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For anyone who doesn’t know what they deserve.


Only good things, I promise.







Dear reader,


I’d like to warn you about some of the heavier and more difficult topics in this book, so if you consider this kind of thing to be a spoiler, maybe skip this page.


The Roommate Rule contains content that may be troubling for some readers, including: alcohol consumption, cancer (main character, past, no recurrence), discussions of infertility, explicit language (including blasphemy), mental health concerns and sexually explicit scenes. If any of these topics are going to be tricky for you to read about, do whatever you need to do. I’m sure I’ll see you around.


While there are characters in this book who experience health struggles, this isn’t one of the many stories where that means things end unhappily for them. People can survive, thrive, and love after (and during!) ill health, and my characters are proof of that. And on that note, while I’ve tried my best to keep things accurate, I’m not a doctor, so please don’t take any of the medical information presented in this book as gospel. Please do, however, figure out what’s normal for you and your body. It’s all you’ve got!


The Roommate Rule is, above all, a romance between a confident, flirtatious man and a soft, people-pleasing woman who find their way into each other’s lives at the perfect time. I really hope you enjoy hanging out with these two as much as I enjoyed writing them.


Love,


Georgia
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1

do not be swayed by blue eyes and grey sweatpants

Dylan

I am categorically not the kind of person who would spend six weeks living with a man I’ve only met once. 

A whole year ago. 

For approximately two minutes. 

During which he spent the entirety of our conversation drunkenly giving me The Eyes and calling me Ellen.

And yet, a woman who looks a lot like me is at Paddington Station on this unexpectedly chilly late-August morning, goosebumps pebbling the pale skin of forever-exposed ankles while she waits for Max Monroe to arrive.

Ava, his twin sister and one of my closest friends, texted to tell me they’re on their way, but from experience, I know this doesn’t mean much. Ava Monroe seems to have a very different definition of being ‘on the way’ from most people; one that revolves around being very much not ‘on the way’. Judging by her brother’s inability to answer my texts over the last couple of weeks in any kind of timely manner, I fear this is a family trait.

This whole thing started a few weeks ago. Ava came to my flat, and my younger sister saw an opportunity to get her on her side in our latest argument.

‘Ava, tell Dyl that she cannot cancel her time off next month,’ Tahlia said, the second Ava walked through the door.



Ava didn’t miss a beat. ‘You booked this annual leave for a reason. Take the break while you can.’

‘The reason being that I was supposed to be going away with Jeremy to celebrate his flashy promotion and five years together.’ I cast my mind back and added, ‘And my graduation.’

Ava pulled a face at the mention of my ex. ‘No, the reason is that you deserve it. Also, you still graduated. Don’t sell yourself short.’

‘See?’ Tahlia said. ‘Ava agrees. You need to do something. Go somewhere.’

‘It doesn’t matter. It’s too late. Nothing is arranged, and please don’t even think about suggesting winging it, because that sounds like my idea of hell.’ I let out an exasperated sigh. ‘Besides, it’d be way too expensive to book something so last minute.’

I’d set aside time to go away, but things kept coming up – Tahlia’s birthday, my final exams, graduation – and I never got around to planning it. It didn’t feel important. I’d just take on more shifts to save up some money before my accountancy scheme started in January, and at least that way I’d have some extra cash to put into Tahlia’s uni fund. That was good enough, for now.

‘Funny you say that,’ Ava said, dropping on to our worn sofa next to me, ‘because I happen to know a travel vlogger whose plus-one just dropped out of an all-expenses-paid trip, and I bet you could join. You wouldn’t have to pay for or plan it.’ 

At that, something suspiciously like excitement fluttered in my stomach.

‘It’s a sign,’ said Tahlia, who was in a phase where quite literally everything she encountered was a sign. She danced around the living room, giving me a glimpse of the kid whose homework I’d help with at our wobbly dining table, and then stopped in her tracks. ‘Just to clarify, the travel vlogger in question is Hot Max, right?’

That would’ve been a great moment for the sofa cushions to swallow me, but alas, I was not so lucky. Ava didn’t need to know that, fine, when I briefly met her brother at her housewarming party last year, I concluded that he was an objectively handsome, if obnoxious, man, and this may have come up briefly in conversation with Tahlia afterwards, who proceeded to become one of the many hundreds of thousands of people who followed him on social media.

‘I don’t know any Hot Maxes,’ Ava said flatly. ‘My brother Max, however, was just telling me about it the other day – it’s six weeks at some eco-lodge in Wales. The owners are getting influencers to create a bunch of content and promote it before they reopen to the public after a refurbishment, I think.’

‘I can’t take six weeks off work,’ I pointed out.

‘Please,’ Ava scoffed, ‘the coffee shop will take you back. And if they don’t, plenty more places would have you in a heartbeat.’

I ignored her self-satisfied smirk. Instead, I checked my mental calendar and said, ‘Tahlia, I’d miss move-in day. I promised I’d help settle you in at uni, didn’t I?’

‘Stop looking for excuses. I’ll be fine. Mum or Dad can help me move.’ She stepped in front of me and looked down, a challenge in her voice. ‘Look, it’s a free trip. You’d be silly not to take it. And I can tell you actually do want to go, because if you didn’t, you wouldn’t be asking so many questions and trying to figure out logistics. So quit your job. Cause a ruckus. Have fun.’

If there is a person on Earth less likely to cause a ruckus than me, I am yet to meet them.

‘Hey,’ Ava said, elbowing me lightly in the ribs in an uncharacteristic display of physical contact, ‘don’t let your ex bailing on you be the reason you don’t do something you’ve always wanted to do, okay? This is the only piece of downtime you’ve got scheduled for the next decade. Might as well make the most of it.’

She had a point. I’d always wanted to see more of the world, the country, anywhere that wasn’t my own front yard, and the trip with Jeremy was supposed to do that. If nothing else, this could take me somewhere new, just for a short time.

I wanted to say yes, but there was one final hurdle. ‘You haven’t even asked your brother if it’s okay yet.’

‘Let’s find out, then,’ Ava pulled her phone out to send a text, and moments later, a reply came through. She turned her screen to me with a raised eyebrow.

max: Works for me, send me her info

All I remember thinking is: That is not normal behaviour, because who agrees to spend six weeks living with a stranger after thinking it over for approximately three seconds?

But the answer to that is me, apparently, because here I am, waiting by a pillar on the station concourse with a giant suitcase, simultaneously keeping an eye out for Ava and her brother, and refusing to meet the gaze of anyone who so much as glances my way.

Because while Tahlia dreams of having all eyes on her, my efforts to be a wallflower are decidedly less effective than I’d like. I get the classics, of course. Wow, how tall are you? (Six feet, on a short day.) You must be a model. (You must be joking.) Do you play basketball? (Netball, actually, and only until I found out how many extra shifts my mum was taking to pay for it.)

So when my phone buzzes with rapidly concurrent texts that can only be from my sister, I’m grateful for the excuse to look down and hide my face behind a dark-blonde curtain of hair.

tahlia: have the best time!!!

tahlia: is hot max™ there yet

tahlia: send me pics of him

dylan: Thank you, and no

dylan: And . . . also no, I will not be doing that

dylan: That’s weird 

I should never have done a deep dive into Max’s content with her. Because yes, he does have a face that is well suited to being in front of a camera; something almost five hundred thousand people seem to agree on. But he also has an arrogance that tells me he’s never been told ‘no’ in his life, and it probably comes from having that sort of face.

His earliest work was cinematic: combinations of tiny details and vast, sweeping shots, and an impressive ability to mimic a place’s atmosphere through the screen. It’s no wonder those videos caught people’s attention back then; they were works of art.

But there was a point, maybe seven or eight years ago, when he changed his style. Since then, he’s included himself in videos more, with snappy vlogs that move so quickly you need to watch them twice to get every detail (probably some engagement tactic), usually with flashes of incredible views, some quippy joke, and a few ‘candid’ shots of him. If the likes he now gets and the frequency of his sponsored posts are anything to go by, the switch-up was a good business move.

tahlia: what if he posts you

dylan: That’s what I’m worried about

tahlia: i’ll show my uni friends and say i know a famous person



tahlia: just went to his profile and turned his post notifications on

dylan: Once again, bit weird

tahlia: you love it

dylan: I do [image: ]

tahlia: speaking of i do

tahlia: can i be maid of honour at your wedding?

dylan: You’re so lucky I like you

My fingers find their way to the fraying threads of the friendship bracelet we both got at a sleepy seaside town on the south coast a few years ago. Tahlia’s my favourite person in the world, and even just thinking about how I’m going to come home to a flat she doesn’t live in anymore is making my nerves skyrocket. It’s always been us against the world.

tahlia: i look best in green btw

tahlia: i’ll add some ideas to your pinterest board

There’s no point denying the existence of a Pinterest board; she’s definitely seen it. Seen me meticulously, if a little soullessly, add things to a range of boards over the years. Career, wedding, house, life.

I catch a flash of blonde in my periphery and look up, half expecting to see my ex, as if I might’ve conjured him up just by thinking about that wedding board. That was where I thought we were headed. Four and a half years of laying foundations and making picture-perfect plans. 

But the blonde guy who passes by isn’t Jeremy; it’s just another clean-shaven man in a well-cut suit and a walk that makes it seem like he has somewhere important to be.

What Tahlia doesn’t know is that I have another board, one I only look at when I’m feeling a little wistful. A cosy café. The seaside. Sunrise. A life so different from the one I’m in. One I’ve never even tried.

Maybe that’s why I committed to this trip in the end. It wasn’t just Ava’s and Tahlia’s persistence. I want a taste of that life before I’m pulled back to the one I’ve worked so hard for, with clear goalposts and plans and stability.

I glance up from my phone at the sound of a familiar laugh. There’s Ava, whose scowl tells me she’d rather be anywhere but here on an early Saturday morning, and her boyfriend Finn, bright-eyed behind his glasses and the source of the sound. Then there’s Max bringing up the rear, at least half a head taller than the others. Significantly taller than me, even. 

Almost-black hair peeks out from the hood of his baggy heather-grey jumper, a giant backpack hangs from his shoulder, and charcoal sweatpants meet the dirty Converse on his feet. He lifts his chin when he spots me, locking me in place with deep blue eyes and a sly smile that pulls at one side of his face. Alarm bells go off in my head at the sight of him.

‘Sorry we’re late,’ Finn says with a grimace and an unsubtle glance at the Monroe siblings.

‘No worries,’ I reply, though I have, notably, been worrying for the past half-hour. But I’ve spent years working in the service industry, so if there’s one thing I know how to do, it’s greet people with a smile. ‘Nice to properly meet you, Max.’

He drops his hood to reveal a sharp-angled face and rakes his fingers through hair that sticks up in all directions but somehow looks intentional. He strikes me as the kind of man who never went through an awkward phase. The worst of his teen years probably came from a rapid growth spurt that made him lankier than his friends. Now, amidst the slow-moving foot traffic of the station, he’s an unlikely combination of perfectly straight-backed and impossibly relaxed. Not an ounce of poor posture. This man has never hunched his shoulders in his life. I might resent him for that alone.



‘Hey roomie,’ he says, voice low. He reaches out his hand for me to shake, and his grip is strong, warm skin rougher than I would’ve expected. 

I’m very distracted by the way his eyes are sweeping over me. He’s not even being discreet about it, and it sends heat to my cheeks. When he releases my hand, his mouth twitches. 

‘What’s the plan for the journey?’ Finn asks, and I suddenly remember there are other people around.

‘We’ll get this train to Pembroke,’ Max says, sliding his backpack off his shoulder to drop it on the floor next to my shiny new suitcase. Which, now I’m looking at it, doesn’t feel very world traveller of me. But I guess Wales isn’t exactly a typical world-traveller destination, so that can be my excuse. ‘Then there’s a shuttle to the resort.’

I know this, of course. I could recite the brochure word for word. After a week of radio silence following me asking for it, Max finally sent it, accompanied by a voice note instead of a text, which felt weirdly intimate, and I’ve gone over it at least twenty times since. 

‘You two really didn’t need to send us off,’ Max says. ‘I’m sure Dylan and I could’ve handled this alone.’

‘We wanted to,’ Finn says with a shrug, a curl flopping on to his forehead with the movement.

Ava peers at him, brow furrowed, her messy ponytail skewed to one side. ‘Did we? I don’t even remember discussing it – you just woke me up and told me we had to leave.’

‘We did discuss it,’ Finn says easily. ‘I believe you said something along the lines of, “I would rather gouge my eyes out with a spoon than go to Paddington fucking Station early in the morning on one of my days off to wave goodbye like he’s leaving forever and not just spending six weeks in the middle of a fucking forest learning what it’s like to be at one with nature and figuring out how to turn shit into bird feed.”’



‘That joie de vivre does sound like you, to be fair,’ Max reasons, and I let out a quiet laugh. His eyes find mine in a flash, and I lower my gaze immediately. ‘And it’s the coast, not a forest.’

‘Whatever. It’s still far too much time outside for my liking.’

‘Which is why I didn’t even think about asking you to be my plus-one,’ Max says. 

‘If it means anything, Dyl,’ Ava says, looking at me, ‘he’s actually a pretty good travel companion. If our childhood camping trips are anything to go by, he’ll just sleep on the way. No endless chatting in your ear while you’re quietly trying to play solitaire on your eleven-hour flight.’ Her eyes flick to Finn. ‘Solitaire. A card game for one person. Not two. Hence the name.’

Finn blows Ava a kiss and she pretends to dodge it. When he barks out a laugh in response, she bites down a grin. Something behind my sternum aches at the interaction. 

Ever since they got together at the end of last year, and even before that, Ava and Finn have had this ease about them. That’s what I need, I think. Something easy and simple and comfortable, where the love is loud in everything we do, even when we’re bickering. 

Ava retreats a few steps to peer up at the departure board. ‘You’ve still got about fifteen minutes. Does anyone want a coffee? I’m only going to ask once, so don’t be polite.’

‘I wouldn’t say no,’ Max says, stretching his arms with a groan. He tilts his head and catches my eye. ‘Yeah, definitely wouldn’t say no.’

His mouth twitches again, like he can somehow see the flip of my stomach.

‘I’ll come too. My order’s kind of weird,’ I say in a hurry.

Ava and I worked in the same coffee shop for months, and she definitely knows my order isn’t weird at all and has only ever been an Americano, but she seems too tired to question it, and I’m glad. I just need to leave her brother’s overwhelming presence and clear my head.

‘I’ve asked Max to behave,’ Ava says through a yawn as we step into the queue at Caffè Nero, ‘I know what he’s like.’ She eyes me carefully. ‘I don’t want to overstep, but as your friend, I want to warn you that he can be kind of an asshole. Especially with . . . certain types of relationships.’

I don’t need the warning, because not only am I smarter than to do anything with, one: my friend’s brother, and two: a man I will not be able to escape for six weeks, but I also have no desire to be someone’s temporary plaything, now or ever.

I shrug with an ease I definitely don’t feel. ‘I honestly don’t even think we’ll be spending that much time together. We’ll have our own bedrooms and it seems like there’ll be plenty to do at the resort, so we’ll probably be like,’ I wave my hand vaguely in front of me, ‘ships passing in the night.’

‘Good. I really don’t want you to end up feeling like agreeing to this was a mistake, that’s all. This trip is for you. Not for my brother, or your sister, or for your ex. Remember that.’

‘I’ll try.’

We’re quiet for a bit, until Ava says softly, ‘As your friend, I’ve warned you, but as his sister, I want to defend him.’ We move forward with the queue. ‘I know it doesn’t seem like it, but he’s not who he seems at first glance. That might be worth remembering, too.’

When we return with the coffees, a woman who looks around Tahlia’s age is standing with Max and Finn. I briefly wonder if she’s one of the other people on the trip, until she lifts her phone to take a selfie with Max. Oh my god, does he have fans?

‘Thank you so much,’ she says, touching his forearm. ‘I can’t wait to see everything from your trip. It was great to meet you too, Finn.’



She looks at him from under her lashes with a smile, and I catch the narrowing of Ava’s eyes. She strides over, almost poking Finn’s eye out with the straw as she pushes his drink into his chest.

‘Got your coffee,’ she says to him, before engaging in an extremely brief but very unusual public display of affection, which is enough of a hint for the girl to walk away without another word. It lasts all of two seconds, and Ava has the grace to look a little embarrassed when she pulls away. Finn, meanwhile, could’ve just thrown back a shot of espresso, and I have to avert my gaze. It’s almost painful how he looks at her. It’s a feat she doesn’t melt under it.

‘Really?’ Max asks, arms folded. ‘You’d better hope she doesn’t start talking shit online about her experience meeting me. I’ll be blaming you if anything negative comes out.’

‘Please, by the looks of it she had a great time meeting you. Both of you.’ She jabs Finn in the shoulder. ‘Stop being so friendly. You need to be more of a dick.’

‘You’re gonna have to make the punishment a little less appealing if you want that.’

When I pass Max his iced Americano, his answering smile does something to my insides – though that could easily be the coffee I’m drinking on an almost-empty stomach.

‘—right?’ Ava’s voice says.

I pull my gaze away from how tiny Max’s cup looks in his hand. ‘Sorry?’

‘I said, you’ll let me know if he causes trouble, right?’

Before I get the chance to answer, Max asks, ‘Would you tell on me, Dylan?’ He shoots me a grin, straw between his teeth. My cheeks heat again and I briefly consider running away.

‘Never.’ This is a lie. I am a law-abiding citizen. ‘You can do what you want. I’m chill.’



I’m so chill, in fact, that I don’t say anything at all about the fact that we are cutting it extremely fine to get on the train in time. Super chill. The chillest.

Finn, though, smoothly cuts in as he glances up at the departure board. ‘Okay, well I’m not chill – shouldn’t you be going? Just because the Monroes don’t understand how time works doesn’t mean Dylan should suffer too.’

While Ava and Max roll their eyes in tandem, a weight lifts from my chest. Thank you, Finn O’Callaghan, my comrade in punctuality woes. Our goodbyes are a distraction from the nerves swirling into a maelstrom in my stomach and clamming up my skin.

Before I have time to overthink it, Max picks up his rucksack as I extend my suitcase handle, and we say goodbye and head towards the ticket barriers. No turning back now.







2

always check your seat number

Dylan

‘Are all of us on the trip in the same carriage?’ I ask, slightly out of breath. I don’t usually have issues keeping up with people, but my heart’s racing trying to match Max’s stride down the platform.

Although that could also be due to my increasing anxiety about leaving my family and my home and my routine for the very first time to spend six weeks with a man who seems incapable of opening his mouth without making a double entendre. 

‘Probably not, we—’ He looks at me and seems to register my luggage. ‘Do you want help with that?’

If I’m honest, my case is heavier than I expected, but I can handle it. I always handle things.

He watches me with an amused twist to his mouth, until I reply, ‘Oh, uh, I’m good, thanks.’

He nods and continues, ‘We all booked individual transport to Pembroke. This is the only direct train from London today, so most of the group is probably on it, but some ­people might be coming from elsewhere. Technically, the trip only starts from the shuttle.’

‘Hold on,’ I dodge a puddle and almost swerve into him, ‘does that mean you paid for the train? What do I owe you?’

‘Don’t worry about it.’ He laughs quietly and motions for me to get on the train ahead of him, but I wait for him to go first. He casts a wary look over his shoulder as I drag my suitcase up the step behind him, and when he sees that I’m on board with no calamities, he makes his way into the carriage while I pretend I’m not panicking about the lack of space on the luggage rack. I stew over the knowledge that if we’d got on the train earlier I wouldn’t be playing this game of Tetris with the other cases, and I squeeze mine into place just as we lurch away from the platform.

I check my ticket for my seat number for the hundredth time as I move down the aisle and reach Max shoving his backpack into the overhead space. It’s unbalanced and almost definitely going to fall, but he steps back and leaves it as it is. 

‘Why are you staring at my bag like it’s insulted your entire family?’ he asks.

I flatten my expression. ‘I’m not.’

He moves closer, immediately crowding my space, and he looks like he’s about to say something else when the train jerks. His bag shifts above our heads, and we both reach for it in sync to stop it falling, his front pressing against my back, our hands brushing in a shock of heat.

I let go when I’m sure he’s got it, my heart pounding, and this time he pushes the bag more securely on to the shelf. I told you so! I want to yell, even though I didn’t tell him so at all, actually, for reasons that I don’t feel the need to dissect right now.

I analyse the numbers above the seats. Seats thirty-nine and forty are a two-person configuration on our right, but Max drops into the empty four-seater to our left instead.

‘Aren’t we in this double?’ I ask.

He looks me up and down pointedly and slides along to the window. ‘Can you imagine both of us folded in there for five hours? If you want to lose feeling in your legs, feel free. I’ll be here.’



‘So you’re just going to . . .’ I trail off, nerves fraying again. I’m already on edge about, well, everything relating to this situation, and this is just the cherry on top of a very anxious cake. ‘What if we’re in someone else’s seats?’ 

‘Can I squeeze past?’ someone says from behind me.

‘Sorry, sorry,’ I mumble, quickly stepping aside so they can get to their seat up ahead. I perch on the seat diagonal to Max, my back rigid, my jaw tense. There’s definitely more space in the quad, but that’s not the point.

He puts his hood up and angles his back against the window, stretching both legs out towards the aisle. There’s something feline about it; indolent, on the cusp of unpredictable. ‘These seats are empty,’ he says. ‘If someone comes and asks us to move, we’ll move.’

Somehow, I doubt anyone will be telling Max to do anything. He has the kind of vibe that tells you he doesn’t care about anything, and nothing is more terrifying or volatile than that.

‘Sure.’ I’m so unsure it’s actually a joke.

A smirk plays on his lips as he watches me through the hair trapped beneath his hood. ‘Rules are made to be broken.’

‘No, they’re made to be followed. That’s literally their entire purpose.’

I slap a hand over my mouth, like I might be able to scoop the words from the air and shove them back into my head, embarrassment churning in my gut. 

With a long sigh, Max replies, ‘Ask for forgiveness, never permission.’

Nervous energy thrums through me, and a thought tumbles out before I have time to stop it, again. ‘Are you going to speak in aphorisms for this entire journey?’ 

‘I don’t know what that word means, but I assume it’s extremely complimentary.’



God, the filter I’ve honed after years of customer service work is clearly malfunctioning again. I thought I’d fixed that. Thought I’d mastered stopping my feelings from spilling out unbidden, and reactions happening without my say-so. No one needs to see those unrefined parts of me, least of all this man who’s let me join his work trip with zero complaints. 

But there’s still time to smooth it out. Still time to present myself the right way.

I shuffle along to the window seat opposite him. ‘You’re right. Asking for forgiveness is important. So I’m sorry.’

He adjusts the sleeves of his jumper and crosses his arms. ‘For?’

‘For snapping at you. Twice.’

‘What?’ He looks at me like I have a second head.

‘I was rude. I snapped at you. Twi—’

‘Twice, yeah, you said. I didn’t even notice.’ What does he mean he didn’t notice? I was snappy! I snapped! His gaze drops to the table between us, where I’m playing with the friendship bracelet on my wrist. I pull my hands into my lap and he meets my eyes again. ‘Just so we’re clear, you can snap at me as much as you want. You don’t ever have to tiptoe around your feelings to spare mine. I’m a big boy; I can handle it.’

I swallow hard. ‘I wasn’t tiptoeing.’

‘All right.’ His eyes snag mine and I’m caught for a moment. ‘Would it improve your opinion of me if I said I was sorry for stressing you out with the seats?’

‘Are you?’

His grins and I get my answer. This man isn’t even sorry about not being sorry. 

I try again, that leftover guilt still roiling. ‘Thank you for paying for the train, and for letting me tag along on this whole thing. I really do appreciate it, and I’m going to make the most of it. I won’t be a bother. You won’t even know I’m there.’ A long exhale seeps out of me. I just need to survive this train journey, and then I can figure out how to make these weeks as productive as possible. I offer him a smile. ‘Can we start over?’

‘Nah.’ The word makes me blink. His knee touches mine under the table as he spreads his legs to get comfy, before leaning his head back against the window. ‘The best relationships are born from a little frustration.’

‘I’m not frustrated.’

His eyebrows raise and I turn away from him to look out of the window, London’s grey tones whizzing by so quickly my eyes can’t keep up.

‘You should loosen up. I could help with that, if you wanted.’ He can only see one side of my face from this angle, but that’s still fifty per cent more blush than I’d like to be visible. A short chuckle falls from his lips. ‘Get your head out of the gutter. I meant that my therapist has taught me some wonderful mindfulness techniques.’

My gaze flicks back to him, but he’s closed his eyes, and I’m entirely unsure where to go from there.

As Ava predicted, Max sleeps for the first couple of hours, and I enjoy the calm and listen to music by a band she introduced me to last year. I sneak glances at him every so often and decide he’s significantly more tolerable like this. The way he’s repositioned himself so that he’s half curled up on his seat is almost endearing. Almost.

No one approaches us about the seats, and I’m glad, because with Max asleep it’d be left to me to handle, and I cannot think of anything more anxiety-inducing. 

I consider taking a nap too, but I’m worried someone will steal my stuff. I mean, it’s never happened to me, but maybe it’s never happened because I’ve never slept on public transport. 



We’re crossing the River Severn when Max wakes, and for a moment he’s bleary-eyed, until he looks out the window and gives the tiniest woah. His gaze glues to the sunlight reflecting off the water until we’re off the bridge.

He rises with a groan, sidestepping so that he can stand in the aisle where the ceiling is higher and he has more space to stretch. He must be at least six-five, and I find myself irrationally annoyed at how un-awkward his movements are for such a tall man. 

‘Are you hungry?’ he asks, clearing his throat. ‘I’m ­hungry.’

‘Nope,’ I say, at the exact moment my stomach makes a noise.

He glances down at me for a moment with raised eyebrows before turning away. His voice is faintly muffled while he peels his hoodie off. ‘Do you have any allergies? Dietary preferences?’

His T-shirt lifts with his jumper too, momentarily revealing a strip of his stomach and what looks like the edge of a tattoo.

‘You don’t have to get me anything.’

Completely ignoring what I just said, he continues, ‘You have my number. Text me if you think of something specific you want, otherwise I’ll get one of everything.’

What I want is the ability to pull my eyes away from his newly bare arms, a whole patchwork of tattoos inked over his skin, disappearing beneath the sleeve of his T-shirt. There doesn’t seem to be any kind of pattern to it; a random symbol here, a moon there, clearly all by different artists.

He crams his hoodie on to the shelf overhead, offering me another glimpse at his stomach, and adds, ‘Sorry to interrupt, but I need some food before I fade away. Happy for you to continue ogling when I get back.’

Oh no. My heart pounds. ‘I wasn’t—’



‘You were. And that’s fine,’ he interrupts, patting his pocket for his phone and looking between each end of the carriage, squinting to read the signs. ‘Nothing wrong with admiring the view.’ 

While he’s on the hunt for some food and I’m trying to soothe my violent pulse, I take out my sad, foil-wrapped cheese sandwich. There’s something unnecessarily embarrassing about eating a packed lunch in public, so I eat as quickly as I can. I didn’t have time to buy nice bread yesterday to make a fancy baguette because I ended up hanging out with Tahlia all afternoon instead, filling out some uni forms while Mamma Mia! played in the background and she explained in graphic detail how both Sophie and Sky in Lay All Your Love On Me were her combined sexual awakening.

Crumpled foil in hand, I check my phone to find we’re somewhere around Cardiff. Soon, our train will start moving along the coast. I think that’s when it’ll feel real. The moment I see the sea.

I’m drinking from my trusty green water bottle when the carriage door opens and Max ducks under the doorframe. His attention is immediately drawn by a pretty woman near the door, and he rests a forearm against the shelf above as they chat. His other hand clutches his haul against his chest, and I’m reluctantly impressed by the sheer quantity of items he’s managed to carry.

Eventually, he meanders my way and reclaims his seat, dropping his snacks on to the table and sprawling so aggressively that he takes up almost the entirety of the two seats with the width of his legs.

‘Did you know that woman?’ I ask. 

‘Huh?’ He leans on one hip and removes a tube of Pringles from his pocket. ‘Oh, no. She was . . .’

‘Another fan?’



He removes the plastic lid and gives a quiet laugh. ‘Well. Of sorts.’ He peels back the foil and, at my silence, says, ‘She saw me get on the train earlier and wanted to give me her number.’

How do people have the guts to do that? What if you offer your number and the other person doesn’t want it? Worse, what if they do? What happens then? ‘Did you take it?’

He cocks his head. ‘What do you think?’

Yes, then. I eye the selection he’s offloaded on to the table, mostly made up of crisps, with at least two sandwiches, and some chocolate too. ‘Get enough food?’

‘I’m having a growth spurt,’ he says flatly. He leans forward to dig through the pile, encroaching on my space even though he has two whole seats to himself. ‘Help yourself. But not to the Doritos. I can’t be held responsible for my actions if you eat those.’

A few seconds later, he swipes them out of the pile, like he doesn’t trust me.

Every so often, I hear a voice in my head that sounds an awful lot like my ex’s. It says things like, We should be fuelling properly. Are you sure it’s a good idea to eat that? The voice has quietened over the past few months, but it still surprises me whenever it pops up. I hear it now and grab a packet of crisps in retaliation. The crunch sends it scurrying away.

I’m taking a photo of the view when the door behind me opens, bringing with it a sweet and sultry scent that makes me immediately jealous. Try as I might, those dupes I buy for expensive perfumes never quite stick the way I want them to. Not like this.

‘There is absolutely no need for your legs to be spread that wide.’ The voice matches the perfume somehow; slightly husky, deep for a woman, and just the tolerable side of posh.



‘I beg to differ,’ Max says carefully, eyes on the new arrival.

She steps forward and sends another cloud of perfume my way. ‘Budge up, you little shit.’

‘It’s always such a delight to see you, Jude.’

‘Wish I could say the same.’ A woman drops into the seat next to Max, nudging at him to close his legs. She’s all perfect proportions and wildly intimidating off-duty model beauty, and I brace myself for the inevitable moment where she casts me a judgemental side-eye, but she just throws me a smile that’s fifty degrees warmer than the expression she gives Max, and I relax.

She tosses long, chocolate hair behind her and looks at me with thick-lashed eyes. ‘I’m Jude. Since Max doesn’t seem inclined to introduce us.’

I catch him rolling his eyes as I reply, ‘I’m Dylan.’

Jude Lamarra. I’ve seen her face on posters lining the Underground, advertising some makeup brand. How does she look like this in real life? I thought those were filtered, edited photos.

‘I don’t mean to be rude,’ Max says, in a tone that implies that he fully intends to be rude, ‘but why are you here?’

‘Did you forget I’m a content creator too? Haven by the Sea is calling my name.’

‘Okay, but why are you here, in this carriage?’

‘You wouldn’t believe it, actually,’ she makes an effort to direct her eye contact to both Max and me, even though he was the one who asked the question, ‘but I got kicked out of the quiet coach for being too loud.’ She lifts her shoulders in an exaggerated shrug, then looks between us. ‘What’s the story here?’

‘Dylan’s my plus-one for the trip,’ Max offers. ‘A friend of my sister’s. Ash was meant to be coming but he dropped out because his girlfriend’s pregnant.’

‘Saw that. They haven’t been together that long, have they?’



‘I mean,’ Max wrinkles his nose, ‘I think it’s been, like, six years.’

‘Oh.’ She pretends to wipe a tear from her cheek. ‘Another friend lost to teen parenthood.’

‘He’s twenty-eight,’ Max points out.

‘Exactly.’

‘Well, Dylan was free, so she took his place.’

‘How do you two know each other?’ I ask. On the one hand, I could be convinced they’ve hooked up; they’re two attractive people in the same industry who clearly have some sort of history. But on the other, they have the petty bickering of siblings. This is, understandably, a confusing dynamic.

‘We’re under the same management,’ Max says, shadows from passing trees flickering across his face. ‘We met years ago at some event. I used to go for the goodie bags. The free shit made for perfect apology gifts.’

‘This was when he was particularly unhinged,’ Jude says conspiratorially.

‘Hey,’ Max says in mock offence, ‘when we were both unhinged.’

Jude nods solemnly. ‘Look at us now.’

‘I haven’t blacked out at an event in years, so I consider that a win,’ Max says.

‘I kind of miss getting wasted at work events to cover up my repressed trauma,’ Jude says through a sigh. ‘Anyway, what about you, Dylan?’

‘How do I . . . cover up my repressed trauma?’

‘No, that’s a topic for next week, when we know each other a little better.’ I let out a quiet snort that I hope neither of them notices, and Jude leans forward. ‘Are you together? When did you meet? Wait, was it last year? I thought Max might be doing a one-eighty and finally settling down with someone because he went completely MIA for a few months, but then he came back online like nothing had happened.’

‘Uh, no, it’s not like that at all,’ I splutter, hoping Max will help out. Instead, his expression is unreadable, his brow furrowing. ‘We’d only met once before today, at a party. And we were drinking, so I don’t even think that counts, because neither of us really remembers it.’

‘If you were both drunk, it unfortunately does still count.’ She grimaces and points a thumb at Max. ‘He knows all about that.’

‘She’s messing with you, Dylan,’ Max drawls, that strange expression gone. ‘Jude, Dylan and I are going to be housemates, and housemates only, in our lovely family cabin.’

They exchange a look and I swear they have an entire silent conversation through it. It ends with Max’s eyes landing on me again, his mouth pulled up at the side, and I feel a little like Red Riding Hood trapped by the Big Bad Wolf.

‘So you’re essentially strangers living together for six weeks? Oh, this’ll be good,’ Jude says with a cackle, and the sound is so out of sync with the rest of her that it’d make me want to laugh too, if she weren’t directing it at me. ‘Well, if you ever want to escape, Dylan—’

‘What if I’m the one who wants to escape?’ Max interrupts.

She doesn’t even acknowledge him. ‘If he’s too messy or gross or whatever, you can come and stay in my cabin.’ She purses her lips and adds, ‘Although I’ll be honest, this isn’t an open-ended invite. I live alone for a reason.’

Her bluntness throws me momentarily, but it kind of reminds me of Ava, so I feel like I’m in familiar territory. ‘What’s the reason?’

‘The idea of living with people makes my skin crawl. No offence.’ She flashes a dazzling smile, and it warms me to her even more. ‘But temporarily, I’d be more than happy to have a guest.’

‘Well, thank you.’ I inhale deeply and look out the window, where London’s grey and beige has long since given way to a blur of green and brown, and, in the distance, a burst of blue. 

Max gives a flippant wave of his hand and says, ‘I doubt Dylan and I will be doing the same activities, anyway. I assume we’ll barely see each other.’

‘You assume? Have you not discussed this?’ Jude asks, hair rippling like she’s in a shampoo ad. ‘Max, what’s on your list?’

‘I dunno. I haven’t really checked properly. But I’ll try everything that’s available, especially if it’s in the water. Surfing, canoeing, whatever.’

Jude sets her eyes on me, and I reply, ‘Same, pretty much. I’d like to spend as much time outside as possible.’

‘Abseiling?’ she asks.

‘I’m not the best with heights, but I should probably try, right?’

‘Hikes?’ she pushes.

‘I think so.’ I know so. Months ago, long before I agreed to this, I came across a video of an ancient chapel on a cliffside and for some reason, I just couldn’t forget about it. It was only when I read through the itinerary for this trip that I realised there’d be a hike to that very spot included. Tahlia must be rubbing off on me, because I couldn’t help thinking it was a sign.

Max looks me up and down, curiosity overtaking his features. ‘You’re not like Ava, then?’

I give him a closed-mouth smile. ‘Definitely not. She’s way cooler than I am.’ Funnier, surer of herself, more confident. All of the above.

‘Not what I meant.’ It’s jarring, how certain he seems about this. ‘I mean that I assumed you’d be similar. I never thought she’d be friends with outdoorsy people. She’s, like, morally opposed to being outside.’

‘We go on walks together sometimes,’ I reason. ‘And she’s with Finn, isn’t she? He’s always convincing her to get out and about.’

He frowns, and the grumpiness of his expression makes him look about six years old. ‘How is it that I’ve been trying to get her to do this kind of thing our entire lives and she’s always said no, but now she’s doing it with all these people she’s only just met?’ 

‘Maybe they’re more persuasive than you are,’ Jude offers.

‘See, that’s where you’re wrong. I think you’ll find I can be very persuasive.’

His eyes flit from Jude to me, and he holds my gaze for a beat too long as my pulse roars in my ears, before looking outside, the train slowing as it approaches the next station.

I am far too monogamous to have spent much time around men like Max. I’m sure he’s flustering me intentionally just because he can, and I don’t know how to handle it. There’s no weakness, nothing to grip on to. Just pure, smooth ego.

And men whose main personality trait is an ego the size of Jupiter are not for me. I need roots dug into earth, and foundations I can build upon, and a place to watch the seasons pass, year after year. I need plans, and someone I can rely on to share them with.

I need a future, not a right-now.
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damn, I forgot my elephant-print trousers

Max

I’ve never felt any kind of gnawing desire to stay put. Never needed to spend my precious borrowed time on places I already know. I don’t need it, because I have a battered rucksack and a phone to work from and a job that asks me to keep moving.

All morning, my blood has been thrumming, a clock counting down to the moment I can be somewhere different, and as we pull into Pembroke station, it reaches a fever pitch. I pull that old rucksack off the overhead shelf, Jude and Dylan already in the aisle up ahead, the latter’s blonde head bobbing above all the women and most of the men exiting the carriage.

Outside is our shuttle; a sleek minibus with Haven by the Sea | Hafan y Môr on the side, driven by a man who introduces himself as David, one of the co-owners of the resort. He loads our luggage into the back of the bus with ease, despite the faint limp I’d probably miss if I weren’t so personally familiar with that kind of motion. He’s clearly been moulded by a lifetime outdoors: chaotic mess of grey hair, faded clothes that have been patched up and re-sewn, wind-weathered skin, and lines around his eyes that either come from a lot of laughter or hours squinting in the sun. It’s the kind of face that tells a story. The kind of face I’m not sure I’ll ever get to have. All I see are shadows, when I think that far ahead.



I shake the thought away. Now’s for doing what I do best – leaving those feelings in a place I’ll never return to, and heading somewhere new. Maybe exploring someone new, if that’s on the cards.

Dylan waits patiently alone near the shuttle with her shiny suitcase that she refused to let me help with, tugging at slightly-too-short sleeves that expose the friendship bracelet on her right wrist. It turns out my vague, drunken recollection of her from Ava’s house party a year ago did not do her justice. Impossible face, ridiculous body, and a particularly guarded exterior I must’ve missed when I was inebriated, just begging to be undone. And it just so happens that undoing, untying, and unzipping are some of my favourite pastimes.

I lift my phone to capture the momentary disarray of her fighting a losing battle against the wind to retie her ponytail, but she freezes with her hands at the nape of her neck, halfway through twisting her hair tie, and asks, ‘Did you just take a picture of me?’

I can’t resist the blush that tints her cheeks. But then, there are a lot of things I can’t resist when it comes to women. It is, regrettably, my curse.

Well. One of them.

‘Yep,’ I reply. ‘Let me get another.’

She releases her hair and hides her face behind it, then says quietly, ‘There are much more interesting things to ­photograph.’

‘I don’t know if I agree with that.’ I slide my phone back into my pocket.

‘You don’t know me well enough to know if I’m interesting.’

And maybe that’s it. I don’t know her. But I’m certainly inclined to change that. 

‘Y’know, Dylan, I looked you up, but you didn’t accept my follow request.’



She ties her hair back properly now that my phone’s out of my hands and chews the inside of her cheek. ‘I’m not on social media much.’

I get the feeling there’s more she’s not saying. I also get the feeling that might be a permanent state of being for her.

‘Ava showed me your profile anyway,’ I say. ‘I bullied her into it.’

A tiny crease forms between her brows. ‘I can’t imagine Ava being easily bullied.’

‘She is extremely intolerant of bullshit, which makes her particularly difficult to manipulate, but I’ve got it down to an art. I’ve had twenty-seven years to learn her weaknesses. Happy to share tips, if you need them.’

She shakes her head with a soft laugh. ‘I think that’s why I like her. She doesn’t take anyone’s rubbish.’

There’s something wistful in her expression, and then she blinks it away.

We stand outside the bus as other people get on, and I try one more time to get a reaction out of her. I know there’s got to be a version of Dylan who has a little bite. Not just because she – supposedly – snapped at me on the train earlier, but because my sister’s love language is borderline-rude verbal sparring, and there’s no way she’d be friends with someone who couldn’t give back at least a fraction of it.

‘When I looked at your profile, I remember thinking how strange it was that someone so pretty posts so few photos of herself.’

She shifts on her feet. ‘Not everyone wants to share pictures of themselves every day.’

‘Did you look me up, too?’ Her hazel eyes widen and it spurs me on. ‘Do you think I’m pretty, Dylan?’

‘You think you’re pretty.’

‘That’s not what I asked.’



Her nose scrunches and she glances at Jude, who’s climbing the bus steps up ahead. ‘You should sit with Jude. You probably want to catch up.’

She moves away, and I let two people on the bus after her. By the time I step into the aisle, one of the men has claimed her neighbouring seat and has pulled her into an intense conversation. She pretends not to see me as I head two rows down to Jude, who’s left her bag on the seat next to her.

I move her bag to the shelf above us and she glances up from her phone and says, ‘Thanks for asking, you may sit here,’ before going back to scrolling. When David walks down the aisle to count us and declares he won’t start driving until everyone’s plugged in their seat belts, Jude says under her breath, ‘I feel like I’m on a school trip.’

My belt is the last to click and, satisfied, David settles in the driver’s seat before pulling out of the car park. I stretch one leg out under the seat in front of me, the other into the aisle, dirty shoelaces trailing on the floor, and we weave through small towns and alongside overgrown fields, and mindlessly pass a medieval castle or two in that offhand way you do when you’re from the UK and ancient structures are as commonplace as a Tesco.

I poke at a new bruise on my wrist; its blues and greens turning one of my tattoos watercolour. I bruise much more easily than I used to. My skin is constantly peppered with new blemishes and scratches alongside the scars and ink. But some marks will never fade. Some burrow beneath the surface.

As we drive, David tells us about the resort, how he and his husband Patrick set out to renovate an old clifftop campsite, and their grandchildren suggested running an influencer scheme. I do try to pay attention – he says something about a weekly beach barbecue and signing up for activities and meals in the dining hall – but I’m too amped up. My knee bobs and my mind spins imagining everything I might see and do over the next six weeks.

Eventually, the bus turns down a narrow clifftop road and the Atlantic appears bit by bit, a steel blue carpet rolling out to welcome us, and all I know is that vertigo-inducing feeling that you’re at the edge of the world, and it makes my heart pound a little harder.

‘Croeso i Hafan y Môr, lle mae croeso i bawb,’ David says as we pull into the resort. He pulls the brake and translates, ‘Welcome to Haven by the Sea, where all are welcome.’

There’s a hum of excitement as we step off the bus. Sheep bleat, a porch swing creaks, and a breeze rustles my hair and brings salt air to my nose. Time to jump into the unknown, once again.

David empties the bus of our luggage and I step forward to claim my rucksack. When not in various locations around the world, it usually sits in the corner of my childhood bedroom in Kent, my interim home between work trips. I miss living with friends, but moving back in with my parents a few years ago made sense with everything I had going on.

‘Whose bag is this?’ another guest asks, pointing at mine while I am quite literally millimetres from touching it. 

‘Mine,’ I say, slinging the strap over one shoulder. ‘Hi. I’m Max.’

He gives me a two-fingered salute, shoulder-length blonde hair swinging. ‘Bertie.’

I realise it’s the man Dylan was sitting next to on the bus. His faded Brummie accent tells me he’s probably spent a lot of time away from home, and his loose, elephant-­patterned trousers – a must-have, apparently, for anyone who backpacked around Southeast Asia on their gap year – confirms it.

‘So what kind of stuff do you make?’ I hate how inane the question is the second it leaves my mouth.



He shifts from foot to foot. He has the skittish air of someone who scurries around pretending to do parkour. ‘Van life content. Feels so good to be out on the open road, you know?’

‘Staying in one place for six weeks must be right up your alley,’ I say flatly.

‘Exactly,’ he says, scanning the group and clearly not paying attention. As if suddenly remembering I’m there, he quickly asks, ‘And you?’

‘Short-form vlogs, mostly.’

‘Nice, nice. Who are you here with?’

‘My friend Dylan. You?’

At this, he looks at me, though his gaze never quite settles. ‘A friend from home, Arun. But you’re the one who came with Dylan?’

‘I am indeed.’

‘Huh. When she said she was here with a friend, I assumed she meant a girl.’

‘Here I am. Not a woman.’

He glances around and leans in to say, ‘We had the best conversation. We’re into all the same things. Could you put in a good word for me?’

David slams the bus doors shut and calls out, ‘This way! I need one person from each party to come to the lobby to collect keys from Patrick.’

Bertie’s still waiting for an answer, but I adjust my bag on my shoulder and say, ‘It was good to meet you.’

I weave through the crowd to find Dylan and Jude walking side by side.

‘Just met your new best friend,’ I say. ‘Apparently you two have a lot in common.’

‘Bertie?’ Dylan sighs, swapping her suitcase from one hand to another. ‘He’s nice. He, um, definitely has a lot to say.’



‘Really? He didn’t seem all that interested in talking to me.’

Jude snorts and I shoot her a grin. She adds, ‘He must’ve used up all his charm on Dylan.’

Dylan shrugs. ‘He just wanted someone to chat to. I’m used to that kind of thing anyway, from working at a coffee shop.’

‘I think Bertie’s on the hunt for more than just a chat,’ I say, nodding towards him. He’s looking our way as he walks, clearly trying to catch Dylan’s eye, until he bumps into David. ‘He’s on the prowl.’

‘Takes one to know one,’ Jude says.

‘Well, exactly,’ I reply. Dylan winces when her case gets caught on a stone and I reach an arm towards her. ‘Do you want a hand?’

‘No thanks,’ she replies, at the same time Jude says, ‘I do.’

I roll my eyes but take Jude’s bag anyway. My arm aches the second I pull it from the gravel to the wide paved path heading up past the barn. ‘Jesus Christ, what do you have in here?’

‘We’re here for six weeks; I wanted clothing options.’

‘You’re not helping those allegations about influencers being materialistic.’

‘You post a lot of fashion content, right? You’ll need all this stuff for your job,’ Dylan says with a lift of her chin. She’s trying to back Jude up, which is impossibly endearing, because if there’s anyone who can stand up for herself, it’s Jude Lamarra. ‘My clothes are boring. Everything goes with everything.’

‘Stop, your outfit’s cute,’ Jude says, and Dylan smiles softly.

‘I agree,’ I butt in. Both women glance my way, Jude with an eye-roll and Dylan avoiding my gaze the second it meets hers.



Dylan lowers her voice as if she’s telling a secret. ‘I made a spreadsheet to track everything I’ve brought with me. I even added in formulae to calculate the outfit possibilities.’

‘Oh my god,’ Jude says, grin sparkling. ‘That genuinely might be the best thing I’ve ever heard.’

Dylan’s eyes light up. ‘Maybe I’ll make one for you, as a gift.’

‘This,’ she begins, hooking her arm through Dylan’s, ‘is going to be the start of a beautiful friendship.’

The thing is, I know she’s not just saying that. Part of me has always been a little jealous of the way women make friends. No one would ever call my sister a people person, but I’ve even seen her befriend other women in bars, or at gigs, just as a result of a single compliment or shared joke. I have friends, sure, but we’re nowhere near as close as we could be. In retrospect, that might explain why I went down the path I did, years ago.

We stop in the shadow of a small brick building and Jude darts inside without her suitcase before I’ve had the chance to blink.

‘You good to stay here with the stuff?’ I ask Dylan, before heading inside to get the keys from David’s husband.

When I step back out into the crisp air a few minutes later, the sun’s fully out and Dylan’s basking in it. She perches on her suitcase, a small smile on her face as she looks around, breathing everything in.

‘Jude already gone to her cabin?’ I ask as I approach.

Dylan’s head swivels and our eyes meet. ‘She said she wanted to shower before we all meet back up.’

I pass her the second key I was given and she holds it up to analyse the cabin name on its tag. Awyr y Wawr.

‘I won’t offend the people of Wales by trying to pronounce that,’ I say, retrieving my backpack from the floor, ‘but apparently it means “sunrise sky”. Patrick said it’s his favourite cabin.’

I wait for her to collect her stuff, then we walk in the direction Patrick instructed, away from the cluster of smaller buildings around the reception, which must include his and David’s cottage.

The only sounds are the low murmur of a couple talking up ahead, a bird squawking nearby, and the wheels of Dylan’s suitcase dragging along the smooth, untarnished path.

‘This is a little quieter than I’m used to,’ Dylan says at last.

‘I can’t imagine living in London. Every time I visit Ava, it’s fun but just . . .’

‘There’s a lot going on,’ she offers. ‘It’s built for a certain type of person.’

‘And that’s you?’

Her eyes pull to the sea to our left and as she inhales, some of the tension loosens from her shoulders. ‘I suppose.’

‘Ava said you’ve lived in London your whole life.’

‘Born and raised. I’ve hardly ever left. Which must make me sound horrifically boring, especially to you. Almost twenty-­five years on this planet, spent entirely in one place.’

‘Different people prioritise different things. Sometimes you don’t even have a choice in it.’ I spin my key on its ring as we walk. ‘And you never know, you might get the bug for seeing new places while you’re here.’

Her laugh is almost lost in the breeze. ‘I doubt it. I’m pretty good at sticking to my plans, and travelling isn’t really part of them.’

‘Have you ever considered moving out of London?’

She doesn’t look away from the view. ‘I’m needed there.’

My attention is pulled to the two uneven rows of wooden buildings up ahead. They’d look like they’ve sprouted right from the earth, if not for the vibrant coloured doors on each of them. The first cabins on our left and right are bigger than the others, and every subsequent one is a slightly different mix of wood panels, tiles, brick and corrugated iron – a careful balance of new and old, rustic and eco-friendly, but not dilapidated. 

We move along the main path, wind chimes singing from the eaves, and when we reach the end I glance at my hands for a split second to figure out which way is left, per Patrick’s directions, then lead us down a short pathway to a cabin with a blue front door that still smells faintly of paint.

‘Home sweet home.’ I turn my key in the lock and open the door, which swaps out the paint smell for something else entirely. It’s both crisp and vaguely sweet; maybe the way you might imagine the ocean to smell, if you’d never actually been near it.

I step inside, Dylan close behind, directly into the open-plan living area and kitchen. Although, calling it ‘open plan’ implies a level of space that the cabin doesn’t really have.

It’s longer than it is wide, with three closed doors at the end of the living area. I chuck my backpack on to the stone-coloured sofa, which is peppered with cushions and faces a huge window offering sweeping views of the ocean. There’s a kitchenette to our right with a few appliances and what looks like a small fridge below the counter. Dylan heads to the farmhouse sink under the window, planting her hands on the corners of the ceramic and craning her neck to look towards the water just about visible from this angle.

‘This is,’ I scan the room, ‘quaint.’

‘It’s a lot smaller than I thought it’d be,’ she notes, running a hand along the counter.

‘That’s not a sentence I’m used to hearing,’ I say as I head further into the cabin, and there’s a sigh from behind me in response, followed by the sound of the tap briefly turning on and off. I never know why people do that. Do they assume the tap won’t work?



I try the door on the left and find a bedroom, which is mostly taken up by a large bed, a wardrobe, and yet more views of the ocean through its massive window on the far wall. I reverse and open the door opposite; it’s the bathroom, which is pretty basic, but clean and modern.

When I open the third door, I let out a short, surprised, ‘Ah.’

Dylan stops moving in the kitchen and asks, ‘What does “ah” mean?’

‘Nothing.’

‘You’re a bad liar.’

I close the door and step in front of it while she peers into the other two rooms. ‘I’m actually a great liar. For instance, I lied for years about liking coriander. I also lied to my parents about where I was on Christmas Eve when I was seventeen.’

‘What’s going on, Max?’ She joins me outside the third door and, reluctantly, I step aside. When she opens it, her jaw drops and she simply says, ‘No.’

I grimace. ‘Unfortunately, yes.’ She closes the door and opens it again. She does this twice more before I delicately peel her fingers from the handle. ‘I hate to be the one to tell you this,’ I say in a low voice, dropping her hand by her side, where it swings and hits her thigh with a thump, ‘but that is a cupboard.’

Behind this door is nothing but a linen closet. Shelves packed with towels, bedding and extra pillows, but, very evidently, no second bedroom. And most importantly, no second bed.

A muscle in her jaw ticks and I have to press my lips together to keep a laugh from escaping.

‘It’s fine,’ she says, which is interesting to me, because her tone says that absolutely nothing is fine.

‘I’ll talk to the front desk. There’s probably been a mix-up and someone else has been given our cabin.’



She nods and puts on an unconvincing smile before following me back into the living area. I spot a folder on the counter that I hadn’t noticed before, and above it, a phone on the wall. I riffle through the folder and find the shortcut for the front desk while Dylan empties her bottle into the sink and refills it.

While I’m waiting for someone to answer the phone, she chugs her drink and then murmurs, ‘Welsh water tastes better than London water.’

‘Silver lining,’ I say, just as Patrick picks up.
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