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For anyone scared to take that leap.


Give yourself a chance. 


You’re made of stardust, you know.







Dear reader,


If you’re someone who considers content warnings to be spoilers, I’d recommend ignoring this page.


This book contains content that may be troubling for some readers, including, but not limited to: alcohol consumption, cancer (side character, not resulting in death), explicit language (including blasphemy), illness of a sibling, mental health concerns, parental abandonment and sexually explicit scenes.


If you’re sensitive to any of these topics, know that there’s always going to be another book (if I have it my way, at least!) – hopefully one that you’ll be able to read and enjoy safely. Please put yourself first and do whatever you need to do.


Love,


Georgia
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repeat after me: lying to men is not a hobby

Ava

It is fundamentally against my morals to tell a man he’s funny.

For starters, he might believe it.

And if he does? He might take it upon himself to try stand-up comedy.

This is, incidentally, how I’ve found myself folded on a too-small, cracked plastic chair at a club in North London, watching a man I met on Hinge tell jokes into a microphone with the animated cadence of someone raised amidst the YouTube furore of 2013.

As always, there isn’t enough space for my legs, which means I spend most of Harry-from-Hinge’s set trying to rid myself of the pins and needles radiating from my toes to my left calf. When a violent squeak of microphone feedback jolts me to attention, I look up to find Harry attempting a final bout of crowd work, before ending his set to lukewarm applause. Once the lights have come back on, we move to the bar for after-show drinks and I push my shoulders back, steeling myself to play an exhausting game where I pretend to care about this near-stranger’s life.

Flirting, I’ve realised, is just small talk with an ulterior motive. I channel all my years of experience working in customer service – feigning enthusiasm when he mentions an obscure comedian I’ve never heard of and asking him questions that I try moderately hard to listen to the answers to.

‘You have such a unique perspective,’ I lie. He’s an ­Australian living in Clapham. He has no such thing. But he’s tall and hot (arguably the same thing) and if I go home with him tonight, at least it won’t be a long journey back to mine afterwards.

All I need from him is one night. One night to satisfy this urge, one night to stomp out the boredom without tipping the scales.

We sit there for a few moments, sipping wordlessly, the silence made even more glaring by the fact there’s vibrant chatter at every other table in the vicinity. I’m not even two drinks in by the time Harry looks across the sticky table at me, apology written all over his face.

‘Ava, I don’t feel like I’m getting much from you. You seem kind of closed off.’ His eyebrows draw together in earnest. ‘I’m just not sure there’s a spark, and I’m so sorry, but I don’t want to string you along. I think it’d be best if we called it a day.’

Damn, he took my line.

‘Well, that was a colossal waste of time,’ I say, barrelling my way into the flat I share with my best friend, careful not to leave anything on the floor that she might trip on later.

‘The show was good then?’ Josie asks, pausing her podcast and twisting her copper hair up into a claw clip. Relaxing on the sofa in feather-trimmed silk pyjamas, silicone under-eye patches resting on her face, she’s the picture of elegance.

Meanwhile, I don’t need a mirror to know my eyeliner is smudged and my fringe is stuck to my forehead, and after a Tube journey in the almost-summer heat, sweat has made its way down my back and my thighs have started to chafe under my skirt. I stomp over to my room, wading through the mess to find some semi-clean pyjamas, settling on a pair of shorts and a massive, ratty T-shirt.

‘You know,’ I raise my voice as I get changed so she can hear from the other room, ‘I think I’ve been operating under the delusion that comedians are supposed to be funny.’ When I rejoin her in the living room, I hand her a plastic tub. ‘I got you those fancy olives you like on my way home.’

‘Ava Monroe, you are the love of my life,’ she says, peeling back the plastic lid while I open my crisps. ‘Now tell me what happened.’

I bypass the sofa and sit on the rug with Josie’s giant black Lab guide dog, Rudy, whose paws twitch as he chases squirrels in his sleep after a long day leading Josie around London.

‘The man said he didn’t think we had a spark. Do we really need a spark if all I’m going to do is join him on his lumpy mattress for one night of mediocre sex and then leave his life forever?’ I grab a handful of crisps and shove a few too many in my mouth in one go. ‘I made it very clear I’m not looking for anything serious. And by that, I mean, my profile literally says, I’m not looking for anything serious.’

‘Maybe you’re just so . . . alluring,’ her mouth curls into a grin at the last word, ‘that when he saw you, he thought, “Oh my god, if I impress this woman with my side-splitting comedy, she’ll fall in love with me and we’ll have one-night stands every night until we die.”’

‘Right.’ My eyes water as a crisp pokes my windpipe, and I have to wait for it to move before I speak again. ‘Or maybe he just ignored what I said.’

‘I don’t understand how you even find these people.’

She wouldn’t, because she’s been with Alina since before we moved into this flat, and consequently never once had to dip her toe in the piranha-infested waters of London’s dating pool.



‘Dating apps are dire right now.’ I open my phone and start to lazily swipe to prove my point. ‘Always have been, come to think of it.’

‘Read me some profiles,’ she says with a wave of her hand, settling back against the arm of the sofa as she waits for me to play our usual game.

‘Right, okay. This guy rhymed “geezer” with “Bacardi Breezer”.’ I swipe left.

She shrugs. ‘A wordsmith.’

‘This one said he doesn’t like Parmesan.’ Immediate swipe left.

‘Could be lactose intolerant.’

‘This man,’ I play a voice note aloud, ‘is doing an impression of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo. And it’s not even a good impression of Shaggy from Scooby-Doo.’

He’s six-four though, so I swipe right.

Josie heaves a full-body sigh. Unfortunately, she’s one of those hopeless romantics who’s convinced there’s someone for everyone, even me.

‘Don’t you think you could be judging them too harshly?’ she asks. ‘That maybe you’re being a little too . . . pernickety?’

‘Me? Pernickety?’ I try for an indignant gasp, but it comes out as a snort.

‘We live in London. You could be living through an early noughties romcom and you’re not.’ She leans forward, loose strands of hair swinging past her face. ‘More importantly, I could be living one vicariously through you, and to put it plainly, I am not.’

‘I’m so sorry that me not wanting a relationship is ruining your fun.’

‘Dating apps have killed romance,’ she whines, and her head may as well be transparent, because I can practically see her imagination dropping me into a story where a young Hugh Grant comes into the coffee shop and immediately falls in love with me, floppy hair and boundless charm and all. ‘Where’s the courtship? Where’s the tension?’

‘You met Alina at a musical-theatre-themed bottomless brunch. What tension?’

She narrows her eyes but her mouth twitches traitorously. ‘The moment our voices mingled for the first time was fraught with it, actually.’

‘The moment you met, you were singing “On My Own” from Les Mis,’ I point out.

‘Okay, technically, yes. But this isn’t about me.’ Her phone pings with a text and she’s distracted for a second as her screen reader reads it aloud, forever too fast for me to ­understand.

Our relationship has always been like this. We were the only two girls in flat 1A in our first year of university, stuck together amidst the chaos of the boys’ endless drinking games and terrible kitchen etiquette. We’d have movie nights with Baileys hot chocolate and popcorn (she liked sweet, I liked salty, so naturally we both grew to love a mix) where we’d watch all the Twilight films in a row, reciting every line word for word. Not much has changed in our activity roster since that first term, except nowadays we live in her parents’ so-called investment property in South London, and when we watch Twilight we fancy Carlisle and Charlie more than Edward and Alice.

‘Have you ever considered meeting someone in real life? Off the apps?’

‘And have you ever considered doing stand-up? I hear they let anyone in these days.’

‘What? You could kill two birds with one stone. Get out more and meet someone new.’

It’s not like I’ve ever had a massive circle of friends, but I used to get out of the house more, at least. Since Josie’s been working long hours at the gallery recently, I’ve largely been left to my own devices. Devices that are, frankly, guided solely by my libido. Because there’s no other type of socialising that I’m in need of.

‘Ava, people do this all the time. It’s really not that weird. All you need to do is go out, do something fun,’ she lists the items on her fingers. ‘Find a hobby or whatever, and meet someone while you’re there. It’s simple.’

‘But have you met me?’

‘I believe so, yes.’

‘Okay, well, we have two issues here. First, my only hobby is listening to mid-2000s pop punk while staring wistfully out of windows.’

‘You could do something arty. See if you can get university credits for evening classes on graphic design or something.’ My stomach twists at her words but she continues, ‘Or go pottery painting. I know you’ve always wanted to try it.’

‘Pottery painting classes are exactly where I imagine the most torrid of love affairs to begin.’ No one gives a disparaging eye-roll quite like Josie, and it’s one of my favourite things about her. ‘My second issue is that if any man out there is looking for a woman with the cheer of a tombstone and the emotional intelligence of a rock, he probably has some issues of his own that he should sort out first.’

She finishes her olives and says, half fondly, half insultingly, ‘You’re not nearly as unpleasant as you think, you know.’

‘Josephine, flattery will get you nowhere.’

‘Please don’t take this the wrong way—’

‘This feels like something I’m going to take the wrong way.’

‘—but can you tell me honestly if you have other friends?’

I splutter for a moment. ‘I have you.’

‘Sure. But I said other friends.’

She waits. I offer a weak, ‘Max, then?’



‘You shared a womb with him twenty-six years ago. I don’t know if he counts.’

‘Yeah, well, let me tell you, you’re a far better co-tenant. He took most of the food, and I ended up coming out looking like a scraggy little weasel.’

‘I’m very sorry to hear that. Your wombmate and roommate aside . . . If we ever have a friend break-up, where would that leave you?’

From someone else this might be offensive, but I know it’s coming from a place of care. Josie doesn’t understand that having a routine life with a small circle of friends works for me. Though by ‘circle’, I do mean ‘line’, because she’s the only other person in it. ‘Why are you making contingency plans for the breakdown of our friendship? Are you trying to hint at something?’

‘I’m a Virgo moon, I make contingency plans for everything.’ She runs a hand along the textured pattern of a cushion before playing with the tassels at the corners. ‘What happens when I’m gone?’

‘God, we have at least a few more decades before we need to start worrying about that,’ I say, despite knowing that what she’s referring to is not her departure from this mortal coil, but the period she’ll be away from London next year while she tours with her art exhibition. ‘Josie, I’ll be fine. You know I will.’

I’m not lonely. I’m happy with the way I live my life.

Yet, every so often, my thoughts drift of their own accord and I wonder what might happen if I let myself make leaps like Josie does, like my brother does. But then I remember how much there is to lose, and the thoughts weave themselves into the ever-tightening knot in my stomach that keeps me right where I am.

‘Look, you were there for me in first year when I needed it, now I’m helping you.’ She tucks her hair behind her ears and straightens her posture. ‘We’re in this incredible city, and it’s time for you to get out there. You’ve spent too many years hiding yourself in the dark. Now’s your time to learn to glow again.’

‘Was that a quote from a Disney Channel Original Movie?’

She ignores me. ‘I’m just saying, I am one of the lucky few to know the real you.’ I find myself grimacing at her sincerity as she goes on, ‘You should do it. Really make an effort to put yourself out there, meet new people. It doesn’t have to be a man. Just a friend. I don’t want you to be by yourself, and – wait.’ Her expression turns gleeful, and I dread learning what she’s about to say. ‘You owe me. For the flat. You promised me when you moved in that in return for my parents charging you what I can only assume is London’s lowest rent, you would do something of my choosing. Well, this is it. This is what I’m choosing.’

Shit. I’d forgotten I’d said that. I drag myself up from the floor to sit on the sofa, pulling my knees up and tugging my shirt over them. ‘That’s low, Joey.’

‘Don’t call me Joey.’

‘I’ll call you Joey if you blackmail me.’

‘Is the blackmail working?’ Her green eyes glitter in mischief. Josie may be tiny, but everything about her is mighty. It’s like every personality trait is concentrated into this barely-five-foot package.

‘Of course it’s working, that’s why I’m annoyed.’ If I agree, she might get off my back, so I clear my throat and tell her what she wants to hear. ‘I’ll do my best to put myself out there.’

She nods, though I’m not sure she believes me. Her phone buzzes, a reminder of the time, and she says, ‘I need to go to bed. But I’m glad you left the house for the comedy show at least, even if it was distinctly lacking in comedy.’



‘To be fair, the woman who went before my date was hilarious.’

Josie stands, brushing non-existent crumbs from her pyjamas. ‘Maybe you should’ve gone home with her instead.’

She sweeps over to her bedroom, Rudy devotedly trailing behind. Sometimes I think back to both of us huddled together in her uni room, and I realise I can’t imagine her in such a small space now, with no one else around to see her shine.

But I’m not Josie. I don’t take risks, and I certainly don’t intend to let go of the careful control I have over my life any time soon.
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latte art can be provocative, I guess?

Ava

Every day I am pushed closer to the brink by our customers.

‘I have a girlfriend,’ the man in front of me says as I push his flat white across the counter. I glance up at him in confusion, and the sliver of neck above his starched collar turns pink while he nervously shifts his weight to his other foot. I blink a few times until I catch him pointedly looking back towards the coffee now midway between both of our hands. I’d made a heart with steamed milk and the shape is just starting to shrivel as the bubbles deflate.

‘Would you like another one?’ I ask evenly, gesturing towards the drink.

‘No,’ he says, neck now an indignant shade of magenta. ‘I’m very happy with her. We’re going to get married one day.’

As he grabs the cup and storms away, a sigh rips through me. This is not the first time a man has taken my innocuous latte art as some kind of sordid proposition.

While the-one-that-got-away settles into one of the comfy armchairs in the corner, I grab a cloth to clean the surfaces. I move around the shop, wiping reclaimed wood tables and tucking chairs back into place. The problem with working the same type of job for years is that you become so efficient you almost bring about your own boredom. The work isn’t fulfilling, but I don’t need fulfilling. I don’t have to give this place a second thought after I walk through the door at the end of my shifts, and that’s a good thing.

City Roast is a surprisingly charming place for its location smack-bang in the concrete corporate catchment zone of the lawyers, accountants and wannabe finance bros of London, and usually sees the bulk of its customers just before nine. Now late morning, the shop’s scattered with laptop-laden students, parents with buggies, and our handful of retired regulars people-watching through the floor-to-ceiling windows that line the walls.

I swat a hanging vine out of my way as I head back to the counter. The plants trailing from light fixtures and shelves and sitting in heavy pots are all fake, but my manager thinks they’re real, which may or may not be because in moments of extreme boredom I water them anyway, and he’s definitely watched me do it. With no new customers coming in to interrupt my quiet time, I settle behind the counter to make myself a coffee, watching a single droplet of espresso trickle down the side of the machine.

‘Ava!’ a disembodied voice calls from the back room, knocking me out of my reverie. I catch eyes with my co-worker Mateo, who gives me a grimace in solidarity and takes my place by the coffee machine. I shuffle backwards, taking a deep breath before pushing against the door, preparing to defend myself against whatever affront to hospitality I have no doubt committed.

‘Oh, there you are. I’ve been calling your name for ages,’ my manager says, not even looking up as he peers at the shelves in confusion, a pen in one hand and a clipboard in the other.

Carl is, as always, immaculate. His salt-and-pepper hair is slicked back with enough product to strike fear into firefighters everywhere, and sun-weathered skin pulls taut across features that were probably very handsome, twenty years ago. Nowadays, he looks as if someone with limited artistic talents has tried to draw Mark Ruffalo from memory.

‘I was serving a customer.’ My smile is as false as my excuse.

His chinos are just a fraction too short, exposing the ‘fun’ socks he wears every day, and anthropomorphic hamburgers peek out around his ankles from astonishingly reflective Oxfords. It’d be nice if he put as much time into helping out around the shop as he does polishing his shoes, but such is life.

‘Your apron’s dirty,’ he accuses, finally glancing up at me.

‘Oh, is it?’ We’ve been open for two hours and my apron is already covered in milk splatters, coffee grounds have migrated under my nails, and a single almond-shaped burn on my left wrist is still glowing after it touched the steam wand earlier.

‘I’m doing the stocktake and have noticed we seem to be missing,’ he pauses and glances down at his clipboard as if to check the numbers, even though I know he already knows what’s written, ‘seven KitKat Chunkies. Do you know why that might be?’

My mind darts back to last night. I’m glad he’s technologically inept, because if he were to review yesterday’s CCTV footage from outside the front of the shop, he’d see clips of me cramming chocolate into my mouth with such gusto that a passer-by had to stop and check if I was choking.

‘No, no idea at all,’ I say innocently. His eyes narrow just slightly in a way that makes me think he doesn’t quite believe me, but he doesn’t push it. ‘Was that everything, Carl? I think we have customers.’ I push my way out of the room without waiting for a reply.

I’m crouching on the floor by the milk fridge organising bottles in order of expiry date when a group of men breezes through the door. I stifle a groan before getting up, joints creaking in that mid-twenties way. Who even comes into a coffee shop at four minutes to seven on a Friday evening?

The corporate version of the Powerpuff Girls, apparently.

‘Hi,’ the tallest one says – dark suit, high cheekbones, and perfectly proportioned features that briefly make me think of golden ratios and Fibonacci sequences. He drops his voice and appeals to me through thick eyelashes. ‘We would be obscenely grateful if you could serve us three double espressos.’

I’ve never been particularly receptive to male charm, so I force a closed-mouth smile and reply, ‘Coming right up.’

Listening to gossip is one of the few perks of working in the service industry, so as the coffee extracts, I eavesdrop. From my recon, I learn that two of them are staying late in the office to work on a project, while the other is helping out as a favour, but their discussion is peppered with tech terms I don’t fully understand. Frankly, it’s nowhere near exciting enough to justify delaying my closing. I tap the till a few times while the final coffee is finishing up.

‘Paying together or separately?’ I ask, interrupting their chat.

‘Together,’ the first man says. ‘Whose round is it? Rory, is it yours?’

‘Nope, it’s Finn’s,’ says Rory, a pale, gangly redhead with more freckles visible than skin and a mouth almost too big for his face, his collar half up and tie slightly askew. He grabs his coffee and knocks it back like it’s tequila, before widening his eyes and panting the word ‘hot’.

The third man comes to the till then – Finn, according to my unparalleled powers of deduction – taking out his phone. Chestnut curls fall over wire-framed glasses as he leans closer to the card reader to pay, and the slightest grin tugs at the corners of his mouth.



‘You know the facial recognition doesn’t require you to smile, right?’ Powerpuff Boy number one says, sending a sideways glance at Finn.

Finn pockets his phone and takes his glasses off to clean them on his shirt; a baggy olive-green number with the sleeves rolled up, more casually dressed than the other two.

‘I’m sure this isn’t in your wheelhouse,’ he retorts good-naturedly before pushing his glasses back up his nose, ‘but have you ever considered that some of us are just happy to be here?’

He has an accent I can’t quite place. It’s as if an English accent has been sanded down at the edges; vaguely ­American in its cadence, the sounds softer and lazier.

‘Sorry about this, by the way,’ he says, looking across the counter at me. A bigger smile pulls all the way up to brown eyes that are unexpectedly warm as they catch mine. He’s not much taller than me, probably just shy of six foot, so he’s perfectly at my level. ‘I realise you’ve probably already cleaned everything, but the coffee machine in our office broke and we’re working late, and Julien is a diva who categorically refuses to resort to instant coffee.’

The first man lifts his tiny mug in the air with a nod as if in a toast and says, ‘Worth it, though.’

Finn taps Julien’s mug with his own and they sip their espressos, sensibly much more slowly than Rory, who’s hovering impatiently by the door like a spaniel that knows it’s about to go on a walk.

Finn makes a guttural noise not entirely appropriate for a public setting. ‘Shit, I’ve missed good coffee.’

I’m emptying the coffee grounds for what I hope is the last time today when Rory starts talking. ‘Are you two done? I would absolutely love it if we could finish work at a decent hour. I’m desperate to be home in time to watch The Chase.’



‘Uh, I think it’s a bit late for that,’ Julien says, as he and Finn catch each other’s eye and try not to laugh.

Rory turns with a groan, shoulders slumped, forcefully pushing against the door once (it’s a pull door), twice (still a pull door), then realising his mistake and yanking it open (there you go) and stepping outside.

‘Sorry,’ Finn says again, arranging the mugs into a triangle and pushing them towards me on the counter while Julien walks towards the door. Rory’s already crossing the street, his posture despondent even from a distance. Finn rubs a hand along his lower face, drawing my attention to the dark stubble covering what I can tell is a particularly defined jawline. ‘Someone’s coming to fix our machine on Monday, so if you spot us in here at closing time again you are more than welcome to bar us.’ I raise my eyebrows. His mouth twitches like he can read my mind, and his tone is somewhere between amused and apologetic when he says, ‘Although, honestly, I can’t promise I won’t be back during actual sociable hours, because that was the best coffee I’ve had in a long, long while. And I’m not just saying that because I feel bad about stopping you from leaving on time.’

This man has been in the shop for mere minutes, and I can already tell he talks too much.

‘Finlay O’Callaghan,’ Julien calls out from the door he’s now propping open with his foot, ‘please stop flirting with this poor woman and let’s go.’

A sheepish grin spreads across Finn’s features and he mumbles, ‘I was just being friendly,’ before joining his colleague, both men calling out a loud goodbye before the slam of the door closes off the sounds of the street.
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notable skills: matchmaking and people pleasing

Finn

In a moment of impossible luck, I wake up ten seconds before my alarm. Five fifty in the morning is marked by weak sunlight filtering through the gap in my blinds, accompanied by the rumbling of Brixton’s near-constant traffic.

Humming, I head into the kitchen, keeping an eye on my phone while I prepare a protein shake and resist my daily urge to reorganise my landlord’s cupboards into a more logical layout. Because even though it absolutely would make more sense to have the mugs by the kettle and the knives by the chopping boards, I’ve been given strict instructions to keep things precisely as my landlord left them while I live here. Such is the price I’m willing to pay for a fully furnished apartment on a short-term lease.

Six o’clock comes and goes and I get ready for the day, still listening out for the call I’m expecting. I raise the blinds and open a few windows, breathing in the fresh South London air, which arguably isn’t super fresh, but it does the job.

By the time it gets to six fifteen, I type out a text. It takes me another few minutes to press send.

finn: Hey Dad, no worries if you’re busy, but are you still free for our call?



A reply comes through quicker than I expect.

dad: Something came up at work, we’ll try again another time.

He doesn’t suggest an alternative day, so I make a mental note to contact his assistant to organise it. Protein shake in hand, I brush off the quiet pangs of disappointment and head out the door, aiming to get a quick swim in before work.

I was warned that no one talks to each other in ­London. But on my walk, I say hi to the postman, promise the guy at the fruit and veg stand that I’ll be back soon – their mangoes are infinitely better than anything you could get from Tesco – and have a you-go-no-you-go moment with a sweaty middle-aged man in the doorway of the leisure centre’s changing room.

By the time I’ve dived into the water, my mind is settled. For years now, I’ve used swimming as a constant. Everywhere I’ve lived, the water wraps itself around me in a hug, the smell of chlorine so familiar it feels like a friend. There’s something to be said about the sameness of moving myself through the water – arms, legs, breathe, arms, legs, breathe.

When my muscles start to protest, I push through a few more laps and then call it a day. I’m leaving wet footprints on the floor when someone calls my name. Mia’s another regular in the pool – and the weights, and the treadmill and the boxing ring. We’ve been out a few times to the pub as friends, and a little while ago I got a hunch she might want something more than I could give. There’s not much I enjoy more than a casual flirt, but I didn’t want to inadvertently string her along, so I took matters into my own hands.



‘I just wanted to say thank you,’ she says, shifting her weight from one hip to the other. ‘For setting Matt and me up the other week.’

Pink rises to her cheeks, and I breathe a sigh of relief. ‘It’s going well?’

She drops her voice, excitement coating every word, and I lean in closer for the gossip. ‘We’ve trained together for the pentathlon a few times, and we’re going out for dinner this evening. You’re basically Cupid.’

‘I’ll clear my calendar for your wedding.’

‘Finn! It’s way too earl—’

But at the sound of the changing room door opening behind me, her eyes light up and she never finishes her sentence. I turn around and see the man in question, in all his impossibly muscular glory.

‘I’ll leave you guys to it. Have a good session,’ I say, shooting her a knowing smile and greeting Matt as I pass. Jesus, the guy makes me feel like a cheese string.

I’m still grinning to myself as I get changed. If I can’t be the one who lays down roots, at least I can watch love blossom for others.

How long can you act like a tourist when you move somewhere? It’s been months and I still feel like I’m in a movie every time I step on the Tube. Sure, in rush hour I occasionally fear for my life, and I’ve witnessed at least three people pee on the tracks at various times of day, but there’s a vibe.

As I walk along the platform, I make a plan to stop off at the coffee shop opposite the office before I start work. I’ve spent the past few months whining to Julien about the lack of decent coffee in this city, but finally my prayers have been answered in the form of City Roast’s espresso. I’ve been served by two different baristas on my three visits – a friendly Spanish man who managed to convince me to buy both a muffin and a cookie with my drink both times I’ve seen him, and a tall, beautiful woman who seems like she’d shoot actual daggers from her eyes before she’d ever give me the time of day.

By the time I get to the ticket barriers, I realise this very barista is at the gate next to me, presumably on her way to open the shop. She taps her phone twice against the reader with a scowl when it doesn’t immediately register, lips pressed into a pout. The giant headphones she’s wearing tell me – and everyone else at this station – to stay far, far away. When we exit, she heads left, taking the quickest route to work, and I make a detour that’ll kill some time before the shop opens.

I start by walking through Victoria Embankment Gardens, where the flowers are in bloom and a handful of people are sitting on the benches, taking in the low thrum of the city before it wakes up. I sit for a bit too, enjoying the sunshine, before I text Julien.

finn: You still up for tonight?

He responds almost immediately, one message after the other.

julien: Shit, I’m so sorry

julien: Can we do it another time?

julien: Promise promise promise I won’t flake again

I’m not particularly surprised by this. I’ve known Julien since we went to the same school in not one, but two countries as kids, and he’s never been great with following through on plans. But I don’t want him to feel bad, so I shake off the remnants of disappointment for the second time today and type out my reply.

finn: No worries, see you in the office

I’d intended to visit a food truck in Shoreditch with him later. Knowing that my time here has an expiry date, I’ve been trying to steadily cross items off my London bucket list so they don’t all pile up at the end of the summer. Unfortunately, I’d envisioned most of this list to be completed with Julien, but he already had his own life in London before I showed up, and I should’ve realised he wouldn’t be able to move everything around for me the second I got here.

He’s a man of many hobbies, and even more whims. We work at the same company, but most of his free time is currently spent training to become a florist at the London Flower Academy. It’s a career change that is somehow both random and incredibly on-brand.

So, for now, I’m adding items to my list whenever I come across something interesting. Occasionally I cross off an activity or location alone, but it’s just not as fun.

From the vantage point of my bench, the sights and sounds of pre-rush hour London wash over me like water in a pool, and I log them to memory, storing them neatly alongside images from all the other places I’ve lived throughout these twenty-eight nomadic years. It’s a rhythm I’ve grown used to – move somewhere, make a few loose connections, move again, start over. It’s what I do best.
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hey Siri, how can I get someone to stop talking?

Ava

‘What a beautiful day!’ a chirpy voice with far too much ­spirit for seven forty-three on a Wednesday morning says, interrupting my quiet restocking of the drinks fridge.

An unfortunate consequence of working in a coffee shop is that any time a customer walks through the door, I am overcome by a wave of potent rage. How dare they, a customer, approach me, an employee, requesting the service I am paid to provide?

The villain in question this morning is one of the three men who came into the shop late on Friday; the one with the unidentified accent.

‘Morning,’ I reply, trying in vain to summon even an iota of the energy he’s exuding. He looks infinitely more alive than I feel – bright eyes behind his glasses, mustard-yellow shirt, a singular curl dropping so perfectly across his forehead I assume he must’ve styled it to fall that way. ‘What can I get you?’ The fake smile I’ve plastered on my face probably looks more like a grimace, but it doesn’t seem to deter him.

‘Three flat whites to take away, please.’ He’s practically bouncing already. I get the impression his enthusiasm levels constantly hover somewhere around those of a golden retriever. ‘Did you have a good weekend?’



Finn. His name comes to me out of nowhere and it feels like I’ve scratched an itch.

‘It was pretty uneventful. What about you?’ I take this moment to pull three paper cups from a stack next to the coffee machine, while he replies to my question with a story I actually don’t care enough to pay attention to. Customers love using me as a small-talk scratching post and I frankly do not have the energy to reciprocate with anything more than a few well-placed ah, reallys and that sounds funs.

‘—So it makes sense I’m pretty wired already this morning,’ he finishes, intently watching me steam the milk for his drinks. He spots the various snacks on display and analyses them one by one, finally holding up a pack of vanilla wafer biscuits. ‘Have you tried these?’

‘Yeah,’ I reply. ‘But go for the hazelnut. Unless you’re allergic, in which case, uh, don’t, I guess.’

He catches my eye and grins at me like I’ve said something funny, grabbing three of the hazelnut flavour instead.

I’ve learnt from my previous mistake of presenting suggestive steamed-milk-heart lattes to men, so I pour the milk into an innocuous leaf pattern this time. I can feel his eyes on me as I twist my wrist slightly to form the shape.

He smiles at his phone’s facial recognition when he uses Apple Pay again this morning, and it’s still just as unnecessary as it was the first time.

He tentatively reads my name badge. ‘Thanks, uh, ­Monroe?’

The City Roast higher-ups decided our surnames should be on our name tags instead of our first names, because this makes us cool and trendy. Apparently it’s a great way for people to take us at face value and not judge based on our first name.

But Finn doesn’t need to know all this, so I simply say, ‘Monroe’s my surname. I’m Ava.’



‘Hi Ava Monroe. I’m Finn.’ The corners of his eyes wrinkle even when he’s not smiling and I get the feeling he’s the kind of person who’s about a millisecond away from laughing at any given moment. He sips his flat white and keeps it close to his nose to inhale the smell. ‘I’ve genuinely been dreaming of this. It reminds me of the coffee I used to get when I lived in Australia.’ With a sigh, he adds, ‘I think you’ll be seeing a lot more of me, so sorry about that, I guess.’

He leaves the counter with his drinks tray, humming ­quietly and holding the door open for another customer he crosses paths with as he exits.

Mateo and I are taking a minute to breathe and rest our vocal cords after hours of non-stop customer servicing when Carl finally remembers we exist, and his voice carries across the shop. ‘If you have time to lean, you have time to clean.’

I can’t look at him for fear of what he might see in my eyes and instead start tidying the mess on the counter. I suggest Mateo goes to the back to ‘tidy the stockroom’, because the expression on his usually-patient face could curdle milk and I think he might be about to hit something.

Then, at two fifteen, like clockwork, a woman approaches the till. Like she does every day, she drops her reusable cup on the counter with a scowl and holds her card up to the reader in anticipation, without saying a word or looking at me at all. I ring up her regular order of a black Americano and start to prepare the drink.

Something about her sends my blood boiling. Maybe it’s the fact she doesn’t say please or thank you. Maybe it’s because she always looks like she’s just smelled something rancid. Or maybe it’s her kitten heels. Whatever the reason, I stew over her behaviour almost every time I see her.



She wordlessly takes her drink and I give a pointed, ‘You’re welcome.’

She shuffles towards the sugar and napkin station, never fully lifting her feet from the ground. Without looking her way, I know she’ll take two sugar packets, head to a table by the window, pour one sugar in, and leave the second packet on the table when she leaves. I know this, because she is a creature of habit, much like most of our customers.

City Roast is where people’s routines converge. Favourite tables, Friday-afternoon treats, early-morning espressos; the tributaries of their daily habits trickle into the delta of our shop. Routines and structure and unbreakable habits where I know what to expect and when to expect it. For years, I’ve relished this consistency, but while I used to wrap the mundanity of my days around myself like a blanket, familiar and warm, I can’t help but notice that the wool’s not as soft as it once was.

I’m on the customer side of the counter organising the snacks when the front door opens. I glance behind me out of instinct and immediately regret it. It’s Finn again and his colleague from that first evening – Julien, the one with the cheekbones. After a busy day, the last thing I want is to handle Mr Chatty, but I reluctantly head back to the till.

‘Hey, Ava Monroe,’ Finn says brightly as he holds the door for his colleague. His voice carries across the shop and other customers lift their heads from their tables to look at him, but he doesn’t pay them any attention. The pair saunters towards me with the kind of insouciant confidence that only comes with being tall, attractive men.

‘I’ve decided this is my new spot,’ Finn says to Julien. They’re finally at the counter, both leaning their hips against it like its sole purpose is to support their weight. Julien quirks one corner of his mouth and looks at me with come-hither eyes. I am, once again, unperturbed.



‘Finn’s been going on and on about this coffee,’ he says in a lazy drawl. ‘He’s looking for a new job, so if you’ve got any openings, I’m pretty sure he’d pay you to hire him.’

‘I haven’t been going on and on. Although,’ Finn stops to think, eyes widening as an idea comes to him, ‘do you and Mateo get free drinks?’

‘We do,’ I reply smoothly. ‘One of the many perks of the job.’

‘What are the others?’ Finn asks, eagerly leaning forward, somehow defying the laws of physics and getting impossibly close to me even with a whole counter between us.

‘Well,’ I say, racking my brain for a polite answer that doesn’t come. ‘I do really like that I don’t work weekends.’

‘The customers aren’t a perk?’ He looks carefully at me, like he’s trying to gauge whether I’ll play along.

Julien joins in too. ‘I bet it’s especially fun when they come in and interrupt your day by asking pointless questions you feel inclined to answer diplomatically rather than truthfully.’

‘Oh, definitely,’ I say with a sharp nod. ‘I also love asking people how their day’s been eighty-seven times in the space of an hour. Small talk is my passion.’

‘Okay.’ Finn raises both hands in surrender, a short, bright chuckle bursting out of him, and my stomach dips at the sound. ‘No small talk. How about big talk instead? What are your goals, Ava? Mine are eternal glory and to learn how to make balloon animals.’

‘Could we get two flat whites please?’ Julien interrupts, earning him an eye-roll from Finn. ‘Before he starts telling you about his greatest fears.’

‘Abandonment and death, in that order.’

Julien puffs up his cheeks and blows the air out abruptly. ‘He does grow on you, I promise. It’s taken me almost twenty years, but I think I’m finally warming to him.’

‘Please, it took you eight at most,’ Finn says. He looks back at me, lowering his voice conspiratorially to add, ‘He acts like he’s too cool, but he forgets I was there the day he opened a ­limited-edition Hot Wheels set when we were ten and was so excited he cried. Then cried every day that week at school whenever he remembered he had it.’

‘I’m going to sit down so that I don’t have to listen to you torching my reputation any more. And Ava,’ Julien says my name as a question, not quite sure if he remembered it correctly, ‘I wouldn’t dream of telling you what to do, but I vehemently recommend you don’t let him get started on dinosaurs. He genuinely will not shut up.’

He walks away, but Finn is undeterred. ‘Would you consider me a regular?’ he asks.

‘Not yet,’ I respond. By the decisive way he nods, I’m concerned he’s taking that as a challenge.

I focus on listening to the milk aerate, and when the metal of the jug is too hot for me to touch, I start the process of swirling the liquid into latte art. Finn watches closely, just like last time.

‘I’m adding that to my list,’ he says with a dose of finality. He elaborates, unprompted, ‘I have a London bucket list to complete before I leave at the end of the summer, and learning how to make latte art is going on there.’

I finish the first drink and he pulls it towards him to take a photo of it from above, his full lips pursing as he concentrates.

‘When I think of London, I do always think of latte art,’ I say flatly, finishing the second cup.

He glances up from his phone to meet my eyes with a smile. ‘Do you think you could teach me?’ My brain zooms through professional, not-awkward ways to say absolutely the fuck not, but he saves me from answering by continuing, ‘Maybe Julien will come to a class with me.’

After he’s picked up the cups and thanked me, he goes to find his friend, who’s chosen the table next to the grumpy customer from earlier. Unfortunately, Finn reaches the table at the precise moment she stands up, and when she bumps into him, it’s only his fast reflexes that prevent him from spilling both drinks all over her. It was definitely her fault, and I expect her to snap a rude remark or shoot him a withering glare. But to my utter consternation, after a few moments of Finn saying something I can’t hear, she beams at him.
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work besties and future house guesties

Ava

‘You really didn’t know he was only eighteen?’ Josie asks, shovelling her penultimate slice of pizza into her mouth in a rare moment of gracelessness.

I shudder as I cast my mind back to the disaster of last night’s date. I went bowling. With a man who still lived with his mum. ‘No, Josie, funnily enough, I did not.’

Josie has the audacity to ask, ‘And you just ran away?’

‘You think I should have stayed until A-level results day? Saw if he got into the uni he wanted? Unfortunately, eighteen year olds aren’t really my type.’

‘Since when do you have a type?’ Her eyebrows draw together in confusion. ‘The only thing the men you’ve dated have had in common is that they could all breathe.’

The patio of Il Pulcinella is packed with lunch-goers, and we’re squeezed on a little table by the ivy-covered wall, Rudy tucked by Josie’s feet on the floor. It’s a little Italian place by Clapham North station that we found a couple of months ago, and it’s become our go-to spot.

I move the pieces of pepperoni around my slice so they’re more evenly spread. ‘Believe it or not, I do have some things I care about when it comes to the men I go home with.’ Josie snorts at this and I ask, ‘Are you slut-shaming me?’

‘No, I’m taste-shaming you, there’s a difference.’



‘There’s nothing wrong with my taste,’ I bite back, offended. Well, fine, not really offended, but I pretend to be for the sake of my own dignity.

‘There’s everything wrong with your taste. Look, you asked for my opinion—’

‘I didn’t, actually, you just gave it.’

‘Oh. Yeah, you’re right. Sorry.’ She shrugs. ‘Regardless, I’m giving it. You have terrible taste.’

‘Well, I’ve already found a new target. He’s tall and he plays rugby and he works in military events planning or something.’

‘He sounds like a Tory.’

‘That’s a stereotype. Anyway, it’s fine, all I need from him is,’ I lower my voice, ‘moderately decent sex. Like, average is fine. I’m not expecting fireworks. He’s just a means to an end.’

She laughs at my ridiculous logic, ‘You act like you’re ordering something from Deliveroo.’

‘What’s the difference? My cards are on the table. I’d never hook up with someone I like. That’s how you get into a relationship.’

‘A lot more goes into a relationship than sleeping with them and not completely hating their company,’ she specifies. ‘And I appreciate that you are a woman standing firm in her choice to have casual sex. But ugh, I want you to meet a nice boy. That’s my dream for you.’

It’s almost laughable to imagine. Me, with a nice boy. One who smiles at strangers and talks to his mum regularly, and not because he still lives with her.

‘On another note, how’s your non-romantic quest going to find people who’ll care about you for more than one night?’

Our conversations keep coming back to this, so I attempt to brush it off. ‘Bold of you to think those men care about me for even one night.’



‘Ava.’ She glares at me, her voice a growl. ‘You promised.’

I feel like I owe her, but I don’t know how to ease her mind about it. I’ve spent so long locked into a routine of work-hookup-home, I can’t envision being able to break out.

‘I’m considering my options. I will hang out with someone platonically soon,’ I say. I’m sure I could dig up an acquaintance to go for a drink with. Probably.

Josie’s appeased, at least for now. ‘I’ll still be your best friend, right? You won’t get closer to them than me?’

‘Depends what they can offer me. If their parents have a flat in Zone One that they’d let me live in for free, I may have to reconsider.’

‘Shut up,’ she says through a bite of her last slice of pizza. ‘I’m sorry I’ve been so busy with work lately. I’ve missed this.’

‘I’ve told you, I’m fine by myself,’ I say with a flippant wave of my hand, happy to change the subject to more exciting things and ignore the weird feeling in my stomach. ‘How’s the planning going?’

Alongside her regular day job, Josie’s been tied up for the past few months helping curate a new interactive, accessible art exhibition for a gallery set to open at the end of the year.

‘It’s going well,’ she says with a coy smile. I know the hours tire her out, but any time she talks about this work, her whole face lights up. I can’t help but compare how my own work makes me feel. ‘We think we’ve sorted most of the individual artists and their exhibits, but we’re missing a large-scale centrepiece. There’s an idea floating around for an exhibit where you experience all four seasons in one place, but there’s a lot to do to make it happen.’

‘That sounds so cool.’ I try to imagine it. ‘How involved are you?’

‘Extremely. It’s going to be a huge collaborative effort, but seeing as it was my idea, it’s on my shoulders to get it right.’



Whether it’s her wardrobe or the decor in our flat, she consumes art in a multidimensional way I never think to try. ‘And you say you’re not an artist.’

She shrugs, uncharacteristically modest. ‘It’s a labour of love. It’s going to be expensive too, so I’ve been working on a pitch for a grant. But we’ll manage. I know we will.’

I’ve always admired this about Josie. When she has an idea, she goes for it, full steam. She also always gives me her pizza crusts to finish, which I possibly admire even more, and she’s sliding them over to my plate when we’re interrupted by the woman at the table next to us, who’s taken a sudden interest in Rudy.

‘What a gorgeous boy, can I pet him?’ she asks, her hand reaching down.

Josie simply says, ‘No. He’s working.’ This is a common occurrence, so she continues talking to me, unbothered, ‘Anyway, it’s been fun, trying to figure out how to make the whole exhibition as accessible as possible. It’s just really cool knowing how many disabled artists and curators we’re working with to get it right. It feels special.’

‘I can’t wait to be there on opening night. I’ll be whooping from the crowd during your speech,’ I say, chomping down on one of the crusts and sending pizza dust in all directions.

‘With your new friend, I hope.’ I sigh and she grins. I dust the crumbs off my hands and stretch my legs out under Josie’s chair, shifting my feet to avoid Rudy. ‘Tell me about the shop. I haven’t heard a fun customer story in ages. Anyone interesting come in?’

Nothing exciting ever happens at work. It’s the same ­people, same conversations, same stories every day. I rack my brain for an anecdote. ‘I did have these three men come in at closing the other day who were like some sort of hapless sitcom trio.’ Josie raises her eyebrows in a question I refuse to entertain, and I shut her down immediately. ‘Don’t look at me like that. You know I don’t shit where I eat.’ She splutters out a laugh. ‘Speaking of which, one of them has verbal ­diarrhoea. Literally does not stop talking.’

‘Delicious. Tell me more.’

We’re between the early-morning chaos and the hectic lunchtime rush and the shop is mostly filled with regulars. There’s Belinda the eccentric octogenarian, soy-latte-Samantha, who will share intimate details of her life whether you ask for them or not, and Rufus, the man who comes in every day at ten o’clock in the morning and orders, to my constant consternation, a decaf espresso shot.

I’m refilling the coffee machine with beans when I receive a concerning text from Josie.

josie: SOS!!! CALL ASAP

Knowing her, she could either be letting me know she’s fallen down the stairs and is currently in hospital in a full-body cast, or she wants to tell me she’s decided to start making model aeroplanes and would like to know if I’d be interested in a trip to Hobbycraft to grab some supplies. There’s no in between, and no way to know which one it’ll be unless I call.

I duck into the stockroom to call her.

‘What’s up?’ I ask, when she picks up on the first ring.

‘We’re throwing a party.’

I guess that answers my question about which end of the scale her emergency would be. ‘A what?’

‘Par-ty. You know, those things we avoided like the plague at uni?’

‘I thought that was boys?’ I put my phone on speaker and place it on a shelf while I riffle through one of the boxes in front of me, on the hunt for a KitKat.



‘That too, but you and I both know we avoided those for very different reasons.’ Her girlfriend Alina laughs in the background and Josie takes a breath before adding, ‘Anyway, you can’t say no, because I’ve already invited Max.’

I freeze for a second. ‘Max, as in, my brother Max?’

‘No, as in, the guy at the corner shop who gives us good deals on loo roll.’

‘His name is also Max, actually.’

‘Really?’

‘No.’

Josie huffs directly into the microphone. ‘Well, your brother is coming to our housewarming.’

‘Our housewarming?’ I finally spot my chocolatey prize and grab it from the depths of the box. ‘We’ve been in the flat for almost six months already. I think it’s suitably heated up by now.’

‘Let her do it, Ava,’ Alina calls out, the vaguest remnants of her Colombian accent softening the sounds. ‘She’s already started making a playlist.’

Josie’s voice returns. ‘We live in an incredible home and we’re wasting it! I want to show off.’

‘That’s unlike you,’ I say under my breath, tearing open the packet with my teeth.

‘Whatever. I’m a woman on a mission. All you need to do is show up, which won’t be hard, because it’ll be about five steps from your bedroom door.’

I pull my phone back up to my ear. ‘Yeah, no, I’m busy.’

‘Ha, nice try. I checked your calendar. Final Saturday in August. You have no plans. You’ll be there.’

‘Bit early to be planning this then, no?’ I’m secretly pleased – that’s three whole months for me to figure out an excuse not to go.

‘The number-one rule of party planning in your mid-twenties is to organise things at least six weeks in advance in order to optimise attendance. And you won’t be wriggling out of this, so don’t even consider trying to concoct an escape plan.’ I roll my eyes like a petulant child, nibbling at my KitKat while Josie continues her spiel, talking about karaoke (we can sing ‘Misery Business’ together, but only if we let people know we disagree with the anti-feminist message), snacks (she might order a pre-made cheeseboard) and guest lists (people she’s working with at the gallery, plus a few friends from Pilates). I’m too busy concentrating on separating the chocolate from the wafer to realise she’s stopped talking, just about registering that she finished with, ‘—invite people too.’

‘Sorry?’ I ask, mid-chomp.

‘I said, you should invite people too. A friend. Someone from the shop, even.’

Maybe this is it. This could be the moment I get Josie off my case about meeting people and trying new things. I open my mouth to indignantly tell a lie. ‘I’ve made a friend at work, actually. Forgot to mention it.’

‘You have?’ I can hear the relief in those two words. ‘Amazing. It wasn’t so difficult, was it?’

‘Easy as pie,’ I say, for perhaps the first time in my whole life. And likely the last.

‘Invite them,’ she says excitedly, ‘I haven’t heard you talk about anyone. Are they new?’

‘Yep. I’ll mention the party the next time I see them.’ I try to mimic some of the enthusiasm in her voice, but my dishonesty twists my gut.

‘Okay, yes, love that. I’m proud of you for making a friend. I’m sorry, does that sound patronising? It does, shit. But it’s true. I just knew that as soon as other people saw the real you, they’d like you too.’

If I didn’t feel slimy for lying before, I’m now a glutinous little mollusc.



For a few moments the sound of traffic increases in volume from the other side of the stockroom door. I peek through the glass panel and sure enough, someone has just walked in, but Mateo’s nowhere to be seen. ‘Hey, Josie, there’s a customer. I need to go.’

‘Wait, wait! Before you go, what’s your friend’s name?’

Just before I push open the door, I register who the customer is. I pluck his name out of the air in a final attempt to placate Josie. ‘Finn. He’s called Finn. I’ll talk to you later.’ I end the call before she has time to question me any more.

When I finally step out of the stockroom, I catch sight of Mateo, who’s wielding a mop and dealing with a sticky chai spillage at the other end of the shop. Finn’s sitting opposite eighty-something Belinda, coffee order all but forgotten, and she’s fluttering her eyelashes at him in a way that tells me she was a total siren in her heyday. He says something in a low voice and winks.

‘Oh, stop it,’ she says, playfully slapping his arm, where burgundy sleeves are pushed up to his elbows. ‘A lovely boy like you will make a woman very happy one day.’

‘Unfortunately, I’m not the settle-down type, Belinda.’

As he says this, he notices I’m back behind the counter and stands up, adjusting an unravelling sleeve.

Belinda watches him with a twinkle in her eye and says, ‘Well in that case, I wish you many a disreputable love affair.’
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no Mum, I have not yet sowed my seed

Finn

I’m in City Roast when my mum’s face pops up on my phone.

‘How are you, chick?’ Her voice comes through my headphones slightly out of time with the video. Despite decades of moving around the world, the Irish lilt to her accent is almost as strong as it was on the day she left.

It’s nine thirty in the evening in Singapore, so the top half of her auburn head is illuminated by the big lamp in the ­corner of her office. For the most part, we look nothing alike, save for the crow’s feet at the corners of our eyes and freckles that show when I’ve been out in the sun. Much to her dismay, I’m sure, I take after my father almost entirely. On the rare occasion I go to Thessaloniki to visit his side of the family, I’m reminded that I come from a long line of off-­puttingly similar-looking Greek men. Same unruly curls, same not-quite-six-foot build, same dark stubble that takes about four seconds to grow back after shaving.

‘I’m good. Been in meetings with my client all morning and only just got the chance to sit down with a coffee and do some work on my laptop. How’s work for you?’

She looks tired and I want to tell her to go to bed, but we’ve missed our last few scheduled calls, so I’m determined to chat for a little while today.

‘Hectic as ever. If I had a quiet day I’d be concerned.’ It felt like my whole childhood my mum was desperately trying to catch up on the work she’d missed while she was on maternity leave with me, all while moving around because of her career as a diplomat. This wasn’t made any easier when my dad left, and she became a single mum with a needy child who couldn’t sleep without being held.

‘You love it though,’ I add. After she met my stepdad in Dakar, we were a trio for a while, until the twins came along. By the time they started school, my parents agreed not to move again with three kids in tow, so Mum quit her job to start something new. She’s been teaching at the twins’ international school in Singapore for years now, which means she’s been around for pretty much every dance recital, every robotics competition, every Model UN debate.

‘Have you spoken to your father recently?’

‘No, he’s, uh,’ I clear my throat, ‘been busy. I think he’s coming to London soon though, so I should see him then, at least.’

‘That’ll be nice,’ she says primly, with a smile that hardly hits her cheeks, let alone her eyes. She tries, but she’s never been good at hiding her dislike for that man. Which is unfortunate, because I am genetically fifty per cent him.

‘Did I tell you I’ve started looking around for other jobs? Just to see what’s out there once this contract’s over.’ I settle my phone against my open laptop so I don’t have to hold it.

‘You could come back here,’ she suggests.

As much as I like being around my family, Singapore’s never felt like home. I always feel like the fifth wheel that makes everything a little off-balance.

‘There’s one in San Francisco I’m interested in.’

Her eyes widen. ‘San Francisco?’

‘It’s where the opportunities are if I want another marketing role in tech.’ It’s also where my dad has lived since he started his business over two decades ago, which we’re both fully aware of. ‘But I’m not sure yet if I’m gonna apply. I have a little while to decide.’

She sips from her mug and I don’t need to ask to know it’s green tea. ‘And how’s London?’

‘I’ve decided to do this thing,’ I scratch my jaw as I search for the words, ‘where I make sure I’ve “completed” my time here, if that makes sense? I want to feel like I’ve fully experienced the city. I didn’t really get to feel that way with Paris since I ended up leaving so much sooner than I expected.’

‘I should’ve done something like that when I was moving around at your age for work.’

‘I’ve made a list and everything,’ I add with a grin, knowing how much she also loves a checklist.

She smiles and this one reaches her eyes. ‘It sounds fun. Maybe it’ll be a good way to make you stay put for a little while longer.’ She tilts her head and adds, ‘I was always surprised you stayed in Australia for as long as you did.’

I was an eight-hour flight away from the four of them at the time, but I had every intention of visiting them more than I actually did, in the end. I realised pretty quickly that I didn’t want to disrupt them when they were always so busy.

‘Me too. But speaking of Australia,’ I hold up my drink to the camera so she can see, ‘I’ve finally found a place that does decent coffee. It reminds me of the stuff I used to get in that little independent shop near my apartment in Sydney. Remember when you came to visit that one time? I’ve practically been living here since I found it.’

‘Can you flip the camera around? I want to see.’ I oblige, slowly panning the phone around the coffee shop, where plants trail from shelves and mismatched chairs cluster around wooden tables. She points at something she can see on her screen, and I have no idea what she’s looking at until she says, ‘She’s very pretty.’



‘She is,’ I reply, grateful I’m wearing headphones. I turn the camera back to my face and away from Ava, who’s muttering to herself as she cleans a table nearby.
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