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She threw her head back and laughed. 
It rang out like something beautiful. 
It was a full and hearty laugh and it 
came from her toes. It flung me back 
into my school days.

But her mouth, that was something else. All I 
could see was black fillings, too many to count, 
and stubs of rotten yellow teeth. It was the mouth  
of something dirty, unclean. I felt sick.

‘Come and have lunch with me. Or tea or some-

thing?’

She smiled. Her face lit up when she smiled like 
that. Mouth closed and bright grey eyes. I had 
always envied her, she had been so beautiful.

She nodded. Tea it was.

We sat by the window in a pokey little café. She 
liked to see people go by, she said. Just watch 
the world go by.
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I poured both of ours from the teapot. I watched 
her lift the milk jug, her hand shaking. It was too 
heavy for her. But she lifted it anyway. And she 
poured some in mine too. The skin on her hand 
was almost transparent. Veins and bones too 
near the surface. There was nothing left of her.

‘You haven’t changed, not a bit,’ she said to me.

She was nothing like the girl I knew. She was like 
the reflection of a person in the bathroom mir-
ror when it’s all steamed up. Outline of a faceless 
body, a reflection that is barely there at all.

She was talking all the time. Word spilling over 
word, smiling and answering her own questions 
before I had the chance to. I remembered her 
when I last saw her. She looked so different now.

‘So did you?’ she asked. Did I what? I had no idea 
what she was asking me about. I had just been 

looking at her for too long, not hearing what she 
said. I had forgotten about the person sitting in 
front of me.

‘I’m so sorry. Did I what?’

I was embarrassed. But she only opened that 
mouth again and laughed. A smell rolled out. A 
smell of vomit and something else.

‘I knew you were miles away,’ she wasn’t offend-
ed.

‘Sorry,’ I said again.

She smiled. ‘Did you finally marry that lovely fella 
of yours?’

I had nearly forgotten about him. The love of my 
life in school.
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‘No. Single now. We broke up a few months af-
ter school’ I wanted to ask her was she seeing 
someone. But I couldn’t imagine that skeleton 
body with any other, couldn’t imagine her kiss-
ing someone with that mouth.

‘Let’s have cake. I want some cake.’ She almost 
leapt up from her seat. She was energized like a 
child, sudden and surprising.

She was at the counter where there was a range 
of cakes on display. I didn’t bother to get up. I 
could see them from my seat. They looked good 
and my stomach was still rumbling.

‘These look so delicious! I can’t decide which one. 
What are you having?’

‘Apple tart. Warm with cream. Same as ever.’

She ordered mine, and hers, then changed her 
order, and changed it back again.

She laughed as she sat down again. Her laugh 
still made me smile. It brought back so many 
memories.

When we got our cakes I launched into mine. 
She took one small bite, then another. Then she 
put her fork down, pushed the plate away from 
her and sat on her hands.

‘I should have gone with the cream slice.’

She watched me eat mine.

‘Do you not like it?’ I asked her with my mouth 
full.

‘No.’

She didn’t offer anything further. The wom-
an from earlier who could hardly stop talking 
seemed to have been replaced. Her bright eyes 
had dulled. And her smile was gone completely. 
I filled the silence.

I knew she wasn’t listening to me. It was like an 
absence had overcome her. She was a shell of 
the shell she had been earlier.

Her mouth was twitching a lot, and she looked 
edgy, nervous. Maybe this all was too much for 
her. Maybe I had expected too much of her. I’d 
heard all the stories about how she was now. But 
the memories of who she had been made me 
want to spend time with her.

I wanted that friend back. But I was starting to 
think she was dead.

‘I’ll be back in a minute, too much tea,’ she smiled. 
Her eyes remained as they were, dull. Her hand 
was on her stomach. No one glanced at her as 
she went by. No one saw her. Once they would 
have looked twice and smiled and maybe said 
hello.

She was coming back from the toilet now. Walk-
ing faster, with a confident smile on her face 
again.

‘Maybe I’ll try that cream slice after all. Why not!’ 
Her words were rushed again. She laughed. Her 
breath reeked. It was stronger this time, a defi-
nite smell of sick.

‘Have something with me, come on!’ She seemed 
almost elated. I refused. And on her white jacket 
I saw what could only be tiny splashes of vomit. 
My stomach heaved.

She sat down with her cream slice, putting a fork-
ful of cream and light puff pastry in her mouth.

‘Delicious,’ she smiled.

I wondered how much she would manage be-
fore she threw it all up again. How many years 
had this been happening? Enough, I knew, to 
turn her into the woman that sat across from me 
today. I watched her put her fork down after two 
tiny mouthfuls.
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She smiled her neglected smile of stubs and fill-
ings. With a faint, fading hand, she put her thin 
hair behind her ear. Then she stood up and went 
to the toilet again. We were the same age once. 
But somewhere along the line, she disappeared. 
She was barely there at all.

We had started all that shit together. We even 
used the same cubicle. First me, then her, kneel-
ing over the toilet, sticking our fingers down our 
throats.

It hadn’t been anything then. Just foolishness, 
something we did together as friends. Skip lunch 
here and there, and throwing up in the school 
toilets. We thought we were something special, 
something different.

Only I had stopped more than ten years ago.

It was me who had first showed her how to get 
that heave strong enough to cause a real vomit. 
It became our thing.
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