with that?” Henry asks, peering over curiously, and I can’t help but smile at the sweetness of him. He’s so pure and evergreen and ready to love someone properly (and please rest assured when that happens I will be confiscating his phone, locking him out of his Instagram and making sure all biographies remain undisgusting).

Christian throws him an off look.

“Everything. The only thing worse than mentioning your partner in your bio is a joint account.” He huffs, much less pure and much less evergreen than Henry because, I suppose, to be fair, Christian has loved someone really, truly properly, and where has it gotten him?

Daisy’s still gone—not a word for three months now. It’s hard to tell how he’s coping with that. He’s not how he used to be—he’s not outworking how much he misses her with alcohol and other girls, but then, he wouldn’t. Because he also doesn’t even know if they’re not together. Because they just left. Both of them. They left and then nothing. Not a word from either of them since. Not even when—

I shake my head at myself.

I don’t want to think about that.

Henry’s phone chimes. He pulls it from his pocket and looks down at it. A familiar look rolls over his face—sort of pained, sort of frustrated—he breathes out his nose before he puts his phone away.

Taura. That’s his Taura face now.

That’s taken a nosedive too.

Taurs finally picked Henry, did you know? I suppose probably not—she didn’t tell anyone but me. She told me she picked Henry, that it was Henry she wanted, Henry she really, properly loved and wanted to be with … right before Jonah’s mum went into a coma.

So she didn’t tell Henry then, because she didn’t feel as though she could do it to Jo, so on and on it went, how it had been before except worse because she had picked and I knew and she knew, but the boys didn’t know and she didn’t know how to tell them, not without hurting Jonah, who is so overtly hurting these days that she couldn’t bear it. So she said nothing to spare him and then lost them both in the end.

I glance back at the photo of Beej and I, and sigh.

“I suppose we just must endeavour to be less adorable in public,” I tell him rather firmly.

“Or—” Henry snaps his fingers at me, his pensive moment gone, all the sadness I saw on him a second ago packed away somewhere distant. “You could just give your democratisation of luxury speech loudly in public and I promise they’ll stop adoring you.”

I put my nose in the air. “I wouldn’t bet on that.”

BJ tosses his brother a glance. “I would.”

“It’s a vastly unexplored phenomenon in modern consumerism, and I for one”—I lay my hand on my chest—“am gravely concerned.”

Christian rolls his eyes and BJ shakes his head, keeps flipping through the magazine. A few pages and then suddenly, Beej jerks it away from me as he closes it.

I frown over at him.

“What’s that?”

“Nothing—”

“What is it?”

“Just a stupid article.” BJ shrugs, moving the magazine away from me.

“About what?”

A pause from him.

“… Me.”

“Oh.” I purse my lips. “Well, let me see it—”

BJ scrunches his face up then shakes his head.

“Nah.”

BJ passes it over my head to Christian.

“What does it say?” I ask as I reach for it, but Christian holds it out of my reach.

“Nothing.” Christian shrugs. “It’s dumb.”

Then he tosses it to Henry, which was stupid because I have absolutely zero qualms about tackling Henry, so I lunge towards him and he flings it back to BJ as I do, who jumps off the bed and hides it behind his back.

I scramble up after him—

“BJ, this isn’t funny—let me see.”

He lifts a gentle eyebrow.

“Do you trust me?”

“Yes,” I say, automatically.

He offers me a hopeful shrug. “Then trust that you don’t want to see it.”

I look from him to his brother and his best friend.

“Have you done something?”

He blinks twice.

“No,” he says, and maybe if I wasn’t being such a bulldog about all this I’d have seen how that hurt him a little, but I don’t.

I hold my hand out in front of me waiting for him to hand it over.

He licks his bottom lip and sighs big as he drops it into my hands.

“THE SECRET LIFE OF BRIDGET PARKS” is what the page reads in big block letters.

My mouth falls open a little and my stomach drops to its knees.

They didn’t care about Bridget when she was alive, that’s the awful truth of it. Because she didn’t want them to. She lived a life that was so spectacularly unassuming and so regular, the only times you’d see her in the papers was when she was with me or our parents. She despises celebrity. Despised, I mean. She could have been like me if she liked—she could have been whatever she wanted. She just found none of it fulfilling. And none of it is, it’s all meaningless. Her whole life she was above it and avoided it and then in her death, they came for her anyway.

I glare down at it and my blood goes hot. It’s a series of photos of my sister from various times in her life, ranging from when she was at Varley up until recently. They’re all strange and out of context.

There’s one where she’s lying down pretending to be passed out in the middle of a pile of bottles. It’s from her Instagram. She was fully sober, the caption read: “Who am I?? @jonahhemmes?” There’s another photo, also from her Instagram, where she’s leaning down, chin in hand, on our kitchen bench at Holland Park, BJ grinning away next to her with lines of what looks like cocaine in front of her, but the photo is cropped. In real life, unseen in picture displayed also is Marsaili, eyes mid-roll. Also unseen are the ingredients scattered around from all the baking Bridget was actually doing. BJ and I had walked into the kitchen and somehow, cocaine had come up, and Bridge asked him if it hurt your nose to do it, and he arranged little bumps of icing sugar for her and they did them together.

There’s a photo of her and a boy kissing in a corner, I don’t know his name but I remember the night. It wasn’t secretive. She wasn’t hiding this from anyone. A few more like those, all moments that were completely normal life moments which someone’s trying now to pervert for a story and I hate them for it.

Bridget’s Instagram, by the way, is and always has been private. She only has about three hundred followers. So someone she loves and trusts is betraying that trust she gave them for a quick buck.

I swallow down the lump I feel rising in my throat and ignore the heavy looks resting upon me from all the boys I love.

“I’m fine,” I tell them, flashing them a quick smile even though none of them asked.

Henry nods big like he doesn’t believe me, and BJ touches my face.

“Want to go for dinner?”

“I’m starved,” Christian says, trying to move the moment along.

I nod quickly then stand.

“Just—I’ll be a minute.” Another quick smile from me before I push up from our bed and walk through our giant walk-in wardrobe and through to our en suite.

I stand at the vanity, grip it tight as I feel my heart clench. I breathe out my nose as measured as I can and stare at my reflection, waiting for her to arrive.

It takes about a minute but then I see her. She’s always wearing what she was the night I last saw her. Rainbow crystal–embellished striped cardigan from Miu Miu and the Rag & Bone knit ribbed bike shorts with the black Oh Yeah slides from UGG.

“Dinner?” my sister would say. “Really?” And I’d ignore her, push my hair behind my ears, lift my chin a little bit. I’d stare at her brown eyes defiantly like I have most days of our lives til she left it.

“Is this a thing again?” she’d ask, and I’d roll my eyes because she can’t roll hers and I miss them.

“I’m fine,” I’d say, even though that wasn’t what she would have asked and she’d give me a look.

“You’re in a bathroom talking to your dead sister,” she’d tell me, and I’d stare at her with hurt in my eyes because Bridget is notorious for not pulling punches and occasionally getting carried away, and I think we can all agree that dying on me was a skosh too far.

She wouldn’t care though.

“What—?” She’d shrug anyway, push her hair back behind her shoulders and cross her arms over her chest. “You are.”

“You good?” Beej asks, standing in the frame of the bathroom door watching me with cautious eyes.

“Yes,” I nod quickly. “Grand.”

“Ready to go?”

I look down at myself. The patchwork leather & crocheted cotton minidress from Chloé with Allude’s white cable-knit cashmere cardigan.

“Do I look okay?”

He walks towards me and puts his hand on my waist.

“Always.”

I look back at myself, touch my acromion bone and press my tongue into my top lip. “Are we dri—” I bunch up a bit. Swallow. “Taking a car or—?”

“Walking, Parks,” he tells me gently as he comes behind me, slipping his arms around my waist and looking at me through the mirror.

I nod quickly. Can’t say I’m much for cars these days. Unavoidable of course, on certain occasions. And on such occasions, I have a driver. These days I actually sort of have two. A regular driver and Daniela. Who’s not technically a driver, but she does drive a lot. She’s a personal assistant. Jonah said I was dropping too many balls, so he’s paid her salary for a year as an ‘early birthday present,’ is what we tell people publically, but actually, he told me it was a ‘your sister died present.’ Admittedly, both Ballentines thought it was a strange milestone to christen with a gift, but I thought it was okay because I understand. Jonah and Christian have, for a long while now, been members of a terrible, exclusive club; one which—against my will—I’ve recently joined now also.

That was thoughtful of him, don’t you think? She’s from Brazil. She’s fairly quiet and I wouldn’t say she’s overly organised, but she drives me everywhere and she sort of always seems to be around to help if I need it, which is nice.

“Are there many downstairs?” I ask BJ quietly.

“No more than normal.” He shrugs. “Dani said there’s five or six down there at the minute.”

I nod before looking at myself in the mirror again.

Fascination for BJ and I has been at an all-time high since the engagement and then Bridget. It can feel rather invasive at times.

BJ nudges me with his elbow. “Just a dinner with me and the boys.”

My eyes pinch at my reflection.

“I don’t want them to call me mismatched again.”

His head tilts. “That was a week after your sister had died, Parks. A monster wrote that one—” A dark look rolls over his face. “No human could have done it.”

He slips his hand in mine and pulls me out of the bathroom and into the wardrobe, he pushes me down onto the nineteenth-century French carved and giltwood upholstered bench that he picked—it divides my side of the wardrobe from his—then he goes to my shoe shelf.

Chloé’s Mallo high boot in brunet brown is what he brings me. Well picked.

I give him a tired smile and he gives me one back.

He drops to his knees and slips one on each foot, then stays down there so we’re eye level.

He puts his nose against mine.

“We can stay in,” he tells me.

I shrug. “Whatever you like.”

He nods.

“Let’s get a bite then.”

He brushes his lips over mine and climbs to his feet, pulling me up with him.

Henry and Christian are waiting by the front door when we walk out.

My best friend gives me a smile that I think is meant to make me feel brave but sort of just makes me feel sad. Everyone moves around me these days like I’m made of glass. Like one wrong look and I’ll shatter. Little do they know that it’s too late … All of me already is all shattered.

A mosaic of cracks and agony.

Henry hands me my enamel sunglasses from Christian Dior’s 1969 collection.

We step into the elevator.

“Shades on,” BJ says, and we all suit up.

He looks down at me. “Ready?”

I nod, sort of. He slips his hand into mine and—ding!—the doors open.

As soon as we step into the foyer the cameras start flashing from outside.

The boys form a little triangle around me: BJ at the front, Henry to my right, Christian to my left.

They yell our names, mine in particular.

“When’s the wedding!” “Who will you wear?” “Have you spoken to Paili Blythe?” “Will you honour your sister at the wedding—” one starts to ask, but Christian breaks away from the triangle to grab him by the neck of his shirt and shove him back into the wall behind him.

“Fuck off,” my old friend spits at the reporter before he jogs after us and falls back in line.

I give him a tiny, grateful smile and he gives me a little chin nod.

They follow us the whole way to Zuaya on Kensington High Street, and it’s a fairly accurate example of how it feels to be alive right now.

Yelled at and watched, invaded upon and never left alone, but somehow completely, entirely, wholly alone all at once.

Which isn’t a commentary on BJ or Henry or Taura, or anyone even—it’s just a strange, new frontier that I’ve found myself on. It’s where I live now.

All alone in my mind, just wandering further and further into the dark that is the absence of her.
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Will yoi brinf me tea

What?

Tea

Where are you?

Himw

What?

I am home

I’m not at your house

Wherw are you

Notting Hill.

So close. Brinh tea

I do regret buying you an iPhone

I don’t. Independoent lady

Do you know what ‘independent’ means?

Hurry up

Do you want any food?

Ok

What?

Ok yes

BJ with?

Yes
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two

BJ

I’ve got a few memories of Parks that live on a pedestal in my mind. Her face—beautiful, right? But that’s not what it’s about. I see her face and it sets off some old ache in me … Transports me somewhere else—her in my garden when I was six, all that light behind her that I can’t tell anymore whether the light was real or if it was just her. That day I got to St Barts, her in that yellow bikini. Her in the lilac bikini on that boat too, actually. When I gave her my family crest ring when we were at school. When I gave her it again when we were adults.

Other times too that I remember—this look in her eyes—this visceral, almost-punching that I feel sometimes like a phantom.

Like when I told her I cheated on her. Or when we lost Billie. When she found out it was Paili, the night she slept with Tom, Bridget …

I don’t think I’ll be able to get it out of my head, that girl I love on her knees at the side of her sister’s bed, holding her dead sister’s hand, weeping in this quiet way.

It was worse that it was quiet for some reason.

She’s easier to console when she goes big.

I remember standing there with Hen, waiting for the ambulance to get there, and we both just stared at Parks, bunched up by her dead sister’s body.

The ambulance arrived and Henry let them in.

She didn’t move away from Bridge by herself, I had to pull her away. Wrapped my arms around her, pulled her back into me.

I remember being glad I got to hold Parks then, because there’s something about losing someone how we were losing Bridge in that moment that makes you feel like you need to. Like if I hadn’t, I might have lost her too.

They tried to resuscitate Bridge on the spot but nothing.

“She needs to get to a hospital,” an A&E girl told us.

Magnolia stood. “I’ll ride with her.”

The emergency worker looked at me, eyes communicating something.

“Maybe you stick with me, Parks.” I nodded at her.

She shook her head.

“I need to be with Bridge.”

“You will be.” I gave her a gentle smile. “We’ll be right behind her.”

Magnolia shook her head. “She really shouldn’t be alone—”

“She won’t be.” I told her with a nod towards the medic standing there.

“I’ll be with her—” The A&E worker flashed Magnolia a weary smile. “My name’s Amy, and I’ll be with her the whole time.”

Henry’s unbelievable in situations like this. Packed us a bag. Hoodies, wallets, water. Things you’d never think about like phone chargers.

We got in the car. I can’t really remember how.

Henry drove. I sat in the back with Parks.

She sat in the middle. Put her head down in my lap, closed her eyes.

Feels like about then that her PTSD with cars really started to show its face around these parts.

A couple of years ago I tried to get her to walk from Selfridges on Oxford just to Saint Laurent on Old Bond and she bit my fucking head off. If you aren’t from London, that’s maybe a fifteen-minute walk. Less, with legs as long as hers. Take you more time to catch a fucking taxi, and it did.

But she’ll walk anywhere to avoid getting into a car now. She wasn’t like that before.

I don’t remember much of that drive, just my fingers in her hair and how Henry didn’t put anything on the radio as we followed the ambulance over to Chelsea and Westminster. The silence was loud enough. The rushing sounds of London around us as we raced through her, and this strange sense of knowing—

I didn’t have a lot of hope that Bridget was going to be okay—I don’t know why. I feel bad about that. Like maybe if I had more, she might still be here, but I just had a feeling, you know? As we pulled up to the hospital, the feeling got worse. Never wanted to be wrong so badly in my life.

It all happened pretty quickly once we got there—pulled into this room where they started trying to resuscitate her, and then we got sent out into a hallway after about a minute. Felt like a bad sign.

Henry knew it too, I could see it on him. I think Parks might have as well, because as soon as we were in the hall she was trembling. Her whole little body shaking and jittery, teeth chattering away.

I called her parents—don’t remember at what time that was. It needed to come from either me or her, and she couldn’t string words together so, me.

“What?” is how Harley answered the phone.

It was late by then. Not like I ever call him just for a chat, so I don’t know why he’d think I’d be calling him for any reason besides an emergency.

“We’re at the hospital, something’s wrong,” I said as no-frills as possible—not to be an arsehole, but because I needed him to hear the facts. “Bridget’s unconscious. We don’t know what happened.”

Pause.

“Is she okay?” their dad asked.

Pause.

“I don’t know, man.”

He said nothing.

“Should I call Arrie?” I asked. My voice was weird. Strangely calm. Sounded less scared than I was.

“No,” he said. Also calm. “I’ll do it.”

“Okay.”

“Which hospital?” he asked.

I told him. Shared my location so he could find us easier.

Then I called Jo; Jo then Christian then Taurs.

Didn’t take them long to get there, all six of us in that hallway.

They got there before her parents did.

Magnolia looked up at them all blankly. Christian kissed her on her head, grabbed my shoulder before sitting down on the floor opposite us.

Taurs gets real twitchy in emergencies. Flits around all busy and nervous. Got snacks and water for everyone, tried to make Parks sip some but she wouldn’t.

I think Jo knew. He has a sense for these things. Stared at me for a second, face heavy, said nothing but something about how he looked—I know he knew.

The chain of events feel weird in my memory—fractured—like parts of a dream.

I remember Henry pacing around the waiting area, Parks on my lap just staring at me. Eyes big and round like they were on our other worst day.

I wanted to be able to tell her it was going to be okay, but I couldn’t bring myself to say the words. I think I knew it wasn’t going to be—? Didn’t want to lie to her. That felt worse somehow too.

There was so much going on around us, even in that hallway late at night—and Parksy, right?—loves a distraction. Loves avoiding uncomfortable things, tries her hardest on a fucking daily basis to ignore them, but she didn’t look around, just kept her eyes on me.

Could have felt it, I reckon—if I knew to look for it—that mantle Bridget had being passed on down to me.

Because Magnolia looks at her sister when shit’s going down, always has. Maybe she’d look at me if I hadn’t been the shit that was usually going down. She’s never looked to her dad—why would she? Sometimes Hen would get a glance, but because of me, I think she felt like she was putting Hen in a shit position.

You know how ballerinas pick a spot to look at when they’re doing a pirouette so they don’t get dizzy?

Bridget was Magnolia’s spot on the wall.

When their parents arrived, it was Harley and Mars first.

They burst through the doors, stared over at us—he pressed his hand into his mouth when he saw Magnolia and then he looked away.

Turned to a nurse. Asked her a question I couldn’t hear.

Mars rushed over, pulled Magnolia up off my lap and hugged her.

Parks didn’t hug her back, but I don’t think that was for any particular reason, she was just sort of not there.

I remember I watched over at her dad, watched him not come to her.

“She’s going to be okay, Magnolia,” Mars told her, pulling away as she nodded vigorously.

Don’t like it when people say things they don’t really mean.

Parks barely nodded back but managed a few before she retreated back to me.

A little ball on my lap.

Arrie blew in not long after that.

Cyclone Arrie. Massive trench coat, some kind of negligee, heels and oversized sunglasses.

That Nathan guy with her, standing nervous by the door. Afraid of Harley or just fucking way in over his head, it was hard to tell.

“Where is she?” Arrie asked loudly.

Harley spoke to her in low words we couldn’t hear.

Mars made her way over, put her hand on Arrie’s arm.

Henry and me, we caught eyes.

Both thought it was weird that neither one of their parents came over to check on their other daughter.

Thought about calling my mum but decided—nah, it’s too many cooks—that tiny room was already too full.

Time goes funny in places like hospitals, don’t you think?

From when her parents arrived til a doctor came out to speak to us, I don’t know how much time passed. Hours? Minutes?

All I really remember is holding Parks’ hand and pressing my family ring into her.

Hadn’t taken to wearing the diamonds yet.

Now she wears the crest on a pendant how she used to and the diamonds on her finger. The crest ring never fit her anyway. She had to wear a little ring on top of it to stop it from coming off.

I was spinning the ring around her finger, trying to think of anything but what life might look like if what I was worried was happening actually happened and Magnolia’s head was resting heavy on my chest when the door opened and a doctor came out—

Magnolia scrambled onto her feet, eyes desperate. I stood up after her, eyed the doctor, nervous.

Wouldn’t fancy his chance at poker. Didn’t need to say the words—he still said them anyway.

“I’m sorry,” he told us solemnly. “We did everything we could.”

Arrie let out this wail that surprised all of us, I think. Guttural.

Next surprise on the agenda was Harley turning from Marsaili and holding his ex-wife.

Least surprising of all, neither of them clock Magnolia.

But fuck them because she doesn’t need her parents anyway; she never has, even if she thinks she does. She doesn’t. She has us.

She turned around to face me, eyes all glassy. She said nothing, I said nothing—just grabbed her and held her.

She didn’t cry. Not then, anyway.

She saved it all up for later that night when it was just me and her in my old bedroom at my mum’s house.

In the hospital, the little family she built for herself gathered around her, locked arms and didn’t let go. Didn’t budge til Harley finally came over, told us it was time to leave.

Parks stared over at him, eyes probably more defiant than I’ve ever seen them and fuck, I’ve seen them defiant—

“I’m not leaving her,” she told her dad.

He swallowed heavy, looked over at me for help.

Didn’t offer him any more than a nod of my chin.

“We’re good here,” I told him.

He nodded his head subtly towards Magnolia. She didn’t see. Asked me without asking me to look after her. Like I haven’t been doing it all my life anyway—like I needed the prompting.

He’s always been a bit like that. Nods his chin at her when she’s not looking. He cares more than she realises, I’ve told her that. She says if he cared at all he’d nod his chin at her less and just look after her himself.

Hard to argue with that.

Henry sat down against a hospital wall and patted the ground next to him once.

Magnolia went and sat next to him wordlessly. Christian sat on her other side, didn’t say anything, didn’t look at her, just stared straight ahead with a look that’s hard to place. He lost a sister too. Wasn’t a grimace, not a smile. He was sorry for her. Knew there was nothing he could say.

Before her parents left, Marsaili tried to get Parks to go home with them, but she wouldn’t budge.

“I’ll make you a tea at home, darling. Come,” Mars told her with a gentle smile.

Magnolia’s eyes drifted over to her stepmother’s, stared at her, blinked twice, then looked over at me.

Mars followed her gaze, breathed out tired when our eyes caught.

I did my best to give her a reassuring nod. “I’ve got her.”

Marsaili walked over, held my face in her hand.

“Yes, you do.”

Might be the heaviest thing anyone’s ever said to me, actually.

After that, I don’t know how long we stayed for. Time slips and drags in moments like those. Well into the night though. Parks didn’t move, sandwiched between my brother and Christian, just shifted her head between their shoulders, eyes on me.

I sat down across from her. Leant against the opposite wall, took a minute to take stock of myself.

Pushed down all the feelings I felt. Tried to pack away that I lost someone too. Someone who might as well have been my own sister, someone who’s shaped my life and how I now live it as much if not maybe more than anyone, besides Parks—maybe even more than Parks?

Tausie and Jo went for a McDonald’s run somewhere around two a.m. Magnolia didn’t have a bite. Didn’t cross my mind at that time what that might’ve signalled. Henry put a straw in a bottle of water, raised it to her lips. She sipped on it, rubbed on those eyes of hers all tired. Still didn’t look away from me.

“You okay?” Jo asked as he sat down next to me.

I shook my head slightly, didn’t want her to see.

“I can’t have this conversation right now—” I barely looked him in the eyes. “I need to be—”

Jo nodded, gave me a solemn look. “I know.”

He threw his arm around me and didn’t say anything else after that.

A few hours later, when Magnolia’s blinks started to turn to drags, a very brave Taura asked her if maybe it was time we headed home.

Magnolia glared over at her, shook her head.

Christian elbowed her. “What do you need, Parks?”

She stared at him a few seconds. “To see her.”

Christian looked over at me and nodded once.

He stood, I followed after him over to the girl at a desk. He gave her a tight smile as he pointed over at Parks.

“She needs to see her sister.”

The girl shook her head. “That’s not really how—”

He cut her off. “I’ll transfer you £10,000 right now, on the spot, if you let her in to see her.”

The nurse’s face faltered.

Christian shrugged. “It’s four in the morning. No one’s here. We won’t tell anyone. No one’s going to go in with her besides him—” He gestured to me. “She won’t go home til she sees her—” He leant in closer to the woman and said in a low, tired voice. “And I really fucking want to go home.”

The woman nodded once.

I walked back over to Parks, offered her my hand. She took it without thinking and I pulled her to her feet.

“Let’s go see her.”

Her eyes went wide and her face got nervous.

I squeezed her hand to make her feel a bit safer in a world that had just become undeniably less safe for all of us a couple of hours ago.

The nurse led us into the room.

Parks stood in front of me, not letting go of my hand.

Worse than you think it’s going to be … And it wasn’t like it was gory or bloody or scary, even—

It’s just this girl we love, all fucking still on a table.

Magnolia did this quiet little gasp I think I’ll hear on repeat in my brain forever. Hated it. Made me want to die. Never want to hear her make that sound again.

She squeezed my hand after that. Dug her nails in so deep I’d find cuts later.

Bridge looked normal, really. Lips were maybe a tiny bit paler.

Like she was sleeping.

Magnolia’s trembling hand reached out and touched her sister’s face.

She barely brushed it before she snatched her hand back, like death is a thing you can catch.

I slipped my arms around her waist, pressed my mouth into the back of her head, tried to steady her without having to lie.

“It’s okay” was a lie, so I didn’t say it to her.

It wasn’t okay. Couldn’t see how it would be okay anytime soon or ever even, if I’m honest.

“Will I see her again?” Parks’ smallest voice asked.

“I’m not sure,” I told her, but it was muffled by her hair.

“Then I don’t want to go,” she said.

I breathed out, kissed the back of her head.

“We can stay as long as you like, Parksy—” She nodded quickly and I kept going, as I nodded at the body on the table. “But she doesn’t live in this anymore.”

She turned around in my arms and looked up at me, tired.

She blinked a few times, lids dragging over her eyes like they were made of sandpaper.

“I’m scared, Beej,” she told me, eyes made of glass.

She didn’t say of what. Didn’t need to.

When we walked out of that room, it would be real. Everything would change forever. We knew, once we walked out of that room, we would live in a world where Bridget Parks is dead. Not ‘could be dead,’ not ‘maybe dying somewhere in a hospital room’ with the chance of being revived—but properly dead, life gone, body cold with a strange stillness we won’t ever all the way unsee.

“I’m scared too,” I told Magnolia as I kissed the top of her head.

She turned back to her sister’s body, crouched down close to her ear.

“Please come back,” she whispered, her voice cracking. “Please?”

She waited a few seconds that felt like decades and nothing happened—of course nothing happened. Bridge was very gone at that point. I think she’d been gone since the flat, really.

Magnolia’s hands flew to her face, covering it. In public, trying to stay composed.

It’s habit, wasn’t conscious.

She rushed past me to leave the room and I knew I needed to go after her, knew that then was not the time or the place for me to feel anything, but you know what, I loved her too.

I swiped my face, brushed away the tears, and then I bent down, my chin shaking. I reckon me and Parks probably only found our way back to each other because of her sister. Reckon I’m clean probably because of her too.

I kissed the head of the straightest shooter I’ll ever know.

I couldn’t tell whether it felt strange and waxy in my mind because she was dead or because bodies actually just do feel different once life leaves them.

Put away how sick I felt and ran after Parks. Found her in my brother’s arms.

Hen nodded his head towards the door.

We pulled up outside the girls’ Grosvenor Street flat. Magnolia’s head in my lap, took me and Henry a solid five seconds to realise no fucking way in hell should we have brought Parks back to the place she found her sister dead in her bed.

Hen peeled out, headed to the safest place we know.

My parents have lived in the same house my whole life. Cadogan Place in Belgravia. Whenever anyone would get too fucked up, too drunk, too sad—whatever—they’d come here.

Mum’s good for it. Doesn’t judge you. Just wants to help you.

Henry must have called her at some point, I guess because when I helped Magnolia walk up the front steps, the door swung open before we were at the top of them and my mum swooped. Threw her arms around the love of my life, started crying on her behalf.

Magnolia let Mum hold her. Didn’t cry though.

That made me nervous.

Mum looked over at me, eyes heavy and sad for us. For Parks. For my sister.

“Allie doesn’t know,” Mum mouthed to me over Parks’ shoulder.

I nodded.

She pulled back to look at Magnolia.

“You should sleep, darling,” Mum told her.

Magnolia shook her head.

“I can’t,” she told Mum, looking past her in a distant way.

Mum’s brows furrowed in concern. “Oh?”

“She needs a shower,” I told Mum quietly.

Mum reached for her wrist. “It’s so late, sweetheart. Perhaps just shower in the m—”

“She can’t, Mum,” I said, firmer now. Magnolia looked over her shoulder at me and our eyes caught like she’s grateful for something.

Mum’s face faltered. “Why?”

“Dead people,” Parks and I said at the same time.

“Germs,” I added, with a subtle tap on my head.

Mum swallowed and nodded once, looked embarrassed like she should have known that herself. It’s not necessarily the kind of thing that lives on the forefront of someone else’s mind if you don’t live with a maniac who feels germs in her mind, not just on her body.

“Room’s ready. Towels are on the bed. Can I make you something to eat?”

Magnolia shook her head.

“A tea?”

She shook her head again.

“Some water, Mum,” Henry told her with a nod towards the kitchen.

“Come on.” I slipped my hand back in hers and led her up the stairs.

I moved her through this house we both grew up in, through into my old bedroom that I’d sneak her into every fucking chance I got, and then into the bathroom.

I turned on the shower and the room fogged up quickly because I suppose the world got colder the moment Bridget left it.

Parks stared over at me, eyes so heavy I didn’t know how to hold them.

She was still in the white dress she was in from dinner. In the few weeks between when we got engaged til that moment in time when everything changed, Magnolia took every chance she got to look like a bride.

I stood behind her, unzipped the dress. Monique something. Very bride-y. It fell to the ground.

I crouched down to the floor, lifted her ankle and pulled her heel off her foot. Lifted her other ankle, took the other one off.

Couldn’t believe she spent the night in heels. Hadn’t even noticed.

She was standing there, not moving, staring at herself in the mirror.

Strapless bra from Fleur du Mal. Know that one. Picked it myself. Matching knickers.

I slipped my T-shirt off over my head. Tugged off my jeans, kicked off my shoes.

I reached behind her back for the clasp of her bra, didn’t look down, didn’t look sideways. My eyes held hers and I could see for the first time since we left her house that there was a tear sitting on the edge of her eyelashes.

I brought her into the shower.

Washed her down. Didn’t miss an inch of her because it’s a mind thing. It’s hard to articulate but I think she worries that outside things can seep in. Once we were on the street and a crazy man yelled at her, kind of got in her face a bit, towered over her for a few seconds before I got over to her. We had about five showers that night. We weren’t together at the time—I mean, we were. Who are we kidding?—but she let me in the shower that night.

Scrubbed her down. Tried to wash that feeling off her.

Didn’t know how I was going to wash this one off her though.

Any other night, it would’ve been fucking hot—her eyes locked on me, all naked, the most beautiful girl in the world—maybe the most broken now too.

Washed myself quickly. There was death on me too.

Turned off the water, wrapped a towel around her shoulders and one around my waist before I dried her like you might a little kid.

Found her a T-shirt of mine and tugged it on over her head. Pulled on some sweatpants myself and then I moved her over towards the bed.

Made me feel nervous because I knew what’s coming.

The bed was where she’d feel like we were alone and I knew that’s where it’d happen.

I laid down first, pulled her with me. She folded like an envelope into my chest and I counted to three in my mind but she only made it to two before she broke like a dam and cried like she hadn’t let herself all night.

I kissed the top of her head a thousand times, held her as tight as I could.

“I’m so sorry, Parks,” I told her like it counted for anything. “I’m so sorry.”


23:42

Bridge [image: Image]

I ordered you a book on the etymology of 30,000 common British words because you’re a loser and I thought you’d like it.


It’ll be here tomorrow.

You’re welcome.

•••





three

Magnolia

I run into our master bathroom to find a specific lip colour I’m after only to find BJ and the contractor both staring, hands on hips, at the giant marble mantelpiece that should hang over the bath all cracked and broken in the now also-broken bath.

“We’ve had an incident.” Beej grimaces.

“I see.” I nod as I peer in.

The contractor flashes me an apologetic smile. “Sorry.”

“No—” I shake my head. “That’s quite alright. We’re actually not really a bath household—”

BJ suppresses a smile but the contractor’s gawping at me.

“You don’t like baths?”

My face falters and I flash him a quick smile.

I clear my throat. “You don’t read the papers?”

BJ leans in towards me and whispers, “I don’t think the papers have all the details.”

I flick him a look. “Lucky them.”

Beej breathes out—it’s weary, almost. Like he’s tired, or that it hurt him. Maybe I did? I shake my head quickly.

“I’m kidding!” I kiss him on the cheek. I kiss him again for good measure.

I’m not kidding.

I think in general I’m feeling better about all that—I don’t have this morbid fascination about them. I don’t scroll through Paili’s Instagram at nighttime and I don’t stare at old photos of us all, looking for clues. And I did, admittedly, do that for a while.

I don’t know that I’m an innately distrustful person, perhaps it’s because I’m not that what happened then happened. Maybe if I had been more suspicious or astute or I’d studied the way Paili stared at BJ with eyes that weren’t so wrapped up in loving him and believing in him at all costs, I’d have seen the potential for all the terrible before us, at least in her. He’s said so many times that it wasn’t planned, it wasn’t about her, it could have been anyone, she was just who followed him downstairs. And I think I believe him—but then when your sister’s dead and your friends are all in varying crises of their own and there’s no one really to unpack something that happened five years ago with because everyone’s tired of talking about it but it’s still the biggest deal in the world to you even though it isn’t and everything’s fine—sometimes the mind does wonder, you know?

Because of our history, BJ and I have an open-phone policy. I know his passcode, he knows mine, if I want to read his messages I can and I would. His DMs too. Honestly, his texts are fine, if not a bit beige, actually.

His DMs though—they’re wild. The incoming ones (to clarify). Girls are thirsty, insane, little cretins with a horrible disregard for the sacrality of a relationship.

“This is a funny kind of trusting him,” my sister would say every time I did it if she was still on the planet.

She’d be peering over my shoulder and down at my fiancé’s phone as I read as quickly as I could a thousand things people say to him that make me want to die a little bit.

They range from fairly mild like “[image: Image],” to a touch more aggressive, like “Any time, any place, say the word and I’m down,” to girls he’s been with in the past messaging him “remember when”s, to downright insane things like “We belong together, I know we are meant to be.”

And to BJ’s credit, he never responds. They just sit in his requested.

“I do trust him,” I’d say, and she’d give me a look.

“I can tell.” She’d eyeball me, and there’s nothing I love more than proving my sister wrong so then eventually I stopped reading his phone and now I sort of just smack away my curiosity and paranoia with the baseball bat that lives in my mind that I use to keep safe what we have.

“It’ll be a couple of months’ wait on the marble.” The contractor grimaces in our bathroom.

“Months?” BJ sighs.

“Statuario marble—” The contractor shrugs. “In white? This size—” He gestures to the now-cracked piece of it laying in our unused, now-broken bath. “Months, easy.”

“That’s fine—” I swat my hand at him and give BJ a look, telling him to leave it. “What’s it matter? When are we going to use it anyway?”

Beej puts his hand on my waist and leads me out of the bathroom.

“How are you getting to dinner?” He gives me a patient smile.

I shrug. “Walking.”

His face pulls. “That’s about an hour’s walk.”

“So?” I shrug again.

“I’ll drive you.”

I shake my head.

He tries again. “Dani will drive you.”

“Happily—!” Daniela calls from the other room. I actually hadn’t really noticed she was there. Quiet and sneaky as a mouse.

“I’ll catch the tube with you?” Beej offers, and I give him a sharp look.

“I beg your pardon?”

“Harry Styles catches the tube,” he offers.

I shake my head as I grip my throat. “He also chokes people with a sea view.”

Beej shrugs and blows some air out of his mouth.

“Probably better than choking someone with a garden view—?”

I shoot him a look.

“Meu Deus!” Daniela sighs under her breath, appearing in the doorway. “I will drive.”

“Want me to come for the drive?” he offers again because he’s a bit perfect like that.

I think about saying yes because I hate cars and driving now and he makes bad things a little bit better, but I want him to think I’m more functional than I think I really am.

“I’ll be fine!” I tell him and flash him my most brilliant smile.

I’m silent with white knuckles the whole twelve-minute drive over to St James and Taura is waiting for me out front of the Sofitel. Dinner at Wild Honey, just me and her. I still see her a few times a week but it’s been harder lately.

Well, not harder—harder implies the wrong sentiment—it just takes a more conscious effort now to see her after everything that’s happened over the last few months with her and the boys. Before we were all always together—now, not so much.

Taura gives me a big smile as she tosses her arms around my neck.

“Love this.” She nods down at my outfit: pink and red houndstooth pattern miniskirt from Versace; white cropped embroidered ribbed stretch-cotton jersey tank from Loewe; the hooded belted shearling coat in Bottega green from them (obviously) and the ‘Brick Phone Text Me’ crystal-embellished silver-tone clutch from Judith Leiber Couture. “God, you look beautiful—Daniela!” She beams over at her. “Hi! Are you going to sit with u—”

“No,” Daniela says before leading us into the restaurant.

She does stick close, that Daniela, I will say that.

I thought it was odd at first, how she was just a bit of a shadow but then, she is handy I suppose—? Driving and smacking away photographers—and you know me, not one to bring someone new into the fold, but when she first started to work for me, out of sheer politeness and a fear of feeling paralysingly awkward otherwise, I’d invite her to sit with us and she just never would. Ever. Which then initially felt rude and confusing because—who wouldn’t want to sit with us?—but Christian told me not to think too much into it, and also that I can be annoying sometimes and if I gave him the choice not to sit with me sometimes, he’d probably take it too.

Daniela checks us in with the maître d’ and then sits at the bar where she looks around, eagle-eyed and observant.

She’s admittedly rather strange. I do like her though. Naturally blonde hair, petite features, quite tall, bright eyes.

Taura nods her head towards her.

“Loves a people watch, that one.”

“Yes—” My brow folds in the middle. “She does, doesn’t she?”

“Bit weird.”

“People bird watch …?” I offer her with a shrug.

Taura shakes her head.

“I don’t think the two are necessarily connected,” she tells me, then orders a bottle of orange wine before she settles into her seat. “How’s Beej?”

“Good,” I give her a warm smile. “He’s got a rather big shoot tomorrow with Versace so he’s just having an early night.”

“And Christian?”

“Grumpy and a bit sullen and kind of annoying, so normal?” I shrug. “Fine—” I add as an afterthought. “Missing Daisy,” I say finally, which I suppose is the real answer and the only one that matters.

Taura nods along, eager to get to the question she really wants to ask. “And the boys?”

I stare over at my friend. Try my best not to sigh aloud. “They’re fine, Taurs.”

She breathes out, face tugging in anguish.

I hate this, it’s the worst. I smile uncomfortably.

“How is he?” she asks quickly, all laced with hope.

I do sigh now. “Taura—”

“Sorry—” She shakes her head quickly. “Sorry! I know, I know but he’s not talking to—”

“He’s not … not talking to you,” I interrupt her. “He’s just taking some—”

“Space,” she tells me, nodding quickly, and I think she’s trying not to cry.

I hate her being sad. And not just sad but stressed. You know the feeling? When you like someone and they liked you back and then something shifts for them but not for you and you’re left standing there wondering what happened and what changed?

That’s actually never happened to me. Sort of briefly that time that Julian dropped me off outside of my old flat because he didn’t like it when I asked him if he had PTSD, and if that’s what this is then I can confirm, it’s not the best feeling.

“It’s just so much space.” Taura covers her face with her hands. “God. Did I fuck it?”

“No …” I say weakly, tugging on my pink mushroom 14-karat gold, silk, enamel and diamond necklace by Marie Lichtenberg.

Her eyes tighten.

“You’re lying,” she tells me, and my mouth purses.

I am lying, I’m afraid. I don’t know whether that’s the official consensus but I’m quite sure it’ll be the ultimate outcome. Especially after that night—fuck—I shake my head at the memory of it. Such an unbelievable mess.

I pinch my bottom lip absentmindedly.

“Well, I just wonder if perhaps you all left it too long?”

She sort of scoffs and waves her hand at me. “You and Beej strung each other along for years—”

“Yes, but—” I shake my head. “Henry isn’t BJ. He’s far more pragmatic and, god, Taura—!” I roll my eyes at her. “Please, don’t ever look at us as a reference, it’s not the same—”

She shakes her head. “Why?”

“Because it’s literally not the same.” I reach over and squeeze her hand. “For far, far better and for worse, between you and Henry, you don’t have all the drama and the shit that bogged Beej and I down and tied us together—”

“Yeah, but—”

“And thank god you don’t, Tausie!” I add quickly. “Because those years were hell.”

“But you’re—”

“Taura.” I give her a long look. “BJ and I are not a relationship map. I’m grateful we are where we are and I love him and I wouldn’t change a thing—”

I stop myself short and we exchange looks, both knowing that there are, in fact, many, many things I would change.

I shake my head and regroup. “There’s no one on the planet I’d rather be with. And yes, for us, it worked out in the end, but you can’t use us as a guide—no one should—we barely made it out alive.”

She picks at her finger nervously.

“So, you’re saying you think it’s over?”

I sigh and I wish I could give her more than the shrug that I do.

“I don’t know,” I say, but I think I do know. I think so does she because they came to blows.

I’d never seen Henry and Jonah fight before—not each other. It was kind of scary. BJ and Christian, they fought often (whoops, sorry)—and I’d seen Hen and Jo get into fights with other people handfuls of times over the course of growing up, but never the two of them just against one another.

Henry’s usually so calm and Jonah’s so silly—most of the time—but he’s proud. Pride is quite dangerous, did you know? And this had been brewing for a while. Their collective relationship had become the wobbliest Jenga tower in the world, just all of us crouched around a table with bated breath, waiting for the wrong brick to be pulled before the imminent collapse.

We were at dinner at few weeks ago at Blacklock, the Soho one. BJ’s favourite Sunday roast is there besides the one Lily cooks, and it was he and I, Christian and Henry. And maybe it was my fault, because the last few months before Bridget, I’d been running defence. I always tried to find out where Taura was going to be so that the other one didn’t see it, but after Bridge, I suppose I got sloppy. Forgetful, or something—?

I should have asked. I knew it was ‘Jonah’s night’—I even thought to ask, but when we left the flat there were so many people downstairs waiting for us, yelling at me these terrible questions about my sister’s private life. It was around then that the boy she lost her virginity to at school sold the story to the red tops, so all the questions people were yelling at me, I don’t know—I just forgot.

Anyway, it was ‘Jonah’s night’—because even though she knew she picked Henry, and I knew she picked Henry, she didn’t know how to end it with Jonah when his mum was still in the hospital, so things between them kept sort of pottering along how they had been before she made a choice—anyway, we were at dinner just the four of us and then who should waltz down the stairs but the rest of our little Box Set. Both of them drunk, but Jonah worse than Taura.

I saw them first and kicked Christian under the table because honestly, I feel less weird about putting him between Jonah and Henry than I do BJ, but Beej caught it anyway.

He tilted his head, gave me a confused look, and I gestured with my eyebrows, keeping my head as still as I could—he clocked them, face pulling.

I turned to Henry quickly. “Come to the bathroom with me?”

“What?” His face scrunched up. “No.”

“But”—I swallowed—“I’m going to vomit.”

Christian was holding his breath.

“Right.” Henry nodded. “I’m going to stick with no—”

Henry flashed me a quick smile and I gave him pleading eyes. His head rolled back and he gestured to Beej.

“Your betrothed will take you.”

BJ scratched the back of his neck and shrugged.

“Nah—” he said, but it came out a bit high. “I’d rather not get sick.”

Henry stared over at his brother, annoyed. “I’d rather not get sick!”

I made a noise in the back of my throat. “Well, not absolutely everything is about you, Henr—” I started, but I was cut off by Tausie, who spotted us with her bleary eyes in the arms of the elder Hemmes.

“Oh, hi—” She froze up.

When I think back to that moment, the thing I remember, the part that sticks out the most in my mind, is the way Henry’s breath sucked in.

I heard it. This quick intake, two sharp, short breaths—then silence.

Jonah’s hands were really low on Taura’s body. Like, arse low and Henry’s eyes fell to their placement immediately.

His jaw went tight. He said nothing.

“Hey, Hen,” Jonah said blearily, kind of staring him down because he can be a bit belligerent when he’s legless.

“Hey.” Beej jumped to his feet, giving his best friend a disarming smile. He placed himself between Jonah and Henry’s line of sight and held Jonah’s eyes. “Why don’t you nick over to Bill’s? Bit of a weird vibe here—”

“Why’s it weird for?” Jonah asked him with his chin, and that was sort of when I had a feeling that the night was going to go sideways.

Jonah and BJ are each other’s horse whisperers. If anyone can de-escalate a situation, it’s one of them for the other. Except that Jonah didn’t want to be de-escalated, he wanted a place to point how hurt he was Taura still hadn’t made a call and how scared he was about his mum, and the place he chose was Henry.

“Erm—” Christian tossed a thumb in my direction. “Magnolia’s vomiting.”

Jonah rolled his eyes. “So what else is new?”

I tensed up a little bit and told my hurt feelings he was just drunk and sad, which he was, I suppose. BJ tapped two fingers on his best friend’s chest.

“Nope.” He gave Jonah a stern look, but by then Henry was already on his feet.

“Oi, take that back and then piss off.” Henry nodded his head back towards the exit.

Jonah pointed to himself. “Are you talking to me?”

Taura went stiff.

“Who the fuck else would I be talking to?” Henry asked, an eyebrow up.

“It’s fine, Hen!” I stood up, smiling as sincerely as I could muster. “He’s just in a mood—”

“Yeah, Hen—” Jonah smiled, barely. “I’m just in a mood.”

And then he laughed and it was all drunk and hollow, and from behind, he buried himself in the curve of Taura’s neck, kissing her. She squirmed uncomfortably.

“Stop—” she said quietly.

“Stop?” Jonah said, pulling back. He looked angry but it was a very thin mask for hurt.

“Yeah, Jo—” Henry said, coolly. Not the good kind of cool, but the bad. “She wants you to stop.”

Jonah looked over at Henry and gave him a tight smile, a little sniff of a laugh—and then he lunged for him.

Tackled him to the floor and punched him.

They knocked over a poor server in the process and Taura rushed to their aid at the same time Henry took a swing. A big one in the eye right before he elbowed Jo in the lip.

BJ and Christian dove towards them, Christian dragged Henry away, Beej grabbed Jonah, who was thrashing in his arms, doing his best to kick Henry on the way out.

I was useless—sort of normal for me these days—I just stood there, looking between my two old friends and the girl they were fighting over.

Taura was still helping the server up, apologising profusely. She was teary—the whole restaurant was silent, a few phones out because it was us.

“What are you all fucking staring at?” Jonah yelled, eyeing them all down.

So naturally, more phones came out.

“Come on—” Beej said, shoving him towards the stairs. He caught my eye, gaze heavy. “I’m gonna take him back to his place.”

I nodded.

Beej nodded his head towards me.

“Take her home,” he told Christian.

Christian sighed, looking around, then gave BJ a quick yes with his eyes before he smacked someone’s phone out of their hand.

“Piss off,” he growled at the young guy, early twenties, grinning at the drama.

The guy looked both scolded and offended.

I grabbed some ice from the wine bucket and wrapped it in a napkin, and then dabbed it gently on the cut above Henry’s eye.

He shooed me off—he doesn’t like to be looked after. Never has. He took the napkin from my hand and held it himself.

“Are you okay?” Taura asked gingerly as she walked over.

Christian and I stood there uncomfortably, sort of stuck, not sure whether to leave or to stay, kind of just frozen like idiots. We looked like idiots too, when The Sun ran the story the next day, the photos of Christian and I standing there make us look like the twins from The Shining, so stiff and weird.

Henry stared over at Taura, eyes as heavy as I could tell his heart was.

“I can’t do this anymore, Taurs,” he told her.

She shook her head quickly.

There are a few flashes of cameras around us.

“Henry—” She reached for him but he recoiled from her touch.

“Maybe we shouldn’t do this here—” I said gently, peering around at the entire silent room.

Henry shook his head. “I don’t care who sees, Parks. I’m done.”

Taura breathed out, barely holding it together. “Hen—”

“I said I’m done.” He raised his hands in surrender and his face looked like he meant it.

He did mean it.

Sort of.

The next day he was lying face down in our bed yelling that he made a huge mistake and that he’d cocked up. That lasted for about a day and a half and then we dragged him out to dinner, which proved to be a bit of a faux pas on our behalf, because then Henry got kind of sloshed and then made us go to a bar, where he proceeded to hook up with some girl.

It was really quite stressful. Not just because it made me feel like I was somehow cheating on Taura but because it was also just sort of out of character for Henry—

Even before Taura, Henry hooked up the least out of all the boys—which is not to say that he never did, nor that he couldn’t—he’s just not really like that.

But there he was—tongue down the throat of this honestly (fair play to her) really beautiful blonde girl, hands all over the place, up in her hair—and honestly, to be frank, he’s a good kisser. We’ve kissed twice because of stupid games, and firstly, yuck. But secondly, not yuck because he’s actually very good at it. Girls go puddly for him the same way they do for BJ, except Henry is less approachable somehow.

It might surprise you to know, but BJ is really rather approachable. He’s friendly to everyone, smiley. Warm, like picnic in the middle of the park on a sunny day. The sandwiches are out, the tea’s poured, everyone’s invited. He’s happy to chat, happy to see you.

Henry is a man reading on a park bench … you don’t really talk to him unless he’s talking to you.

BJ and I stood there, blinking at what was unfolding in front of us—Henry and that girl, and whatever was going to happen next.

“Oh.” I reached for his hand. “I feel like this might be a bit of a headache.”

“Yep.” Beej nodded, his brows all low with worry for his brother, then he nodded his head to the door. “Let’s leave him to it.”

And we did leave him to it. That night Henry did proceed to do it with that girl. Do you know how I know? Because he did it with her in our home! In our guest room—which, for one—disgusting!—and two—absolutely not and never again, thank you very much, Henry Austin. My eyes nearly fell out of my fucking head when she crept past us in the living room towards the front door the following morning.

Henry wandered out a few minutes later in only sweatpants, rubbing the back of his neck as though he pulled a muscle. He gave us a bleary smile and I stared at him in googly-eyed horror.

“Oi—” Beej nodded his chin towards the guest room. “Like, man to man … Never again.”

“Come off it.” Henry rolled his eyes. “How many people have you shagged at my place?”

I turn to BJ sharply, a finger up to silence him. “Do not answer that—” And then I turn back to his brother, pointing. “And you, that was very rude—” I glared at him. “In no world, Henry—” I shook my head. “You have a Coutts card and a giant inheritance. Get a fucking hotel room.”

Henry rolled his eyes at me.

“The nerve.” I eyeballed him before pointing towards the front door. “Go and buy me some new sheets immediately—”

He rolled his eyes again. “Magnoli—”

“IMMEDIATELY!” I yelled. “King size, Egyptian cotton, twelve hundred thread count, minimum. Somewhere in the colour-wheel between linen white and mother of pearl.”

Henry growled under his breath.

“And I will be telling your mother!” I call after him as he retreated back towards the guest room.

“No!” He spun around, looking at me with desperate eyes.

“Yes,” I told him, nose in the air all defiant.

In the restaurant, Taura blinks at me sadly before she throws back her wine.

“I’m sorry,” I tell her.

She nods quickly, eyes busy and unable to settle on a place in the room.

“Is he fucking around a lot?” She asks that without looking at me, afraid of the answer, I think. I stare over at her—or maybe I glare, if I’m being entirely truthful. I don’t like the position I’ve found myself in.

“Please?” she asks quietly.

I breathe out my nose and lick my bottom lip.

“He hasn’t gone full Beej.”

“Yeah but—” She shrugs. “No one goes full Beej like Beej.”

I give her a look.

“Sorry.” She stares down at her half-eaten plate.

“He’s dating,” I offer her.

“Oh.” Her face falls a bit.

“No one in particular—” I shake my head quickly, wanting to make her feel better. “He’s just going on dates.”

“Right.” She nods, thinking it through. “Does he ask about me?”

“Well, I mean—he’s very principled.” My face pulls as I see the answer hurting her again. “He’s trying his best not to.”

“Right,” she says again before she shakes it off and nods over at my full plate of food. “You don’t like it?”

“Hmm?” I blink, glancing down at it. “No, I love it. I just had a late lunch.” I flash her a quick smile.

I get home close to eleven p.m., and Daniela walks me inside and says she’s going to clean up a bit before she goes home. I thank her for driving me before I head to the comfiest, least angular room in the house.

And there he is, sitting in bed, shirtless, just how I like him, The Little Prince in hand. He lowers it when he sees me, smiling all tired and beautiful.

“Hey.”

“Hi.” I crawl over to him.

He touches my face. “How was dinner?”

“Good.”

“You have fun?”

I nod.

“What’d you have?”

“For dinner?” I blink and shrug. “The halibut.”

He pulls me in towards him and up onto his lap, kissing my shoulder.

I turn back to look at him.

“What are you up for? It’s supposed to be an early night.”

He shakes his head. “I never sleep til you’re home.”

“Ever?”

“Nope.”

“What about in our lost years?” I ask, turning around to face him.

“In our lost years”—he slips his arms around my waist—“we still shared locations—I’d just watch and wait til you got home.”

“Oh my god!” I laugh, straddling him now. “How exhausting—that’s practically a full-time job!”

“I fucking know, right!” He rolls his eyes. “Will you tell my dad that?”

I tilt my head as I touch his cheek. He meant it as a joke but there’s a heaviness to it.

“Is he giving you a hard time still?”

His head falls back a bit and he breathes out, shrugging like he doesn’t care except that he does.

“Just the usual ‘what are you doing with your life?’ shit.”

He stares up at me with this strange heaviness, pushes his hands through my hair, and I can feel a struggle in him that I don’t know how to pull to the surface. I don’t know what he’s doing with his life, if I’m completely honest. I think, before, I was the thing he was doing with his life. Getting me back was his raison d’être and now he has me and then what? I don’t think he knows.

He shakes his head.

“I’ll figure it out.” He gives me a quick but perfect smile. It does look a bit sad though.

I brush my lips over his. “I’m going to shower.”

“Want me to come?” he offers for old times’ sake.

I shake my head.

“You have an early morning.” I tell him before I kiss him again.

I take my time in the shower, and then ages to do my skin routine because I need him to be asleep before I get into bed.

I’ve had to add in like four extra steps to my bedtime routine so that he gets bored of waiting for me and gives up and goes to sleep—not because I’m avoiding sex with him—my god, don’t be insane! Look at him, he’s ever the vision. Always has been, always will be.

No, I need him to be asleep so my second nightly routine can begin.

I tiptoe back into our room and climb into our bed next to him.

At the motion of me, he shifts a little in his sleep, makes a tiny sound that’s so cute I want to die and through me surges this great wave of loving him. Loving him so much, it feels almost like I’m choking on it.

He moves again, rolling in towards me, and I stare at him, the great love of my life.

It was always him. I knew that, even at the time, even when I tried to fill the gap he left in me with other people, it was and always will be him.

I put my hand on his chest and swallow heavy.

I love this body.

I think I know it better than I know my own.

The two freckles he has just left to the centre of his chest.

The way his abdomen ripples down down down, like he’s been moulded—like he’s not really real. The curves of his chest carved into my memory the same way you won’t ever forget your best day. He is my best day.

I so vividly remember undressing him for the first time.

It was strange because I’d seen him fairly naked before—hard not to when you’ve grown up around each other—but not all the way naked.

It was at school, in my dorm room.

We’d only been together a month or two, depending on the undecided date of our togetherness. He says we were together since the holiday, but there was a week where he didn’t talk to me much (Christian told him to play it cool) and that week was an absolute torture. I don’t personally count us as together until he kissed me in front of my entire dorm.

We were quick-sticks after that, in a free-for-all for loving each other.

A month later, he was in my dorm room, me pressed up against a post of my bed, his hand up my uniform skirt for a second before I was unbuttoning his shirt.

I felt so grown-up. We were so small.

Back in our bed tonight, I trace the wave his biceps make and down his arm, tracing the veins to his wrist, where I let my fingers rest, feeling for a pulse.

I think death brushes up against nearly everyone at some point or another, but it’s properly danced with me. Grabbed me by the hand, spun me, dipped me … taught me to waltz. I knew life through the prism of loss, secretly at first, but now it’s coloured my world. It’s the summertime here at the minute, but I’m terrified of the autumn because then death is everywhere. And it masks itself in colours all bright, but it’s still a season of dying. And I’ll have to walk the streets under the sweet gum trees that line our street and death will rain on me all gold and orange, and it’ll be inescapable and unavoidable … All the ways I could die—or worse—all the ways he could and I’d lose him too.

65,000,000 people die every year, did you know?

Bridget is one of those statistics now. One of the 65 million that died this year.

And I guess, sure, statistically, 32,500,000 of those deaths are probably old age. But what about the other half of them?

If 65,000,000 people are dying every year, that means there’s 178,000 each day. Which is 7,425 each hour, and get this—that’s 120 people dying each minute. Two per second.

24,000 people annually die from lightning strikes. How do you think that’d be? I wonder, does it cook you a bit? From the inside out? Do you see light as it hits you?

At least 270 will die from a fire each day, which I think maybe is a bad way to go, don’t you? I think you know with a fire—that if you’re trapped with it, it’s going to get you. But then the way flames lick your skin and it’s not quite quick enough. I think you’d probably feel it all.

I caught on fire once, at a club. I was wearing a loose-fitting top, and it was too close to a candle. My back had a third-degree burn the size of my hand; BJ and I had to spend the night in hospital. I hated the smell. I wonder, could you smell your skin burning when you’re on fire?

It’s a similar number for drowning as well. About 100,000 a year. I’ve read that’s a nice way to die. After the initial shock passes, after your lungs stop trying to breathe, apparently this euphoria hits you, and it’s this dreamy, tired feeling, quite like falling to sleep.

More than 21,917 people will die every day from smoking and smoking-adjacent things, and part of me feels like “you know what, you invited death to the table by smoking, you idiots” but then actually, did you know that more than 10 percent of those 21,917 people (which is more than 2,190) who die every day because of cigarettes die because someone else smoked them? That’s not fair.

But I suppose not much about death is.

500,000 people are murdered every year—also not fair. Also horrible, and terrifying, and speaks to a darkness in our world that is so catastrophically unbearable and uncontainable and if there are 500,000 people being murdered, then it would be fair to infer that there are then too approximately 500,000 murderers, so then what’s to stop the random man on the street turning around and knifing you in the head because he felt like it? Heads are important.

More than 1,000 people every week will die from some sort of head injury, like falling. Pavements are uneven. There are curbs and walls and low ceilings—BJ’s tall, and he’s always talking or on his phone—there might be a low hanging pipe somewhere, and then what?

And then of course—the big C.

That kills a lot of people, doesn’t it? 4,342 every day. Does it ever surprise them, I wonder? Or do you think you always know you’re dying from cancer before it happens? I think surprise deaths are the worst.

Do you ever think about it? How you love a person who’s made of mostly bone? Because it’s all I think about now. That the thing protecting the heart I would do anything for—that I’d die for—all that’s protecting it is a ribby cage made from collagen, calcium phosphate and calcium carbonate. That’s it.

And some muscle.

These are the things holding Baxter James Ballentine together. Bones and sinew.

And I’ve seen him break bones before. A million times over the course of our lives up til now. Fingers and toes and wrists. I’ve seen him snap his arm in a way where a tiny bit of the bone pierced through the skin. Bodies tear apart so easily.

And that mind of his. I love his brain. I love how he sees the world, like everyone is good and everything is fun and exciting and sweet; he has the most lovely, sunny disposition because his mind is good and pure, but do you know how easy it is to sustain a brain injury?

One bad whack in the temple and your brain can swell and then—poof!—you’re a goner.

BJ doesn’t chew his food very well either. He sort of swallows it whole. Always has … Did you know 3,000 grown-ups will die from choking on food every year? And I don’t know the Heimlich. What would I do if he were to start choking?

He just never chews properly. He’s always hungry so he always eats too fast, you’re meant to chew each bite thirty-five times or something, which like—come off it, as if ! That’s absolute pure madness—but I don’t think he’d be doing three before a swallow, which means he’s doing like, an eleventh of the chews he’s meant to, and I don’t like those odds.

Plus, he’s so bad at seat belts. I don’t know whether he thinks he’s James fucking Dean but he never wears one, even though 3,287 people die every day from car accidents, which is more than you want because cars are so normal and people are in them all the time. Us less so now because I don’t like cars much these days after—well, you know what after—but because of that, I can say that I’m quite sure that a car accident is a bad way to die. Now that I’ve been in one and all. Because your skin is so thin, and underneath it there isn’t anything that can help you against a tonne of twisty, sharp metal that’s just trying to scrape the meat of you clean off your bones. The metal wraps around you and tries to make you one with it, like it’s an intimate moment between you, and maybe that’s because all death is.

An intimate moment that’s coming for you, and it’ll take you whether you’re ready or not. It asks no questions and it leaves no answers—

I need some answers.

I reach for my bedside table drawer and quietly remove a few items from it.

“This is peak dysfunction,” I think I hear Bridget whispering to me.

“Quiet,” I tell her, though I never want her to be.

The touchless forehead thermometer—“At least it’s touchless,” my sister would say—the little oximeter I clip onto his finger—“Oximetry, Magnolia? Really?”—and the little notebook I write his vitals down in to keep track.

“You know about vitals, then?” she’d say to me, and I stick my nose in the air to spite her like she’s still on the planet to watch me do so.

37.2 degrees Celsius today. 97—SpO2%; 63 bpm.

Hm. I purse my lips.

“He’s fine,” she’d tell me, but what would I even believe her for, the traitor?

Yesterday he was 98—SpO2%; 61 bpm. Those are numbers I like better.

Nevertheless, I write them down and then tuck all my secret doctor tools away and back in my drawer.

“Well, now he’ll never die, ever!” she’d tell me with an annoying look, and I feel cross at her for it even though she’s not here to say it in real life, and my heart lurches for her and it lands on an empty plot in Highgate because her ashes are here at the foot of our bed.

I wriggle in towards Beej, wrap his arms around me myself and then I lay my head down on his chest.

This is how I sleep now.

To the beat of his aliveness.
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