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University of London Leavers’ Ball Class of 2011

Kate Mundy was drunk on promise. Drunk on a cheap bottle of white wine too (and the half a bottle of Lambrini before that), but mostly promise. Promise and expectation and the knowledge that tonight was the night it was all going to come together. Tonight was the night she was going to leave her juvenile years behind her and finally step into the adulthood she both demanded and deserved.

‘You have the glow,’ Lindsey told her, bumping Kate’s shoulder with her own as they crowded through the lobby of the banqueting rooms.

‘The glow?’

‘Yeah. Like you’re shining all this amazing energy.’

‘If by glow you mean sweat, then definitely. We’re not even in the main bit yet and it’s like a sauna in here,’ Kate laughed.

‘No, I mean glow,’ Lindsey said. ‘You’re putting out all these pheromones, all these signals. You know?’

‘Signals?’

‘Kate’s gonna get laid tonight! Kate’s gonna get laid tonight!’ Pippa sang, the wine in her glass sloshing over the sides.

‘Signals. Sex signals! You’re a massive freaking green light for it right now,’ Lindsey clarified as Pippa wrapped the arm not attached to a glass of wine around her.

‘Sex for Kate! Sex for Kate! Sex for Kate!’ Pippa yelled.

‘Guys, stop it,’ Kate shushed. ‘That is not what tonight’s about. Tonight is for cherishing what we have right now, you know, before real life gets in the way?’

Even as she said it out loud, she knew that she was lying. Knew that she was glowing in just the way Lindsey had described, and was pleased about it too. It meant that everything was still going according to her masterplan.

Pippa blew a rude raspberry in response. ‘Nope,’ she cried, ‘tonight is the night that Katie finally gets her rocks off!’

 

‘Sex for Kate! Sex for Kate! Sex for Kate!’ Freddie Weir heard the drunk girl yelling from across the lobby and winced.

‘Well there’s one for you,’ Baz nudged him, his voice just a little too loud.

‘Leave off,’ Freddie groaned.

He needed a drink. And then he needed to find Camellia. She’d said that she’d see him here, and he’d bought the ticket especially. They’d been flirting all term and tonight was the last time he’d have a chance to see her, to tell her how he really felt. At least, he thought that they’d been flirting. To be honest, he wasn’t entirely sure. The one thing he knew for certain was that he liked spending time with her, and that she’d been nice to him. They always sat in the same seats in the library as they revised for finals, right next to each other. He’d even got her a Yorkie from the vending machine once, without her asking him to. That was flirting, wasn’t it? And then, when she’d asked if he would be at the Leavers’ Ball, and he’d instinctively nodded, she seemed so pleased. It was as if there was an unspoken promise there, a realisation that they were both on the same page and that tonight, at this ball, the rest of their lives could finally start. So where was she?

‘You OK?’ Baz asked. The buttons of his dress shirt were already open down to his navel, revealing a riot of dark chest hair.

‘Just got to find someone.’

‘Ahh, of course, the infamous Camellia?’

‘Leave off, all right?’

‘Whoa, easy there . . . go find your girl. And then, when you do, pound her to next Wednesday!’

Freddie winced again as he tore himself away from Baz’s side. This was different. This wasn’t going to be one of Baz’s drunken hook-ups or next-day regrets. This was Camellia. He’d sat by her side all term, helped her understand concepts that weren’t even on his syllabus, reassured her when she thought she was going to fail. She was real, she was special. Which meant tonight was going to be special too.

 

Kate finally stepped into the ballroom and took a moment to gaze around. Drapes covered the walls, lit by a pulsing array of blues and pinks. The music thumped, heavy with bass, and before her she saw a great sea of writhing bodies in black tie, ridding themselves of their cares and worries through flailing limbs and sweat. There were hundreds of people in here; surely one of them – just one boy – would want to sleep with her. Someone had to.

She was dragged from her thoughts by Lindsey and Pippa, who – one on each side – pulled her forward into the beating heart of the dance floor, bumping into people as they made their erratic way to the centre. Pippa did her signature move, a disjointed tilting of her head as her arms came out in front, a weird homage to ‘Thriller’, while Lindsey held out a bottle of wine and swigged from it liberally, glassware already completely abandoned.

‘Got your eye on anyone?’ Pippa asked, wrapping herself around Kate during a lull in the music.

Kate glanced around, her eyes alighting briefly on a tall, slightly gawky boy with a serious face, before honing in on another guy next to him, one she recognised as a bartender at the Union. She thought he was single; hadn’t she overheard him moaning the other week about how bad his recent break-up had been? She couldn’t think of a more suitable candidate. A man with nothing to lose couldn’t possibly say no, and she was just about drunk enough to shoot her shot.

Come on Kate, you’ve got this, she told herself, as she stepped away from her friends and towards the dancing bartender.

 

Briefly disturbed by the sight of a fierce-looking blonde girl with a dishevelled up-do marching towards him, Freddie started to move away before realising that it was actually the guy next to him in her line of sight. He watched in baffled wonder as she stepped up close to him, and without a single word of warning, lunged in for a kiss. His sense of respect for a person who could pull a move like that battled with his discomfort at the thought of sudden, unprovoked proximity, and he moved away, craning his neck over the dance floor to see if he could spot Camellia.

He didn’t even know what she would be wearing, or how she had styled her hair. Didn’t have her number – not yet. But that was OK. Freddie was nothing if not a man of logic, and so he had decided that the only way to cover the entirety of the dance floor was to move in concentric circles. He’d just have to hope that if she was indeed part of the manic throng, she wouldn’t be moving about too much.

Every time he looked towards a corner, or around a pillar, his heart thudded with disappointment. Perhaps there were two Leavers’ Balls tonight? What if he’d got it wrong and she was at the other one?

‘Freddie!’ Baz called. He was on his second lap and had managed to avoid his best friend the first time, but not now. Baz’s shirt was now fully undone, his round belly just protruding over his belt in a way that seemed provocative and cool rather than gross. Freddie could never get away with things like that, but he liked that Baz could. Despite the barrel-ness of his frame, he had the kind of round, open face and bright blue eyes that other people (especially women) tended to find attractively bold and charming.

‘Where’s this Camellia then?’ Baz asked.

‘Oh, I just left her at the bar. Had to go and get something.’ The lie was out before Freddie even had a chance to think about it. Freddie hoped that the music was too loud for Baz to hear.

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘Is it going to happen then?’

‘Is what going to happen?’

‘Come on, mate, you know damn well what I’m talking about. Is tonight the night Freddie finally becomes a man?’

‘Working on it pal, working on it.’ Freddie’s stomach swooped.

‘See, your problem is,’ Baz leaned in close, smelling of beer and late-night musk, ‘that you put too much focus on it. That’s what your problem is. You think that sex is the be-all and end-all. That it’s the culmination of true romance and all that crap.’

‘I don’t think that.’

‘Freddie, it’s just sex! There doesn’t have to be any greater meaning to it. Just two meat-sacks, slapping together and having fun.’

‘That’s gross Baz.’

‘It’s not gross. That’s sex!’

Freddie gave Baz an affectionate double-tap on the shoulder before he headed past, careful to look as if he was moving with intention and not desperately searching, in case his friend was still watching him.

 

‘I just thought, you know, if you wanted to go somewhere, I’m sure there’s somewhere quieter we could go?’ Kate wasn’t sure her words were making sense, because the boy in front of her looked utterly startled.

‘Do I know you?’ he asked.

‘You don’t know me, but I know you. And I also know that it’s loud in here, and that we could go somewhere quieter if you like?’

The rush of confidence, the thrill of the glow, was fast fading. Why did he look so scared? Isn’t this what all guys wanted? To have it laid on thick, to literally have a girl fall at their feet?

‘I don’t know if you think I’m someone else maybe?’

‘Come on, let’s get out of here . . .’ Kate was starting to feel as if her heels were too high, that her lipstick desperately needed touching up, and that the double-sided sticky tape she was using to make sure her dress didn’t gape obscenely was coming undone. This wasn’t the way it was meant to be going.

‘Sweetheart, are you OK?’ someone else now, a girl with a kind voice and a concerned face.

‘I’m fine,’ Kate said, pulling back and looking around for Lindsey and Pippa.

‘I just think that maybe you should get some water or something?’ the girl said.

‘And I just think you should get out of my friend’s face!’ Suddenly Pippa was there. Too much there.

‘Easy, OK? I was just trying to help.’

‘I think you could help a lot more by staying out of my friend’s business, OK?’

‘Excuse me? It was your friend who lunged at my boyfriend.’

Boyfriend? Oh crap. Kate hoped that the layers of foundation she was wearing would hide her reddening face.

Kate looked around anxiously for a gap in the crowd to escape through, but her brain seemed to be slowing down just as the music felt like it was speeding up. When she turned to check that her friends were following her, she saw Pippa reaching out a palm towards the girl’s face, Lindsey struggling to hold her back.

Lindsey called out, ‘Help me hold her!’

‘We should really get her home,’ Kate said.

‘No, this is meant to be your night. And you know what Pippa gets like. She just needs a glass of water and some time on the naughty steps outside.’

Kate watched as the guy she had technically assaulted and his girlfriend made their getaway. She didn’t want to go home. The night was young and she had a mission to complete. But Pippa was swaying dangerously and looked as though she was about to puke.

‘We should take her back to halls,’ Kate said, trying not to sound too sad about it. Lindsey looked at her appreciatively with panda-like smudges of eyeliner under her already tired eyes, her usually bouncy brown curls limp and flat around her face.

‘I know it sucks, but it’s not as if tonight is the last chance you’re going to get to have sex or anything,’ she said, stroking back Pippa’s damp hair.

Lindsey was right, Kate thought, but that wasn’t the point. Not exactly. She knew there’d be more chances to lose her virginity – there had to be – but tonight was the last night she’d be able to truthfully say that she ‘lost it at uni’. From now on, she was a bona-fide adult, a graduate who was expected to know all about the intricacies and intimacies of life. From now on, for whoever she met, being a virgin could only be decidedly and horribly weird. Damn it, Pippa.

That was it. The dream was over. The friend code trumped the sex code, always and for ever. Kate knew that.

Lindsey took one of Pippa’s arms over her shoulder and Kate took the other as they left the ballroom, staggered through the lobby and back to the door. On the steps leading down to the road, she saw that tall, gawky boy again, gazing mournfully down at the ground, as if he’d just been told the worst news of his life. Kate felt a wave of sympathy. At least she wasn’t the only one having a terrible night.

 

Freddie had seen her. She had been there the whole time. Wrapped up in the arms of someone else. Someone wearing a shirt so tight it looked as if his muscles might burst through like the Hulk on a rager.

He didn’t want to be the creep who stood and watched another couple kissing, so he had moved by relatively quickly, but then he had to go back to check because there was always the possibility that his mind was playing tricks on him, that he had got the angle wrong. But nope. It was Camellia. That same short hair, tonight styled to flare out in a wild, spiky aura around her face, the nose-ring and the clompy Doc Martens (which, paired with a tulle-underskirted dress, made her look twice as cool as she usually did). There was no doubt.

She hadn’t liked him, after all. Or, at least, if she had liked him, it certainly hadn’t been in the way that he had hoped. A part of him wanted to march right over and demand the Yorkie back. Another part of him just wanted the earth to swallow him up.

‘Taking a breather?’ Baz joined him on the steps outside the hall and took out a cigarette.

‘What?’

‘How’s Camellia? Going well?’

Freddie didn’t often make bad decisions, but his heart was hurting, and he wouldn’t have been able to stand any of Baz’s sympathy.

‘Just waiting for her, actually,’ he said. He looked up towards the sky, hoping to see stars, hoping for divine reassurance. Instead he got the murky purple of night-time London clouds.

‘Yeah?’

‘We’re going back to hers. She just needed to get her stuff from the cloakroom.’

‘Come on my son! I knew you could do it!’

Freddie hoped his silence was conveying a quiet, satisfied confidence rather than how he was really feeling.

Baz was rambling on. ‘See, I knew it would happen for you. So what if it was the last night? That’s your style, isn’t it: save the best for last. I’m proud of you, mate.’

After an affectionate pat on the back, Baz wandered off to find someone who might have a working lighter. Freddie took the opportunity to make his escape and stepped down to the road, turning right. He had no idea where he was going, he just knew that he had to get out of there as quickly as possible.
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Chapter 1

He made a decision not to look when Wayne pointed her out and tried his hardest to stick to that decision when Baz added his approval too.

‘Go on, this is a great chance! What you got to lose?’ Baz said, watching him keenly.

‘Everything,’ Freddie mumbled back, still determined to avoid looking. 

‘Just be yourself,’ Wayne offered. ‘I mean, not yourself right now. But, you know, the self you are when you’re just with us. Imagine you’re just chatting in the pub or something.’

It was easy for them, Freddie wanted to say. Baz was all settled now, and Wayne lived in a world where nothing was above being made fun of. In the three years since Freddie had known him, he hadn’t ever once seen Wayne take anything seriously, unless it was a pint, or Call of Duty.

‘What should I say then?’ he asked, hoping the tone of his voice would put them off pressing him any further. No such luck.

‘She’s in a comic book shop holding an issue of Starboy at a Brian Teller signing. What do you think you should talk to her about?’ Baz replied, baffled.

Freddie finally turned his head and took her in: beautiful, in a cute way. Button features and bobbed hair.

This could be OK, he thought. She doesn’t seem all that scary.

He took a moment for a deep breath, and in that moment came a flood of expectation. What if this was it? What if this was the moment every other moment would spin out from? One day he might be telling his grandkids about this. One year from now he might bring her here to propose, and maybe they would get married here too, surrounded by their favourite books, perhaps even officiated over by the man they had both come to this bookshop signing to see. The whole wedding party in vibrant cosplay. The photos would go viral on the internet. Ellen would end up inviting them to America to be on TV and everything. 

I have to get this right. It has to be perfect.

And then, the mirror voice, just as insistent: Why even bother?

One deep breath turned into another, and then another, as the thoughts spiralled through his mind, battling and getting louder and louder on each turn. It was all too much.

‘I think our boy might need a bit of a push.’

Before Freddie could register what Wayne had said, he found himself shoved and stumbling backwards, nearly falling over his own feet, and right into her.

‘Oh no, oh my God, I’m so sorry,’ Freddie said, scrambling upright and trying not to drop the Starboy single issues he was clutching.

‘It’s fine,’ the girl said, staring at him.

‘Yeah, I’m so sorry.’ His palms were sweating now, his comics, packaged individually in pristine cellophane sleeves, sliding out of his hands and down to the floor as he tried to balance by placing a hand on a shelving rack that wobbled precariously.

‘Let me help you with that,’ the girl offered, crouching down to help collect them up. 

When he bent down to join her, their faces were level, their eyes meeting briefly. Hers were brown. Wide, chocolate-drop brown.

‘Do you need a tissue?’ the girl asked.

‘What?’

‘For your face?’

God, he really was sweating. His top lip was completely slick, and one embarrassing drop threatened to actually roll off his brow and on to the floor below. It was mortifying. And now that he was mortified, that meant the sweating was only going to get worse. 

‘No, I’m all right thanks.’ He couldn’t think of anything else to say, could feel Baz and Wayne listening in behind him, the sense that he’d somehow let them down just another thing contributing to his rapidly increasing heart rate, and the adrenaline tremor in his fingertips.

An imagined lifetime of perfect romantic bliss vanished into stardust.

‘I’m going to turn away now,’ Freddie said when they were standing again, his comics all safely collected up.

He knew she was still watching him as he shuffled back to his friends, mopping his face with the sleeve of his jumper before Baz gave him a consolatory pat on the shoulder.

A few moments later, while Wayne was deep into explaining to a baffled stranger how underrated Brian Teller’s cynical approach to Blairite Britain was in the Starboy Ultimate Saga during the late nineties, Freddie heard the girl behind him on the phone. 

‘Could you get here quickly, OK?’ she was telling the person on the other end. ‘I swear one of these creeps just tried to maul me. ‘

 

When he woke up, the hangover hit him like a punch. His gut moaned at him and his tongue felt dry and barbed in his mouth. Freddie tried to moisten his lips, as brittle as a mountain crag. Christ, how many pints did he end up having?

Still, at least it was Saturday. The clock on Freddie’s bedside table read ten thirty, which felt about right. He may have missed most of his morning, but he didn’t care. The only plans he had were to pop to the shops, then at four thirty he was due at his brother’s house to celebrate his niece’s first birthday.

Congratulations Lacey! He’d written on the card. You made it one whole rotation around the sun!

The card was tucked neatly into its envelope and was sitting right on top of his chest of drawers where he wouldn’t forget it, propped up against the carefully wrapped cuddly dinosaur he had bought because he thought it looked cute, and because he imagined that if he were one year old, he’d find the soft felt teeth hilarious. Lacey had so many pink things anyway, this could be something unique that would always remind her of him.

‘Well that’s lovely,’ he heard his sister-in-law saying. ‘But why did you get her a boy present?’

Stella wouldn’t actually say it, but Freddie imagined it anyway.

What if I’ve made a terrible mistake, he thought. What kind of person buys a dinosaur for a little baby girl?

It had seemed like such a good idea at the time; subversive and ‘woke’, as Stella liked to say. But now he wondered if he actually understood the word properly, or if he had in fact gone too far. Did he have enough time to go to the shops to exchange it? Did he even have the energy?

It’ll be fine. It’ll have to be fine.

He groaned and rubbed his face as he realised that he hadn’t managed to brush his teeth before he got into bed, and then attempted to push past the anxiety that gave him. He hadn’t remembered to take his medication either, the side effects of which he’d no doubt have to battle later.

Freddie rubbed at his eyes. Yuck. He felt disgusting. He was disgusting. No wonder he was alone.

He didn’t remember much from the rest of the night before, not after he had seen that girl from the comic book shop come into the pub with a couple of her girlfriends and had decided that the best way to avoid Baz and Wayne trying to set him up again was to get obnoxiously drunk. Freddie vaguely recalled a couple of the people who worked at Ben Day Comics sitting with them, and at some point showing them what amounted to his most prized possession: the complete single-issue run of the first Starboy Saga, now all signed by the creator himself. Had he dreamt that one of the Ben Day lot had suggested that he could probably get a couple of thousand for them if he ever wanted to sell?

Oh no. The Starboys. Where were the Starboys?

Suddenly very much awake, Freddie stumbled around his bedroom, looking for any reasonable place he could have left them during his drunken stupor. Then he started looking through the unreasonable places. Oh God – where the hell had he put them?

He was still naked but for last night’s boxers, when Damien found him in the kitchen, unloading the fridge of all its contents and squinting at every shelf.

Damien was a small man, but had what Freddie’s mother liked to call ‘presence’. He worked nights at a telecoms company, so Freddie rarely spent any time with him. When Freddie got home from work, Damien was on his way out, if not gone already. This was an arrangement that suited Freddie, as most of the time it felt like he had the entire place to himself, but it meant that when their paths did cross, he would end up feeling like an invader in his own home, with Damien’s small but determined ‘presence’ taking up way more space than Freddie was used to.

‘What do you think you’re doing?’ Damien asked now, the raising of his eyebrows causing deep furrows in his forehead.

‘You’re home?’ Freddie asked in return.

‘Just got in an hour ago. And I’d really prefer it if I was able to get some sleep without an absolute ruckus happening right next to my bedroom.’

Freddie frowned, sympathetic for his flatmate’s need for sleep, but not able to subdue the anxiety he felt.

‘Have you seen a rucksack full of Starboy comics?’ Freddie asked. ‘I took it out with me last night, and then I got drunk, and I was hoping I had left it in here somewhere before I made it to bed. ‘

‘If they were so valuable, why would you take them outside with you?’

Damien moved to the fancy Tassimo coffee machine that Freddie wasn’t allow to use, and made himself an espresso. Freddie winced at the sudden loud noise, and then marvelled at the fact that Damien wanted to drink high-concentration caffeine just before he was due to go to bed.

‘Because Brian Teller was at the shop, and I got them all signed! They’re in pristine condition!’

Damien looked down at him (which, considering he was a fair few inches shorter than Freddie, was quite the feat) and sighed sadly.

‘I really could do without all this commotion after the shift I’ve just had.’

‘Damien, I promise that as soon as I find them, I’ll be quiet as a mouse. And I’m not even going to be here later. You’ll have the flat to yourself and it’ll all be nice and quiet. I just really need to find them.’

‘I don’t know why you care so much about those things. All lurid illustrations from seedy Soho tradesmen.’

‘Comics aren’t porn, Damien.’

Damien took a sip on his espresso, and let his face fall into an expression eerily reminiscent of a withering Maggie Smith.

‘Look, have you seen the bag? Or the comics? Just tell me, OK?’

‘For the sake of peace in this flat, I wish I had.’ Then Damien took his tiny cup and retired to his bedroom, closing the door behind him with a force that wasn’t angry enough to be an outright slam, but enough to make Freddie clench his jaw with worry about there being an atmosphere later.

‘Damn it,’ Freddie mumbled, and went back to his bedroom, digging his phone out of the pocket of his jeans. No messages. Not that he was expecting any, but there was always the hope that either Baz or Wayne had taken the bag home with them by mistake. Maybe they hadn’t woken up yet, so hadn’t had the chance to tell him?

EMERGENCY – anyone seen my black rucksack with the comics in them?

Freddie waited thirty seconds, and then waited thirty seconds more. No replies.

This is OK. This is all going to be OK, he told himself, willing his brain to believe it. Just calm down, have a shower and drink some water. They’ll turn up.

He couldn’t look at himself in the mirror as he brushed his teeth. He was too ashamed to meet his own eye. Was it worth it? Spending all that money and time getting wasted the night before? And for what? Broke and still one week from payday (why was January so long?) and facing the possibility of his precious comics dumped in a side alley bin somewhere. Or worse, stolen by that guy from Ben Day and sold on the dark web for Bitcoins.

Nevertheless, he brushed vigorously. And then, after about three minutes’ work, feeling the anxiety tingle through his hands, he started from scratch again, working into his own gums with a torturous velocity. A whisper in the back of his brain told him that maybe, if he just kept brushing, that if he was clean enough, everything would turn out all right in the end. It took meeting his own eyes in the mirror, and taking a number of deep breaths, to resolve that this time, brushing only twice would be enough.

He distracted himself in the shower by thinking about what he was going to wear for his niece’s birthday. He decided on his date jeans, so-called not because he had actually been on any dates, but because they were what he would wear should the occasion ever arise. He had been saving them, but impressing his family was as important as impressing any future romantic interest. It would potentially stop them from worrying, and who knew, maybe, if he just looked like he had his shit together, then it might magically happen? Even so, he started bracing himself for the comments. Like last time, when Stella had asked him in that tone he couldn’t quite figure out where he had bought his shoes, and he could only think that he had somehow managed to buy them at the wrong place. Was there a wrong place to buy shoes?

There were still no messages on his phone once he had finished in the bathroom. Freddie wondered about calling Baz, but didn’t know whether that was an OK thing to do these days. The only phone calls he’d received over the last few months were from automated robots checking to see if he’d been in a car accident that wasn’t his fault. It didn’t seem like something a regular, normal person would do. But this was an emergency, and emergencies changed everything.

‘Hello?’ It was a girl who answered the phone, a child. Freddie took the phone away from his ear for a moment to check the number. It was definitely Baz’s phone. Numbers didn’t spontaneously change once they were stored, but the voice on the other end was high and sweet. ‘Is there anyone there?’

‘Uh, yeah. Is Baz there? I mean Barry. Is Barry there?’ He knew that Baz was short for Barry, he guessed that much. But was Barry also short for something? After all this time, why had his mind gone blank suddenly? Barold? Was Barold even a name?

‘Daddy!’ the girl screeched away from the phone.

Wait, was that Maisie? He remembered when Maisie had been born. Surely the amount of time necessary for a newborn baby to grow into a person who was old enough to answer the phone hadn’t passed that quickly? Freddie’s brain quickly did the mental arithmetic and worked out that in the time it had taken for Maisie to grow into a fully conversational human being, he had barely managed to grow at all. There wasn’t one thing that had developed or evolved in his life (bar the introduction of Damien) in the time it had taken for Baz’s tiny girl to gain a basic knowledge of the English language. It was frighteningly depressing.

There was fumbling, a sound like the phone being dropped and then picked up again.

‘Hello?’

‘That was Maisie?’ was the first thing Freddie could think of to say.

‘Hey Freddo,’ Baz mumbled. He sounded just as hungover as Freddie felt. ‘What’s going on?’

‘No, I mean. I’m sorry, but I was just surprised. She can answer the phone now?’

‘Yeah. Maisie. Nearly five, can you believe it? Obsessed with the bloody phone. Laura has to ring sometimes just so that she can answer it. Look mate, I have a headache, you know? Is everything OK?’

‘Yeah . . . I mean no. No, not really. It’s about that black rucksack I have. The one I put all the Starboys in? I woke up this morning and I can’t find it. I was hoping that you might have taken it home with you by mistake?’

‘Mate, I’m sorry. I don’t. Don’t even remember the bag.’

‘Baz, please say you’re winding me up?’

‘Look Freddo, mate. I have a stinking headache and I have to take Maisie horse-riding in half an hour. I don’t have your comics. Have you tried Wayne?’

‘You go horse-riding?’

‘No. I take Maisie horse-riding. I’m going to sit in the car and have a nap. Give Wayne a bell. Or try the pub? Maybe they have a lost property box or something?’

‘Yeah, no. That’s a good idea. Sorry for the call. Speak soon?’

‘Yup. Right. OK. Speak soon. Bye.’

Baz sounded really different over the phone. He remembered University Baz, the Asgardian lord of tits and wine. Phone Baz was tired. And a dad. A dad who took his tiny daughter horse-riding at weekends.

The pub. That was a good idea. Calling a stranger was ten times worse than calling someone he knew, and normally something that he would have avoided altogether, but just the glimmer of hope gave him motivation to push on. Like when someone in an accident gets the strength to lift a car, Freddie thought. This was exactly like that.

Praying that there’d be someone available to answer at the pub at this time on a Saturday morning, Freddie searched online for the details, and tapped ‘call’.
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