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            Chapter 1 – Pablo

            
        Spain 2014
      

            
        Tarragona train station
      

         

         Coming from a sheltered upbringing doesn’t mean you don’t have dreams. I mean, look at me. I came from a sheltered upbringing, and I definitely had dreams. I had fantasised about a Mediterranean man sweeping me off my feet and serenading to me with a guitar, ever since I watched a clip of Enrique Iglesias singing ‘Hero’ to a female fan at one of his concerts. I vividly remember feeling love-struck, filled with lusty desire at the thought of being wrapped in the embrace of a hunky lothario. When Enrique kissed the fan at the end of the song, I was besotted. It only made sense, then, for my heart to skip a beat when Pablo Gonzalez and I matched on Tinder. My dream was coming true.

         Pablo was Spanish, aged twenty-nine, with dark swishy hair, nice teeth and a passion for Amazon rainforest conservation. He was, in fact, my first ever Tinder date, but I didn’t let him in on this. Since my Spanish doesn’t transcend beyond GCSE grade C, I had to rely on google translate for the entirety of our Tinder conversation. Pablo’s English was certainly better than my Spanish, but I quickly learned that he was bilingual and spoke a bit of French, too. I think that made him tri-lingual actually, or two-and-a-half-lingual. He liked to switch between them all in single sentences. For example, when I asked whether he went on Tinder dates often, he replied:

         ‘Dating? Me? No… j’aime le Tinder to help con mi ingles.’

         I decided to adopt the faithful British approach of sarcasm, asking Pablo whether I was his date or English tutor. He just replied with a question mark, triggering the start of a series of virtual misunderstandings. It got to the point where I was seriously considering cancelling the date altogether and joining the family I was au pairing for on their weekend trip to Barcelona Zoo. Maybe there would be a sexy lothario zookeeper there, helping the kids feed bananas to the giraffes. When I presented this conundrum to Naomi, my ex-boarding school bestie turned resident of Australia, she encouraged me to lie to the family I was working for and say that I am going to meet another au pair from a Facebook page. She told me to ‘embrace the unknown’ and ‘expand my horizons,’ justifying my date with the term ‘YOLO.’

         I consult Naomi for everything in life. She and I became friends after I let her borrow my spare skirt on the first day of Year 7 at Pipford Hall – a boarding school in the heart of Buckinghamshire still stuck in 1954. The uniform was a knee-length tartan skirt and a green knitted jumper with the school’s eagle crest etched on the front. Naomi coloured in all the squares of her skirt with green and yellow highlighter pen during her first Maths lesson, giving the eagle a fluorescent pink beak so it matched the flamingo on her pencil case. The boarding mistress threatened her with suspension if she didn’t change her behaviour fast. Of course, Naomi never did. She was expelled three years later after setting off the fire alarm with a deodorant can because she couldn’t be bothered to re-sit her History mock.

         That was almost five years ago. By the time I connect with Pablo, I am nineteen, and I have still never had a boyfriend. Or been in love. Not even remotely close. I’ve dreamt about it, of course. I decided that Dom, the guy I dated when I was sixteen, didn’t count, even though it was he who had taken my virginity. Dom was from the local boy’s grammar school who I met at a field party one Friday night after sneaking out of my boarding house. If you are not from a home county in the UK, then field parties may sound strange to you. It is just what millennials from Buckinghamshire used to do on Friday nights back then; congregate outside an off license in the latest Jack Wills collection, ask strangers to buy them a bottle of Lambrini Cherry and go and get wasted on an open plane of grass in the Chiltern Hills. If you’re lucky, you will spark a romantic connection with a boy from a neighbouring school, chat on MSN for a few days and arrange to go down on each other the following Friday against a tree or a burrow of twigs.

         My epic romance with Dom followed this paradigm. It lasted all of three weeks, before I discovered ‘extreme fetishes’ in his search engine when he shared a screen with me once during a Skype call after school. I lost sleep over imagining what they were. What if Pablo has ‘extreme fetishes’ too? He could do. I didn’t know anything about him. He could abduct me, for all I know – whisk me away in a van and sell me as a sex slave. My passport photo will be plastered across the front page of the Telegraph; or worse, the Daily Star. I would be known by the nation as a sad, missing girl, who mistook a Spanish serial killer for a Tinder date.

         I suppose there is always that risk with dating apps, although sadly, we Millennials don’t have much of a choice. We are digital natives, born into a new wave of social media and technology that renders a pre-smartphone life inconceivable. We don’t meet at bus stops, cafés and ballroom dances like people did in the olden days, nor do we attend in person book clubs, salsa classes or French lessons. Those bottled opportunities of serendipitous love hidden in the mundane of the everyday have been lost and forgotten. To where – I do not know. I have been searching for what feels like forever.

         I took a deep breath and briefly entertained the possibility that the date with Pablo will go well. Maybe we will hit it off and realise that we are star-crossed lovers. Maybe he will be my soulmate – the epic love of my life, and recount this very first date of ours in his speech on our wedding day at the beach, just before our first dance. It will be the acoustic version of a romantic Latin song with the cocooning hush of maracas, played by a live band with flamenco dancers swaying in long ruffled skirts with roses in their hair.

         I saw my train pulling in. It would take me ten minutes to arrive at Torredembarra – the town where Pablo and I had agreed to meet.

         I looked up at the sky and prayed to the gods as it arrived.

         Wish me luck, Venus, Zeus, Apollo and whatever the rest of your names are. And please let him be the doppelgänger of Enrique Iglesias.

         Please.

         By the time my train arrived at Torredembara, I was practically quivering with nerves. The air was thick, muggy, and suffocating. I wandered aimlessly across the platform, trying to locate the exit. When I eventually found my way outside, I could see that there was only one car waiting. It looked like a scruffy white rust bucket. I noticed a man inside, who (I thought) was Pablo.

         ‘Buenos dias,’ he smiled, as he wound down the window.

         Yep. It’s definitely him. He was wearing a loose grey vest like one of his pictures with a hair band and a peace sign necklace. He removed his seatbelt and stepped out of the car, whilst I stood there with my mouth half open like a gormless fish.

         ‘Verity?’ He said my name in a thick Spanish accent, looking slightly dazed. I wondered if he was high. I could certainly smell weed.

         ‘Yes?’ I squeaked, sounding as if I was in trouble. ‘Are you Pablo?’ 

         ‘Si! Bonjour.’

         He was attractive, but a tad sleazier looking than I had hoped. I was expecting Enrique Iglesias 2.0. Instead, I got a wannabe tribute act who looked as if he was about to audition for the Eurovision song contest in the year 2000, stoned.

         ‘Just wondering, are we going to speak in English, Spanish or French, because I better–’ 

         ‘Languages – I speak two,’ he smiled, signalling the number with his fingers. ‘Hablo Español y je parle Francais.’

         ‘Yes, I know you do, but I need to work out which one to–’

         ‘Paris, I live. Summer, I stay here. Avec mi familia. Torredembarra, where I am now,’ he grinned. ‘En las vacaciones. September, me back to Paris. Paris, like… une baguette, un crossaint… La Tour Eiffel. I fly… en avion,’ he said, pointing to the sky. ‘En el cielo.’

         Looks like we’re going for all three.

         ‘Nice to… how you say… meet you!’ He lowered himself to kiss me on either cheek. ‘So small,’ he laughed, patting my head.

         ‘Yes,’ I said, managing to respond with an awkward chuckle. I had never felt more stereotypically British in my entire life.

         ‘Not hard to be small against you, is it?’

         ‘Que?’ He looked at me quizzically, as if I had suddenly morphed into an alien and grown a second head. This was proving to be a slight disaster, and we hadn’t even left the station. I didn’t know whether to attempt to respond in French, Spanish, or both. I decided to go for a mixture – just like him.

         ‘Estoy… une petite femme!’

         I beamed proudly, feeling impressed with my attempt. A concerned look spread across Pablo’s face.

         ‘Funny chica,’ he smirked, walking me to his car. ‘La voiture. We go to beach. Vamos a la playa.’

         Before I could think twice, I was settling in the front seat. There was clutter everywhere; a torn open packet of cigarettes, a small stick of male deodorant, a tin of mints, a pair of mismatched flip flops and a bucket and spade. I relaxed in the knowledge that none of these items would be particularly useful in abducting a nineteen-year-old girl.

         ‘So you make sandcastles, huh?’

         I suddenly remembered that sarcasm doesn’t always translate to people who aren’t British. The same was true with metaphorical idioms. I was reminded of this last week, when Naomi had said ‘an elephant in the room’ on Facetime and the kids I am au pairing for started screaming hysterically. They thought that a real-life elephant had escaped from Barcelona Zoo into the apartment. Trying to calm them down had involved a family size packet of Haribo Starmix and allowing the boy to go to the park wearing a pink tutu.

         ‘Sandcastle?’ queried Pablo. ‘What is sandcastle?’

         I told him not to worry as we began driving off. Trying to explain the purpose of sandcastles to a man who spoke French in a Spanish accent, Spanish in a French accent and English in both would be like explaining the concept of a Rubik’s Cube to a blind person.

         ‘Ah,’ he said, raising his eyebrows. ‘Castillo de erena! My niece. Mon petite sobrina. She like them very much.’

         I didn’t know if his niece was called Sobrina, or if sobrina was Spanish for the word niece. This was all a terrible idea. I wanted to go home.

         We had only just left the station. It wasn’t too late to ask Pablo to turn around. I thought about it for a second, but then there was the small issue of communicating it. Just then, ‘Like A Prayer’ by Madonna began playing. Maybe Pablo and I could bond over music instead.

         ‘I love this song,’ I squealed enthusiastically. ‘Mind if I turn it up?’ Pablo looked confused and began winding up the window.

         ‘No, no, not the window,’ I said. ‘Window, down. Music, up!’

         ‘Ah, ruidiso,’ he said, adjusting the volume control. Seemingly this language barrier wasn’t frustrating him to the same extent as me.

         ‘Music,’ he said. ‘You like this?’

         I nodded. ‘The old stuff, mainly. From the eighties era. Queen. Elton John. Madonna. All the greats.’

         ‘Madonna es muy bien. And Queen – très bien! Me encanta la musica,’ he said. ‘Tu es… Ginger Spice.’ He stuck his tongue out and winked at me, pulling on a strand of my hair. He was decidedly impressed with himself at the comparison he had just made. I noticed then that his tongue was pierced. He had definitely not included this detail in any of his Tinder pictures. ‘Which is your favourite Spice Girl?’

         I asked the question in some tragic attempt to make a connection with Pablo, but his confusion persisted. Perhaps I would have to communicate through song. I broke into ‘Wannabe’, accompanied with some sort of interpretive jig at the same time. We stopped, waiting for a green light. I caught the eye of an old Spanish lady driving in the car next to us, who gave me a disconcerting glare and drove off.

         ‘Me gusta Baby Spice. Emma Bunton,’ said Pablo, overemphasising the last two syllables of her surname so that it sounded more like ‘button.’ ‘She is très… how you say… sexe.’

         I was starting to wonder if Ashton Kutcher would spring up out of nowhere to tell me I had been Punk’d.

         ‘Tu es hunger?’

         ‘I ate several hours ago,’ I said. ‘But I could eat again.’

         Eating would mean less time spent talking.

         ‘In Spain, I eat. Many times. France the same. I know good place. Very good paella. C’est delicieux.’

         I stared out the window and looked over at the Spanish coast. Every day of the summer had been beautiful, but today was exceptionally so. Even though the heat was slightly oppressive for a Brit, the breeze was cool, the skies were cloudless and the sea was iridescent. The fact I was with a man I had just met on Tinder who I could barely converse with, as opposed to the love of my life, was slightly gutting. I would have to suck it up. Just two hours, I told myself. I would eat lunch, then make an excuse to leave. Say that the family I was working for needed me urgently, and I had to go. He wouldn’t be able to argue with that.

         * * *

         Twenty minutes later, we had arrived at a restaurant by the beach and were halfway through a bottle of wine. Pablo had ordered calamari, sardines and paella as well. I wondered if he might add a croissant and snails to the mix too, given that was the route we were going down. It was starting to get overwhelmingly confusing.

         ‘Spain,’ he said, topping up my wine. ‘Aimes-tu? You like?’ 

         ‘You mean, do I like Spain?’

         ‘Oui. Correcte. Do. You. Like. Spain?’

         ‘I love Spain,’ I said, taking several large gulps of wine. ‘Te amo.’

         Pablo frowned. I quickly realised I had just said that I love him in Spanish, as opposed to saying that I loved the country.

         ‘Ignore that,’ I said, topping my wine up again. ‘I meant that I love Spain. I was working at a summer camp in Madrid and arrived here two weeks ago. I am working as an au pair for a family in Tarragona.’

         Knowing whether or not he had understood a single word of that was a complete gamble.

         ‘Oui. You like?’

         ‘Sure,’ I shrugged. ‘I mean, I think I underestimated how hard it was going to be. Helping a mother with a new born baby and dealing with two five-year-olds is hard. Sometimes, I feel the person who really needs looking after is me.’

         ‘Baby?’ he asked, innocently. ‘Baby Spice?’

         I sighed, drinking more wine, feeling the cool, crisp alcohol pour down my throat and soothe my frustration.

         ‘Not Baby Spice. A baby. A new born baby. The mother, I am working for, has a baby. Look, Pablo, I’m not sure if–’

         ‘Ah,’ he smiled. ‘Je comprends. Un bebe. Muy dificil.’ 

         ‘That’s right,’ I said. ‘And tiring.’

         I closed my eyes, pretending to snore. He paused for a moment, looking at me.

         ‘You are very beautiful,’ he smiled. ‘Muy belle. Un fleur inglesa.’

         I smiled, thinking of a way to pay him a compliment back. ‘You are… in excellent shape! Do you, exercise?’ I moved my elbows, attempting to mimic someone going on a run.

         ‘Si. J’aime la gym. Running, every day, en la playa. Sunrise,’ he smiled, gesturing to the sky. 

         ‘You run when the sun comes up!’ I beamed. ‘How lovely. Tougher on your legs, I imagine. You know – running on sand, and all that.’

         ‘Yes,’ he said, standing up to flex his calf muscles. ‘Résistance!’

         I couldn’t believe we were finally making conversational progress. Maybe this date did have potential after all.

         ‘Next week, we run?’ asked Pablo. ‘Then we make love in my car?’

         Ok. Maybe not.

         We were saved by a giant pan of paella which had just arrived at the table. The waiter served me a generous helping of fish and rice, topping me up with more wine. I drank it immediately, noticing he had a name badge which said Pierre. I was sure this was a French name. What on earth was going on?

         ‘Mas vino por favor,’ said Pablo to the waiter. ‘Merci.’

         The waiter smiled and nodded, not seeming remotely phased that Pablo had just thanked him in French. I remember someone once told me that only the French understand the French. I think what they had meant to say is that only the Europeans understand the Europeans, with the exception of the English.

         ‘I won’t drink anymore, Pablo. I’m a terrible lightweight. You know, une petite femme. Little old me!’

         I rested my palm against my forehead in despair. This was, quite possibly, the worst thing I could have done. The waiter looked alarmed.

         ‘Caliente?’ He reached for the napkin and started to fan me down. ‘Estas caliente?’

         ‘No!’ I said, urging him to stop. ‘God, no! I’m not hot, I’m fine! I was referring to the wine!’

         I pointed furiously to the glass, shaking my head at the same time, but it was futile. I just looked like I was doing the jive.

         Pablo leaned his arm across the table to check my temperature. I tried to stop him, but it only served to fuel the confusion. A look of concern spread across his face as he touched my forehead.

         ‘Oh merde. Tu es muy caliente, cariño.’

         He began caressing my cheek with deep loving concern, like a devoted husband watching his wife wilt away on her death bed.

         ‘You have fever. Ice, por favor!’ Pablo shouted over to Pierre, who was taking the order of a couple that had walked in shortly after us. ‘Cariño need ice!’

         ‘Si, si, señor!’ Pierre shuffled inside to the kitchen like an alarmed penguin.

         ‘I’m fine, Pablo. I don’t need ice, I just feel a bit tipsy. You know, dizzy.’

         I spun my head in circular motions, which was a grave error. From Pablo’s perspective, it probably looked like I was having a seizure.

         ‘My god! El hospital! I drive!’

         He stood up urgently and reached for his keys in the pocket of his shorts.

         ‘No, Pablo! It’s not necessary for a hospital, really, I just-’

         ‘Madam!’ shrieked Pierre. He was running over to our table, carrying an unnecessarily large bucket of ice over his head. ‘Ice! I bring ice!’

         He had brought another waiter with him, who was carrying a green first aid kit and a large stack of white towels. He had a thick, dark moustache and was incredibly podgy. They looked as if they were about to pin me down on the table and resuscitate me, right next to the paella. There was no time to waste. I had get out of here. Now.

         I grabbed my bag hurriedly, preparing to leave the restaurant as quickly as I could. Pablo tried to stop me but I shoved him out of the way. I walked straight into Pierre, who lost balance and dropped the ice bucket all over the floor. I tried to push through, elbowing the podgy waiter out of the way, but it was hopeless. I slid on the ice, face planted the floor and lost consciousness.

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 2 – Max

            
        Six months later
      

            
        University of Leeds, 2015
      

         

         I placed the cake proudly onto the table and removed the foil.

         I stood there for a moment, looking at it. A triple tier vegan carrot cake, with cream cheese frosting sandwiched between each layer. There are vegan versions for everything nowadays, but it had taken me a while to find a recipe for cream cheese frosting. I had to use coconut cream from an overpriced health store and soak up raw cashew nuts. The process had been costly, fiddly and meticulous, but it didn’t matter. Doing nice things for Max never felt like a chore. Besides, I was pleased with how the cake had turned out. It had taken me almost four hours.

         ‘You shouldn’t have gone to all this trouble, Verity.’

         I grinned. Max’s tone was modest, but I knew he was secretly delighted.

         ‘I know it was last week, but I’m still going to sing you Happy Birthday. Don’t hate me for it.’ I retrieved the number ‘2’ candle that had sunk into the icing and propped it back up next to the ‘0’, sparking my lighter. I’d had to awkwardly ask the sales assistant to go to the stock room and hunt around for a number ‘0’ candle. It had taken me so long to find it, that at one point I thought it might be better to just pretend Max was still nineteen. We had partially agreed to write this year off anyway, given that his grades had been spectacularly atrocious and he was considering dropping out of uni. The feedback on Max’s assignments was always the same. According to his tutor, Max writes too much like he speaks: colloquial, superfluous and American. He references arrogantly (barely ever), incorrectly (never adhering to the guidelines) and assumes his ideas are ground-breaking rather than a ‘waffling regurgitation’ of existing ones.

         ‘Please don’t sing, Verity,’ he cringed. ‘Birthdays are excruciating enough. Add a song to commemorate the day and it’s pure torture.’

         ‘But there’s no audience,’ I giggled. ‘It’s just me singing.’ 

         ‘Exactly. That’s worse.’

         Ignoring him, I lit both candles and walked over to the kitchen wall to dim the lights. Max winced his eyes the entire time I sung, like someone afraid of needles being forced to have an injection. It made me laugh.

         ‘Quick, make a wish!’

         He blew out the candles in one go and stared at the cake without a word.

         ‘What did you wish for?’

         ‘If I tell you then it won’t come true.’

         He took a giant spoonful of the cake and shoved it inelegantly into his mouth, still managing to look gorgeous. I wondered how I had gone an entire summer of working with him in Madrid without noticing it.

         Max wasn’t exactly what you’d call classically good looking. His nose was big and ever so slightly crooked. His two front teeth sat a little too far apart, and there was the odd scar on his skin from his teenage years of acne. Still, his imperfections, combined with his dark hair and height somehow meshed together to form an unassumingly attractive guy. At least I thought so.

         Since we had started our final year together, the two of us were inseparable. We did everything together; cooked, snuggled, watched films, brushed our teeth, shared a bed and told secrets. My favourite thing of all that Max and I did was to wait for each other after lectures like parents picking up their kids from school, greeting one another with that same excitability and love.

         We’d go raving, just the two of us, dance together until five in the morning and go and lie in a deserted park, watching morning devour the night. It never crossed my mind that it was unsafe. With Max, I felt everything but.

         Last week was the first time we had shared a bed, falling asleep together after watching some indie Spanish film about a Syrian refugee. Max had said it would be useful to both our theses, but it was utterly pointless. In the morning, I had woken up to find his arms wrapped tightly around me. His embrace had felt so safe, so right. It was, in my eyes, a friendship that was blossoming into something more, which is how all the best kinds of relationships start.

         ‘How does the cake taste, Maxy?’

         ‘Delicious,’ he smiled, wiping frosting from his mouth. ‘You didn’t need to do all this, really…’ 

         ‘I’m just happy you like it,’ I squealed, wrapping my arms around his neck. He sat there, still in my clasp.

         ‘I was so worried the mini carrots wouldn’t come in time, you know. Thank god they did.’ This part had taken even longer than the icing. I had found the carrot decorations on Etsy, and placed them all neatly round the rim of the cake, ensuring an equal 3 mm distance between each one. I had even used a tape measure to check. Max’s brain worked in symmetry. Noticing an uneven distance between each carrot was pedantic, but he wouldn’t have missed it. He stood up to give me a hug.

         ‘You truly are the best friend ever. Which reminds me actually – there was something I wanted to talk to you about.’

         My heart jumped. This was it. The moment of truth. He was going to tell me he loved me.

         ‘Hold that thought, please.’

         I rushed upstairs to my bathroom. If Max was going to confess his feelings to me – which he was, I was absolutely sure of it – then I needed to look the part. I had made an effort this evening; worn my trusty sexy top on purpose, exposing the perfect amount of cleavage, with my favourite pair of jeans that made my bum look good. It was Max who had told me that. He came with me to buy them, waiting patiently on the chair outside the fitting rooms to review all of my outfit choices.

         ‘He’s a nice boyfriend, isn’t he?’ said the sales assistant. ‘I wish mine was as enthusiastic as yours.’

         I didn’t correct her by saying that Max and I were just friends. If all went to plan this evening, I wouldn’t need to correct anyone ever again.

         I slung back some mouthwash and gurgled it in the back in my throat, just in case we ended up kissing. We had done it once already, drunkenly in a nightclub last weekend. Max didn’t mention anything of it the next day, and I had been too nervous to attempt it again since. I reapplied deodorant furiously under my armpits and misted myself with more perfume, brushing the ends of my hair. I had even shaved. You know. Just in case.

         Max’s head was buried in his hands when I arrived back to the kitchen. They were trembling. I could tell he was nervous.

         ‘What is it, Max?’ I pulled up a chair to sit next to him, pushing the carrot cake aside. The candle ‘2’ had plopped back down into the icing, but I didn’t bother to retrieve it this time. ‘Whatever it is, you can tell me.’

         He paused. ‘I’ve never met anyone like you, Vee. You make me feel like I can be anyone.’ 

         ‘I feel the same.’

         ‘I love how close we’ve become since Madrid. I feel like I can tell you anything; now more than ever.’

         He was choking up as he said it. This was all unfolding like a beautiful firework display. Max had never opened up to me like this before. In fact, no guy had. This display of vulnerability was what I had always wanted – and now I was about to have it all, with my best friend.

         ‘That’s exactly how I always want you to feel, Max.’

         He hesitated, looking up at me. His eyes were puffy and red, his nose swollen. He had been crying whilst I was in the bathroom. This was obviously a hard thing for him to admit. ‘Verity, I think – – wait, what am I saying? I don’t think, I know, that-’

         ‘I love you too, Max.’

         Neither of us said anything for a second.

         ‘Phew,’ I laughed, sighing with relief. ‘It feels good to finally say it out loud. I’ve known for ages, but I think it was last week during that shitty film that really cemented it, you know? I watched you for a bit when you were still asleep, and thought, wow, how wonderful it is that we’ve found each other, and how crazy that we’ve been friends for so long and missed it the entire time. It was there all along, right under the tips of our noses! Yes, I know that’s the premise of a cheesy cliché, and you hate cheesy clichés, but look at us, Maxy! We’ve fulfilled it.’

         Max turned away and stared down at the floor, avoiding eye contact. Typical, I thought. He’s never been good at talking about his feelings. I think it has something to do with the fact he was bullied in primary school. I grabbed his face and leaned into him, closing my eyes, preparing for a movie like kiss. I felt the weight of his hands against my shoulders as he edged me back.

         ‘Verity…’

         ‘What is it?’ I said, opening my eyes. ‘Do I have something in my teeth?’ ‘No, it’s just that…’

         ‘What?’

         ‘I’m gay, Verity.’

      

   


   
      
         
            Chapter 3 – Joe

            One year later

            Perth, Western Australia

         

         Visiting Naomi in Australia was the biggest adventure I had embarked on since leaving Pipford Hall.

         Pipford was a strange place. A quintessentially English boarding school in the middle of nowhere, with a refusal to shackle it’s hundred-year values on women’s education in the name of ‘moving with the times.’ From punishment skirts for girls who stood on the grass to lamb hotpot smothered in semi-dissolved gravy granules and dishwater; it upheld a set of traditions which hadn’t changed since the school was founded after the Second World War. When I chose to go to Leeds over Oxbridge, it was almost as scandalous as when Britney and Madonna had French kissed at the 2003 VMAs.

         ‘Are you sure you want to venture up north, Verity?’ asked Miss Fielding, my English teacher.

         ‘People are different up there, you know. Not like us.’

         ‘That’s exactly why I want to go, Miss.’

         ‘I’m just not sure it’s the right place for you,’ she sighed. ‘I’ve had a look at their English course, and I wasn’t very impressed. The lives of the Brontës are missed out entirely, and they fail to include Jane Eyre in their module on Literary Heroines…’

         ‘Leeds is far away, Miss,’ I said, cutting her off. ‘It’s less about the course and more about me having a fresh start.’

         She looked offended. It was as if I had just told her that the hideous shade of green she wore in every item of clothing was neither flattering nor her colour, and made her look rather like a stuffed vine leaf.

         ‘A fresh start from what, exactly?’ She let out a long, exasperated sigh. ‘You’re my brightest pupil, Verity. I’m fond of you, and have strong hopes for your future. You’d be better off choosing somewhere that will attract people of your kind. Academics who can nurture your abilities, and pupils from other schools, just like you.’

         I caught a glimpse of her beige socks and tried to contain my laughter. She was now in fact a vine leaf stuffed with grains of brown rice.

         ‘What about UCL?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘Bristol? They have a whole module on the literary greats of the 1920s. You like that!’

         ‘No, Miss.’

         ‘Exeter? Holly reads English there.’

         Holly was last year’s Head Girl, whose great grandmother was the founder of Pipford. I remembered photos I’d seen of her on Facebook last year at Freshers’ Week. She was huddled together with a group of middle-class girls in Ralph Lauren polo shirts of varying pastel colours. Each bore a frightening resemblance to the other with their aristocratic features; broad shoulders, straight noses and large horse-like teeth. Holly always pushed to the front of the pudding queue whenever it was spotted dick and custard. I shuddered at the thought of her.

         ‘Definitely not Exeter, Miss.’

         Miss Fielding puffed her flushed cheeks out and rolled her eyes. I edged back in my chair, sensing a stuffed vine leaf explosion was about to erupt. Grains of rice would scatter all over her office like hail.

         ‘I just think you need somewhere better equipped at preparing a woman for the real world than Leeds.’

         She had started as a pupil at the school and continued as a teacher for thirty-five years. I wasn’t sure she knew what the ‘real world’ was.

         ‘The universities you listed are breeding grounds for Oxbridge rejects, Miss. The thought of spending three years at one of them with pupils from boarding schools whose families do pheasant shooting every Boxing Day makes me want to cry.’

         ‘Once again, you’re being melodramatic. This is all very typical of you.’

         ‘I’m serious, Miss. When those students graduate, they don’t get real jobs. They trade in Barbour jackets for harem pants and go soul searching in Thailand. Surely that’s not the future you want for me?’

         She raised her eyebrows. I think I had left her speechless.

         ‘Let’s just hope that the English admissions department at Leeds favours sarcastic pupils with overly vivid imaginations, Verity.’

         
             

         

         I arrived at Leeds thinking everyone would love me. I thought I would find my soulmates, my peers, my people. I would be the quirky girl from boarding school who everyone is thrilled to discover is normal, funny and ‘just like them.’ I couldn’t have been more wrong.

         I wanted to make friends – to learn, share and explore ideas – to release the shackles of my boarding school bubble and rebuild myself anew. Unfortunately, everything I thought would make me likeable just made me irritating. People in my halls were from humble, working-class northern backgrounds. They were politically active, advocated for the Labour Party and campaigned against austerity. I tried to get on board with their ideas, but I was disliked instantly. I vividly remember one girl named Mel. She told me that I tried too hard to hide my privilege, and that I would be more likeable if I just admitted that I was pro-Brexit rather than lied about it. She said I only sucked the dick of ‘pompous, privileged Etonian knobs’ who wore boat shoes and chinos. I cried for hours in my room. My background seemed to determine who I was before I had even figured that out for myself.

         My friendship with Max was my saving grace, and without him, I would probably have dropped out. It didn’t take me long to realise that Max was like home. He fills people up with a warm high and a sense of trust, even if they’ve only spoken to him for five minutes. It is a drug I call MDMA; the Max Dunn-Morgan Affect. I don’t know how he does it, but he does, without thinking. Everyone always felt better having spent five minutes with him, including me – the boarding school brat that everyone hated.

         ‘Don’t worry, Verity,’ he said, resting his hand on my shoulder. ‘You can be my friend.’

         Max was from Dubai, and had selected Leeds for the exact same reasons as I had. He too was trying to break out of some sort of bubble, and experience the big wide world for himself. Together, we became each other’s three-year survival kit.

         Of course, there had been ‘Dazzling Derek’ in final year. That was the nickname Max and I had given him, for his heartthrob boyband looks and short starring role in my life. He was heartbreakingly gorgeous. Tall, with sandy hair, deep brown eyes and a unique sense of style. Derek was from an elite group of third year guys who studied economics and brought their clothes from charity shops. I thought it was a joke when he had walked over to me in the library. He said he was nervous to ask, but would I go for a drink with him. I played it cool on purpose but couldn’t keep it up for long. I succumbed to a drink with him and got sucked into a whirlwind.

         ‘I can’t wait to have sex with you,’ he’d said to me on our third date. ‘Just you wait. It’s going to be amazing.’

         Derek was, since birth, an overachiever. It was as if doing well at life and looking good whilst doing it was written in his DNA. Sex, therefore, would be something he wouldn’t even need to try at – he’d be naturally extraordinary, just like he was at everything else, because he was Dazzling Derek. He thought sex would be as easy as learning the piano, getting an A* in his Mandarin exam and passing his driving test without a single minor. He would dive straight in, as if the mere touch of his penis was enough to make a woman orgasm.

         The reality was that Derek and I could never find our flow. I could never get aroused because Derek went limp, and Derek went limp because I could never get aroused. Neither of us knew whose fault it was, so we played the blame game.

         ‘I don’t get it,’ he laughed nervously, panting on top of me. ‘Are you sure you don’t have some sort of problem?’

         ‘Why am I the one with the problem? You’re the one that keeps losing your boner.’

         He’d sigh, giving up. ‘I’ve got a lot going on at the moment. It’s the pressure from my parents, the stress of my dissertation…’

         I usually spent the rest of the evening helping Derek with his ‘chest pains,’ which he later discovered were panic attacks. He was drinking Red Bull for breakfast, lunch and dinner for an extra burst of energy, which was wreaking havoc with his nervous system. I tried to help him wean off the drinks, but it just made everything worse. Having a girlfriend was distracting, Derek said, and he had to focus on finding a summer internship in a bank. We broke up a week later.

         Max supported the Australia trip wholeheartedly after I called him and his boyfriend, Tom, that evening. I informed them that I had booked a one-way ticket and would be leaving next week.

         ‘You should get a working visa and do a year out there.’

         ‘But there’s this job, Max. You know, the one at Stanley Solutions. I promised my parents I’d be back in time to start it next month.’

         ‘The one with the hot interviewer?’ chipped in Tom.

         ‘Not hot, Tom. Arrogant. With an ego that inflates to the size of a giant parachute whenever he speaks.’

         ‘Forget the job, Verity,’ said Max, with his soothing, gentle wisdom. ‘This is about your future! Play it by ear and see what happens. Naomi can help you figure everything out along the way.’ I had somehow convinced my dad to get on board with the idea and give me a lift to the airport, on the condition that I was back in time to start the new job. (Which, of course, I wouldn’t be, but he felt it necessary since my mother was best friends with the wife of the CEO.)

         ‘Are you sure you’ve got everything?’ he asked, going through his ‘fool proof’ travel checklist.

         ‘Passport? Phone? Earplugs?’

         ‘Yes,’ I sighed, rolling my eyes like an embarrassed teenager. ‘As if I’d forget those things.’

         ‘Well, last time you ended up in a hospital with a brain concussion, so I have to be sure,’ he smiled. ‘Remember this is a holiday, not a lifelong trip. You promised your mother and I that you’d be back in time to start at Stanley’s next month. I sincerely hope you meant that.’

         ‘I did,’ I lied. ‘Just trust me, Dad. This is the last hurrah before I venture out into the big wide world of adulthood.’

         He laughed, pulling me in close to his chest. ‘I love you, sweetheart.’

         ‘Love you too, Dad.’

         * * *

         I spent the entire plane journey lusting over my new life in Australia. I watched it like a film, starring the new Verity as the leading actress. I imagined the people she’d meet, the places she’d go; the bars she’d walk into, the clothes she’d wear, the tattoo she’d get. The love she’d find.

         Twenty-one hours later, I was jetlagged and confused in a foreign airport, but happily enclosed in the familiar embrace of my best friend.

         ‘It’s so good to see you,’ said Naomi, squeezing me. ‘I’ve missed you so much.’

         I breathed her in, realising she hadn’t changed her perfume since we were fifteen.

         ‘Let’s go. I’ve got PG tips at my place.’

         My eyes filled with tears. Even after all these years, she hadn’t changed a bit. The most Taurusey of Tauruses. Loyal, devoted, and the sister I never had who knew me inside and out. ‘No crying Vee! We’re going to have the best time ever.’

         Five days in, and we already were. I was resolute that I wasn’t leaving Australia. In fact, I had drafted an email on my phone to send to Stanley’s, informing them that I would be nourishing my soul with travel and experience as opposed to selling it to the depressing reality of the corporate world. Worded in more professional terms, of course.

         Perth was everything I dreamt it would be and more. A large, suburban city on the west coast of Australia that infused beautiful open parks with skyscraper buildings and sandy beaches. Everything was fresh. The food, the people, the air. It was a warm, colourful, cosmopolitan paradise, where everyone says ‘hey’ at the end of every sentence and eats avocado on toast with pomegranate seeds on top. After a few long days of sunbathing, eating, and going out to bars with Naomi, I was convinced that I had found my spiritual home.

         ‘I love it here,’ I said, taking an enthusiastic bite of a ‘cronut’ at a nearby café outside Naomi’s flat. ‘I mean, a croissant and a donut in one? It’s genius. Everything here is better than I imagined. Everyone is so…’

         ‘Happy?’

         ‘Yes! Happy. Everything and everyone just glows.’

         ‘It’s awesome, hey,’ she smiled. Naomi had lived out here for two years on a partnership visa with her boyfriend, Ryan, who reminded me of a real-life cast member from Neighbours. He was an indigenous Aussie, who used expressions like ‘barbie’ for barbeque and ‘doll’ for babe. ‘I’m staying out here forever,’ laughed Naomi. ‘As far away from my parents as I can possibly get.’

         ‘What if it doesn’t work out with Ryan?’

         ‘Then I’ll get a new boyfriend. Easy.’

         I edged forward to her. ‘What do I need to do to stay? I’m worried I’m gonna run out of money.’

         ‘Can’t you ask your dad?’

         ‘Not this time. I’m serious about making it my own way.’

         She paused. ‘Staying here is really what you wanna do?’

         ‘Come on, Naomi. People from where we’re from don’t end up in places like this. Look at how far you’ve come,’ I continued. ‘I mean, you totally wasted your education, but now you’re halfway round the world with a place that serves croissants and donuts as one single pastry item on your doorstep.’

         She laughed. ‘I just know you have that grad job lined up, that’s all.’

         ‘A job I got because my mum is best friends with the wife of the CEO,’ I sighed. ‘I want to explore opportunities out here, with you. Imagine us living together again, somewhere other than boarding school. It’d be like Monica and Rachel in Friends.’

         ‘It would be pretty cool,’ she grinned. ‘If you want, I can arrange for you to chat to Joe.’

         ‘Who’s Joe?’

         ‘Ryan’s friend. I call him the guru of Australia! He knows everything about this kind of stuff – visas, doing the move, the lot. He got his permanent residency last year.’

         ‘Perfect!’

         ‘I’ll text Ryan now and arrange for us all to go to The Lucky Shag later this week.’

         She saw me frown. ‘A pub, Vee, not an orgy. Joe might be able to give you some advice on jobs and stuff.’

         I smiled to myself. This was it – the magical, life changing transformative stuff. The glimmer of good things to come.

         Hope.

         * * *

         ‘Crystals changed my life, and I’ve started fermenting vegetables.’

         This was the first thing Joe said to me after I asked him to tell me something interesting about himself. He smiled as he spoke, watching me stare at the amethyst hanging on a piece of black string against his chest, which had definitely been waxed. I was sure of it.

         Joe liked the interest I was taking in his necklace, as well as watching my brain attempt to decipher the link between rose quartz and fermented cucumbers. He was wearing flip flops, shorts and a white vest, which clung tightly to his small but muscular frame. An array of crystal bracelets and bands were loosely arranged on his forearm in sage, blue and pink. He looked as if he were about to host a yoga retreat and start handing out wheatgrass shots.

         ‘I’m spiritual, you see.’

         He elongated his sentences when he spoke, which was a deliberate attempt at masking his East-Anglian roots with a wannabe Aussie accent. I looked at him, wondering if he were a sort of crystal cult leader.

         ‘I move through each day as if I’m travelling through honey, meandering through the lake of life in a seamless state of ease.’

         ‘How did you become so enlightened?’

         He shrugged. ‘Books. Yoga retreats. Crystals. I cleanse them every day in saltwater to eliminate toxic energy and channel good vibes only.’

         He held out his arm, revealing a small tattoo of the phrase etched on the back of his wrist in italic ink.

         I stared at it carefully. ‘Did you study the Romantics, by any chance?’

         ‘No. Why?’

         ‘You just quoted Wordsworth, that’s all. Was wondering if you knew his work.’ He didn’t invite me to explain further, but I went ahead anyway.

         ‘Wordsworth saw nature as God. He used to go and sit in forests and fields and lakes and see something of the spiritual in his landscape. Guess it boils down to nature being this unfixed, constant thing, and finding a sort of peace within that. As hectic as our lives get, trees will never stop being trees.’

         Joe looked at me for a second, as if to check whether I was being serious, before throwing his head back and exploding into a fit of laughter.

         ‘Where did you get this girl from, Naomi? Sounds as if she’s walked straight out of an Austen novel.’

         ‘Sorry,’ I blushed, looking at the floor. ‘I know I’m a geek.’

         ‘You’re fucking funny. Do you dye your hair?’

         ‘No.’

         ‘So it’s naturally that colour?’

         ‘Yep.’

         He fiddled with a strand of it, pulling slightly. ‘It looks like a caramelised chestnut.’

         ‘Shut up Joe,’ said Naomi, hitting his arm. ‘You’re freaking her out. I invited you along because Verity wants to explore the option of moving here. I thought you could give her some advice about jobs and stuff.’

         Joe cast his eyes back over me. ‘Jobs and stuff, huh? What sort of thing were you looking to do? Waitressing, like Naomi?’

         ‘Actually, I was hoping to explore the publishing world.’

         ‘The publishing world?’ Joe smirked.

         ‘I think it’d be perfect for me,’ I said, with as much conviction as one could without really knowing what the publishing world entailed. I hadn’t researched it properly, but I had an English degree, and I liked the idea of it. ‘I’m open, of course. Journalism would also be great, or perhaps writing for a local newspaper. Australia’s equivalent of the Times!’

         He didn’t say anything, which intensified my nerves. I began to overexplain.

         ‘I have a copy of my CV at Naomi’s place. It details all of my experience. Come to think of it, I should have just brought it along with me tonight.’

         Joe was looking at me as if to say, who the fuck brings their CV to a double date? I looked to the floor, wondering the same thing. He broke into another fit of laughter. A deep, belly laugh this time.

         ‘Jesus. You’re fucking priceless.’

         I felt like a comedian, who hadn’t said anything funny other than present themselves on stage. I sensed Joe taking pity on me as the bar’s evening entertainment, which was both unfunny and disappointing.

         ‘It doesn’t really work like that here, Verity,’ chipped in Naomi. ‘You can’t just rock up to Australia and be a journalist. If you want to gain residency, then you need to find a job on the occupational skills list. Otherwise, you have to do farm work for a year.’

         ‘Farm work?’ I gasped. ‘You mean, like, milk cows and stuff?’

         ‘Don’t stress, Vee,’ laughed Ryan. ‘It’s fun. You meet people.’

         ‘It’s the only way to stay out here permanently,’ said Joe. ‘That, or a partnership visa, like Naomi’s doing.’ He paused for a second, looking at me, then at his watch. ‘I should get going. I’m late for hot yoga.’

         I giggled, remembering the time Max and I had tried it. We’d lasted two rounds of ‘cat’ and ‘cow’ positions, which had resulted in him mimicking Miley Cyrus twerking at the 2013 VMAs. I missed him suddenly, playing back the memory of his distinctive cackle.

         ‘What’s funny?’

         ‘Nothing,’ I blushed. ‘I’m just terrible at yoga. I tried it once but couldn’t take it seriously.’ Joe’s eyebrows frowned. He looked offended.

         ‘Sorry,’ I said, quickly. ‘That was an ignorant comment.’

         ‘Listen,’ he said, cutting me off. ‘Why don’t we do brunch tomorrow and discuss the Australia residency thing some more? I can talk you through the process properly.’

         ‘Brunch?’ I asked, gobsmacked that he wanted to see me again. ‘Sure, if you want.’

         ‘Not if I want. I’m here to help you.’

         Naomi and Ryan went silent, staring at the floor. I suddenly felt like their embarrassing child who they couldn’t take anywhere in case they said something wildly inappropriate. Maybe they were thinking about getting me a special t-shirt to warn people of my socially awkward behaviour when we went out in public.

         ‘I’ll swing by your place tomorrow around noon.’

         Joe lingered at the bar door for a brief moment, holding it ajar.

         ‘Oh, and Verity?’

         ‘Yes?’

         ‘Make sure you bring your CV.’

         * * *

         When we got back later that evening, Naomi broke into a series of questions on the topic of Joe. She was querying me like a persistent news reporter, even though she had been at the bar the entire time. It was typical of her to interrogate me like this. She always became hyperactive and excitable whenever someone new with a penis entered the scene, even if it was just a semi-attractive DPD driver dropping off an ASOS parcel at the front door.

         ‘Do you fancy him?’ she asked, her mouth full with a toothbrush.

         ‘No,’ I snapped, pushing her shoulder, reaching for a makeup wipe. ‘Of course not.’

         ‘I think you do,’ she jested.

         ‘I do not, Naomi. Really, I hadn’t thought about him like that.’

         ‘I think he’s sexy.’

         I paused. ‘Do you?’

         ‘Yeah,’ she said, spitting out toothpaste into the sink. ‘He looks like a young Kurt Cobain.’

         ‘Does he?’

         ‘You can’t deny that he’s got a lil’ summin summin,’ she said, wiping her mouth with a towel. ‘A mystical je ne sais quoi.’

         A mystical je ne sais quoi. The comment stuck with me, as I snuggled into bed next to her that night. Despite my best efforts, I lay there, awake, unable to stop myself thinking about what brunch with Joe would be like.

         * * *

         ‘Where is he?’

         I looked out of Naomi’s window and restlessly tapped my fingers against the ledge. I hadn’t slept well, and had been waiting for Joe to pick me up for twenty-five minutes. He had messaged Naomi earlier this morning asking for my number, which meant that I absolutely could not text him. Naomi assured me it was better this way round.

         ‘Is it a date, Vee?’

         ‘I don’t know,’ I said, walking over to fix my hair in the mirror again. ‘Is it?’

         ‘Not sure. That CV comment was weird, though, wasn’t it?’ she lay on the sofa, with a towel around her head. ‘Wonder what he meant by that.’

         ‘Well, he’s just being professional, isn’t he?’ I said. ‘He obviously takes me seriously as a woman, which is nice. Joe is clearly very mature.’

         Naomi paused, looking at my reflection. ‘What would you rate him out of ten?’

         ‘Shut up, Naomi,’ I snapped, feeling my cheeks burn. ‘You asked me that last night. I told you that I can’t rate someone I don’t know.’

         ‘You don’t know Jake Gyllenhaal and you rated him ten out of ten.’

         ‘Yes, well, celebrities don’t count. What’s with all these questions?’

         She paused for a moment. ‘I just want you to be careful, that’s all. Joe is kind of… odd.’

         ‘You were the one who recommended that I meet him! You said he could help me! Last night, you were encouraging me to-’

         ‘I know, I know. He’s just so deep into his crystals and stuff. He did a spiritual fast last year and didn’t eat for four days.’

         ‘Naomi, please. I’m going for coffee, not joining a cult.’

         ‘I really love you. You know that, don’t you?’

         ‘Jesus, stop! I’m not going to get hurt. I’m going to get help. So we can do this Australia thing together, properly.’

         We were interrupted by someone beeping their car horn loudly. We both looked at each other, startled, telepathically knowing it was Joe. Naomi rushed over in her dressing gown, peeping through her shutters.

         ‘Fuck! It’s him. Quick,’ she threw me my sandals, acting as if we were thieves raiding a house and the home owners had just parked up outside.

         ‘Ok,’ I said, rummaging through my suitcase for my purse.

         I unzipped it, staring at the polaroid photo of Max and I at a gig last year. I always carried it with me. It made me feel safe.

         I felt guilty. I had hardly touched base with him since I’d arrived in Australia. We were overdue a catch up.

         ‘Hurry up, Vee!’

         I quickly misted on some perfume, grabbed my bag and hurried out the door.

         ‘See you later. Love you.’

         * * *

         Joe was sitting in his car at the front of Naomi’s apartment complex. His eyes were closed, even when I tapped the window.

         ‘Sorry babe,’ he yawned, opening them. ‘I was meditating.’

         ‘Meditating?’

         ‘One hundred days of daily gratitude, innit.’

         He scratched his head – his lateness unmentioned. ‘Shit,’ he said, looking down at his watch. ‘I’m late, aren’t I?’

         ‘Yes, but it doesn’t matter.’

         It had mattered, of course. I had waited for him for nearly half an hour. I paused, giving him an opportunity to apologise.

         ‘I must’ve got distracted by the beauty of life, babe.’

         I opened the door and sat myself comfortably in the front seat, deciding he was suitably excused as he had just said a line that sounded as if it were from a Shakespearian sonnet. I caught a waft of his smell, which was a pleasant concoction of sage, sweat and fresh laundry. His face brushed close to mine.

         ‘You look nice.’

         ‘Thanks,’ I twitched, tucking my hair behind my ears. ‘I brought my CV, by the way. It’s in my bag – in a clear plastic wallet.’

         A clear plastic wallet? Oh, god. The only thing worse than announcing you wish you’d brought your CV with you during a double date is actually bringing it with you to the second one.

         ‘You did?’

         ‘You told me to.’

         His eyes glinted. ‘What about if I told you to eat an entire cake in one sitting? Would you do that?’

         ‘What…?’

         ‘Or jump out of a plane, backwards, blindfolded…’

         Joe watched me squirm. I could tell he was delighting in my discomfort. My heart started to beat fast.

         ‘I’m joking, Verity. I don’t need your fucking CV. I just wanted to see if you would actually bring it.’

         ‘But why?’

         ‘Dunno.’ He shrugged. ‘Funny, I guess.’

         I looked away from Joe and out the window, staring at the sky. Australia suddenly felt vast, oppressive and humiliating. I wanted to run back home. Not inside to Naomi, but to my family home. Back to feeling loved and safe and understood.

         ‘You’re not crying, are you?’

         ‘No,’ I sniffed. ‘It’s just… homesickness.’ I felt even more pathetic, like a kid wishing for their mum on the first night of summer camp with the Girl Scouts. There was no way I could cry properly in front of Joe. I barely knew him, and he was supposed to be helping me.

         ‘Homesick?’ His tone was stern. ‘I thought you wanted my help to stay here.’

         ‘I do.’ I swallowed, feeling my throat thicken. ‘Let’s get going, Joe.’

         We spent the rest of the journey in an odd silence, zooming along the highway. I was sure Joe was speeding, but I didn’t say anything. I wanted to ask him questions about his day, his morning, his job, but I didn’t trust anything that came out my mouth to not be irritating or the wrong thing.

         We parked up outside a health café in the centre of town, taking a seat outside. It was gorgeously sunny, like every other day in Australia.

         Joe slouched himself on the chair, menu in hand. ‘What do you fancy? Matcha latte? Coconut water? Acai bowl?’

         ‘Acai is a berry, right?’

         Joe nodded. ‘Originates in Brazil, babe. A superfood – great for your immunity. I think you’d like it.’

         ‘Sounds delicious.’ I smiled, handing the menu back to him. He got up and wandered inside to order.

         I opened my bag and reached for my phone, deciding to message Max on WhatsApp.

         Verity: Missing you.

         He typed back instantly.

         Max: I miss you too. How is it out there?

         I thought about telling him I was in the company of a guy who was making me feel inexplicably strange, but I didn’t. He’d worry unnecessarily and message Naomi. Joe was my golden ticket to Australia, and only he could help me get the life I’d always longed for. He’s helping you, I told myself. Don’t fuck this up.

         Verity: It’s great. Currently sat at one of those health café’s about to eat my first ever acai bowl!

         Max: You basic bitch. You on a hot date?

         Verity: With Naomi. Why are you awake?

         Max: Was having sex. I think I love Tom, you know.

         I paused, watching Max type again.

         Max: He’s gone out to buy more condoms but I’m gonna tell him when he gets back.

         I briefly recalled Max’s twentieth birthday, when it had been me who had confessed my love to him. That tender feeling of an innocent love came to the surface, just as clear as it was back then. Still, I was happy for him.

         Max: You ok?

         Verity: Course! Better go. Good luck with dropping the ‘L’ bomb!

         Joe wandered back, carrying two bowls of what looked like purple soup with single pieces of banana floating on top. I had seen pictures of acai bowls on Instagram before, regularly spoken about by an influencer named @hallybondibabe. According to her, acai bowls are ‘insane’ and ‘life’ and ‘perfect workout fuel,’ and if you get one, then you will magically transform into her. When Joe placed the bowl of purple liquid down in front of me, it looked more like art than food. You could dip your paintbrush into it and splatter it on a canvas. ‘Here you go, doll. Your first ever acai bowl.’

         He plunged his spoon in and put it straight into his mouth. I copied him, instantly overblown by what tasted like black forest gateaux ice cream.

         ‘I love it!’

         ‘I’m glad,’ he smiled, stirring his bowl. ‘One of these a day and you’ll never get ill again in your life.’

         I decided that @hallybondibabe was right. I liked acai a lot.

         ‘Let’s take a look at this CV of yours, shall we?’

         ‘You really want to?’

         ‘Might be useful. Have you waitressed before?’

         ‘No,’ I said, reaching for my bag. ‘But there’s heaps of detail on there about other stuff I’ve done. I was head of debating society at Leeds, for example.’

         I realised this wasn’t a particularly sexy achievement. I placed the CV on the table. Joe picked it up, glanced over it and quickly turned the page. I suddenly had a flashback of Inflated Ego Interview Guy at Stanley’s, and shuddered, remembering that I was supposed to be starting there in two and a half weeks.

         ‘Yep,’ said Joe, handing it back to me. ‘Congratulations. You’re hired.’

         ‘Come on,’ I laughed. ‘You barely read it!’

         ‘I don’t need to. I already know that you’re smart and talented.’

         ‘Right.’ I looked down, swirling my spoon in the purple pool. ‘Look at what an idiot I’ve made of myself in front of you already.’

         ‘I think you’re cute.’

         ‘Do you?’

         ‘Yes. I mean, even the way you speak, it’s…’

         I looked up, hopeful. ‘It’s what?’

         He sighed, looking into my eyes. ‘It’s just different. I couldn’t stop thinking about the way you spoke about that Romantic guy – the one who likes trees.’

         ‘Wordsworth?’

         ‘That was it. You sounded so clever. It was hot. You’re not like other girls.’

         He edged closer to me, reaching for my hand. I felt my heart plummet and bounce.

         ‘You’re pregnant with brilliance, you know. And you don’t even know it.’

         I never really know how to receive compliments. It’s a British habit – one that we’ve all adopted, collectively. That being, you are not British unless compliments turn you into a shrivelled, spluttering wreck.

         Just then the waitress appeared. She was annoyingly enthusiastic, asking us about our acai bowls and whether we wanted to try a complimentary slice of gluten free banana loaf. Joe engaged in polite small talk with her, all the while ceasing to move his hand from mine. He began to stroke it, carefully with his thumb, tracing each one of my fingers until the waitress eventually disappeared back inside to get the bill. It was discreet, what he was doing – an act so small, yet simultaneously so explosive. A series of firsts, steadily erupting one after the other. The first taste of a new food. The first touch of a hand, igniting that very first hint of intimacy.

         ‘Do you want to go to the beach?’

         I looked at him briefly, noticing his small, boyish features. His freckly face and curly blonde hair; hazel eyes that were more green than they were brown. His face was somehow more attractive now than when we’d arrived at the café, all because of the way he’d touched my hand.

         I smiled at him, feeling hit by an unfamiliar wave of confidence.

         ‘I’d love to.’

         * * *

         Joe and I held hands the entire car journey with the car roof down. Every time we stopped at a traffic light, he looked at me, smiled, and did the hand-stroking-finger thing again. I watched his fingers feed through the gaps of mine like a mosaic.

         ‘Where did you get your necklace from?’

         ‘A Buddhist meditation retreat I went to in India last year. It was a gift to me from a monk in a temple.’

         Joe watched me stare at him with religious reverence. He delved into a lengthy monologue about each different kind of crystal and what its properties were, and then said something about gut bacteria, kimchi and sauerkraut. It wasn’t so much what he was saying, but more, how he said it. I couldn’t take my eyes off him.

         ‘How did you get into travelling in the first place?’

         I asked the question as if he were a self-made Richard-Branson-like magnate, who had rocketed to success from the humblest of beginnings. Of course, none of this was true about Joe. He was, as it turned out, an English backpacker from Norwich who had secured residency in Australia through working on a construction site. In my eyes, this only made Joe even more appealing. He was someone with strength of character, who had worked hard to leave his boring English hometown for adventure and excitement. He had carved the very path that I had arrived in Australia to walk on. Joe was someone to aspire to.
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