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PART I




180 DAYS LEFT


Sam


We are in the bathtub. I lie on top of Luc with my back on his stomach. The water is too hot so I ask him to close his knees together, push me upwards. He does. Now I am only half covered by the water, my stomach and breasts and thighs slowly cooling. This scorched back, chilled front should be manageable, an overall equilibrium. Still I am on edge. I hum while he thinks.


‘The Fifth Element,’ he says. I want to turn around and interpret his face because today he sounds off.


‘Looper,’ I say instead.


We are playing the Bruce Willis game. His turn, and he is taking it seriously. I will likely lose, only having one more movie in stock before I run out. 12 Monkeys. One of the two hundred VHS tapes my cousin Diwa recorded from the TV when she was a kid. Some of them starting five minutes into the film or with ad breaks every twenty minutes. Sugar Puffs, Head & Shoulders, Chiquita Banana. Each videotape with a neat title written on the spine. Each in alphabetical order.


Halfway submerged and I am still too hot. I feel my cheeks flush, a pulse in my temples. I am wearing yesterday’s makeup and I don’t think it is covering my feverish face. The foundation is only meant to last twelve hours and I am pushing twenty-four. I want to look in the mirror.


It is midday soon and we are both hungover. This morning his eyes were droopy and mine puffed up.


‘Sin City,’ Luc says. I let him win even though I have 12 Monkeys because I want to get out of the tub now.


Dried and dressed, I sit at the kitchen table. A small round antique piece by the window, maybe mahogany, I’m no expert. This is Diwa’s North London flat and I am only staying for the summer. The sofa, kitchen table, large furniture, are all hers. The bed is my own. I dragged her hard mattress and cast-iron bed frame to the narrow walk-in closet. Flipped on their sides, they just fit. Then I bought a memory foam mattress, my most adult purchase ever, even if on sale. It is on the floor, no frame, and this changes the whole mood of the room. I worry about mould so I flip it over every two weeks. When she comes back in September I will let Diwa keep it.


Luc opens the fridge and grips a bottle of chilled coffee. Ice cubes. Glass straws from the third drawer. Whisking thick soy milk in a bowl, his wrists tense. There are fine hairs on his forearms. He sticks his tongue out a bit when he concentrates, moves it around. I find this charming so I don’t mention it because I don’t want him to stop. He pours the froth over the ice cubes, then cold coffee on top, then cinnamon.


We have only been sleeping together for eight nights but this is already a routine. We wake up and shower, or take a bath on days off, then iced coffee and videos of sea animals at the kitchen table. I like the manta rays best. He is more a seahorse type of person.


He is beautiful. I like his body. It is medium, not short or tall, not hairy or naked. Slim, defined, but not overly muscular, like a person who looks after himself. His face I like the best. Unfitting his supervised body, he has a rascal’s face, asymmetrical with mischief written across it. He looks at me and I feel naughty without any reason to, like we share a perpetual in-joke whatever the scene, whoever our target. I often don’t know what exactly we are smiling at.


We flip through yesterday’s tube station newspaper and agree the world is doomed. And today his rascal smile is absent. He rubs his eyes. ‘Let’s skip forward to the personals yeah?’


We read them aloud, first him then me. We try to amuse each other with silly voices, which isn’t even that funny, it’s more to have a thing that’s exclusively ours. One lady is looking for a young tall man to babysit her cat during her quarterly golf trips. Why young and tall, she doesn’t say. Maybe the cat has a type.


Today his personal ad read seems half-hearted, like an AI customer-service bot programmed to sound friendly. Just slightly off. I tell myself I am imagining his lukewarm performance, but my nerves have been present since wake-up because he slept with his back turned and didn’t touch me before rising. We seem off-kilter.


My stomach rumbles.


‘Let’s go for lunch,’ I say.


‘Yeah, sure. What do you fancy?’


‘Bibimbap?’


‘The place by the canal?’


‘Yes, and then we could stop by that shop you like on the way home.’


He looks up. I regret using the word home. It is my home, I don’t want him thinking I refer to it as our home. And really it is Diwa’s home anyway. Semantics are too delicate at this early stage. I constantly mess up because I am a messy person and sometimes when he falls asleep I lie awake next to him wondering how he feels about my faux pas. I much prefer falling asleep first.


Out of eight nights since that first time, we have spent six together. Twice he has gone back to his place in Hackney, to do I don’t know what. Both times I asked and both times he grinned and said, ‘I have to sleep at some point don’t I.’ Both times I took it as a vague but irrefutable insult. He needs to change his clothes I guess, or water his plant if he has any. But spending the night away to water plants feels like a ­sexual slight any way you turn it.


I am running out of nice underwear. Next time he waters his plant, I will go buy some. I have to call Diwa to borrow some money, two hundred at least. All this eating out and drinking out and going dancing is hurting my already quasi-­depleted bank account.


Diwa has money. She is not rich, but comfortable. Six years my senior, she is very time efficient and also good-looking, like a fifty-something ballet teacher who used to be a prima ballerina before a tragic knee injury. All tight hair knots and sharp elbows and soft knitted dresses over small breasts. She looks stern but she’s not. Diwa has a large, disproportionate laugh. She booms. And she likes worthless nineties high school comedies about pot and house parties and the ugly geek winning the gorgeous girl in the end. Or the ugly geek becoming the gorgeous girl if it’s that type of movie. Films so politically dated I can’t enjoy them and it’s times like these I can tell she is older.


Diwa is spending the summer at her girlfriend Milly’s house in Greece. It is early July and I can stay until September twelfth, when I will go back to Stockholm. I have my flat and my job waiting, although autumn in Sweden is not my favourite.


Luc and I have not yet discussed tonight’s sleeping arrangement and there is a turmoil like a lump of uncooked pasta high up in my stomach that I know won’t go away before this has been decided. But I don’t bring it up.


It feels strange, being this careful. Usually I am too blunt if anything, shooing the boy home after a night together, not willing to exhaust myself with the myriad dating rules. Balancing tone of voice, choice of words, body language. Showcasing my unique personality while staying on the cute side of eccentric. It is too much for me, all this calculation. Instead I houdini, sneak out, and call things off before they start. But Luc, I don’t want to shoo him off. I don’t balance tone with him. Yet today he is making me anxious. And here I am balancing.


Across the kitchen table, Luc looks clean in a heavy white t-shirt. With his moist hair back like this, his cheekbones are high enough to cause vertigo. He likes clothes and he dresses well so I make an effort, alternating boyish blazers with revealing outfits and lots of lipstick. I want to figure out what he prefers but so far he seems pleased either way.


‘You’re so cool,’ he told me on night number four, walking home drunk after a quick club visit. A patch of grass on our right, the canal on our left, my heels click-clacking on the tarmac. Fresh cut grass and pungent canal water mixed in a curious aroma cocktail.


The sky was black, but summer had arrived so I wasn’t cold in my camisole. It was so low-cut I worried my nipples had slipped out on the dance floor, but if they had, Luc didn’t mention it.


‘I’m cool?’ I said.


‘Yeah I don’t know, you’re good at like, presenting yourself.’


‘That’s a strange compliment.’ I laughed a little, took his hand in mine and swung it back and forth.


‘Yeah it is, I guess. I mean.’


‘Go on then.’


‘So, you dance nice and you dress well, and you’re good at small talk. You’re like the least awkward person I know.’


‘You’re drunk.’


‘So are you.’


‘But thank you, never heard that one before. Points for originality.’


He would sometimes give these unorthodox compliments, mirroring me back to myself. This innocent generosity caught me off guard, made me unable to mask my delight. I was soaring all the way to the flat, sashaying, making bold jokes. He laughed and said, oh you’re cocky now. When we got home, we had intense sex. I wanted to live up to the hype. Not sure of his opinion, but to me it set a new standard. The conscious awareness of my body faded and I didn’t make sexy faces or sounds. Instead I kind of overtook him, like the sex version of eating without chewing. We pushed ourselves until we’d had enough, on our backs, staring at the ceiling, panting. His hand burning my ribcage. My thighs heavy on the mattress. Too tired to talk.


Later I put on a short waffle robe and went to the kitchen. He was browsing films while I cut strawberries into squares to eat with ice cream. Early July and warm weather finally. I put ice cream bowls and strawberries and teacups on a round tray and carried it through to the living room. My naked feet made creaky noises tipping on the parquet, the wood cool and yielding. I was still drunk and a bit lightheaded. It was like the phantom waves through your body hours after you disembark a boat. I felt the waves of Luc. Phantom sex.


We started watching The Handmaiden at 4am. Once finished, the sky was eyeshadow blue outside the open windows and seagulls shrieked on the rooftop. We liked the film so much we watched it again.


Then I went straight to work smelling like Luc and tasting like alcohol.


•


But today it will be our ninth night and I still don’t know if he will spend it with me. I don’t bring it up and I get annoyed with myself, timidity not being my modus operandi.


We eat Korean food outside, the murmur of voices from the restaurants bouncing off the canal water makes for perfect white noise. I record it on my phone for later when back in Stockholm but then I remember I don’t want to go back to Stockholm so I abort the recording and delete it.


We are lazy, the sun benign and easy-going. Sunday early afternoon and we are nursing a pint each, neither of us having any responsibilities. My real job is at an attitudey Stockholm PR firm but for the summer I am doing a placement at one of the largest marketing agencies in London, the workplace of my uni friend Tabatha who got me the job by talking me up. My Stockholm manager generously agreed to my leave of absence, both for the added value to my credentials but also because it won’t cost them a krona. The agency placement is earning me an intern’s salary. It is not enough for both life and rent so Diwa says I can pay her retrospectively. I doubt she will reinforce this payment plan but I will as soon as I am reinstated to my Stockholm cubicle.


I studied marketing just like most preoccupied twenty-­somethings too distracted to make career decisions, a why-not box-ticking following two restless gap years. But why I also did the masters I can’t really say. I guess I got a taste for the topic, the intellectually challenging puzzle-solving aspect. Also that the programme was at a London uni didn’t hurt. Two whole glorious years of walking the streets up and down, of speaking English, of East London clubs and South London food. Hours of smoking with Finn and pestering Tabatha and not once thinking about what will come next. What actually did come next was moving home to my first employment in Stockholm, which was fine but not interesting so I transferred to my current firm within a year. I’ve been there a year and some months now but once I am back this September I might start eyeing the ads because my cubicle does seem somewhat lacklustre after a summer at the London agency.


It is strange thinking that another two years have passed since my masters graduation because being back in London this summer, working with Tabatha, smoking with Finn, it feels like the years in Stockholm were just a blip. A glitch in the space-time continuum. And suddenly I am somehow twenty-eight.


Luc works in a boutique with thirty-two pieces of clothing on the racks. The shop is called Darling. Ironically I assume, but in exactly what way I’m not sure. He fits in there with his modern monochrome way of dressing. It is his old part-time job from his student years and being back is highly temporary he tells me. When not working, he is applying for mechanical engineering jobs, for which he has a bunch of degrees, the latest finished mere weeks ago. He doesn’t look it. Although what do I know about the appearance markers of a mechanical engineer.


He wants to up the odds of the planet by refining sophisticated eco solutions, like the unmanned solar aeroplanes bringing free internet to the world’s entire population. In a hectic voice he talks about the education provided by the internet as a human right, a necessity for achieving information equality. He likes the win-wins, where green engineering intersects with politics beyond environmental sustainability. I find all this extremely hot.


Condensation runs down the outside of the beer glass and hits my finger deliciously cold. I kick off my sandal and pinch Luc’s calf with my toes. It is meant to be sweet but he doesn’t reciprocate and he is wearing sunglasses so I can’t see his eyes. Still no rascal smile.


I feel too full now. Nauseous.


‘You ready to go?’ he asks.


‘We haven’t finished our drinks,’ I say, thinking of the dent this lunch is making in the two hundred I haven’t even borrowed from Diwa yet. But I can tell he is done so I wave for the bill.


‘Should we go to the shop?’ I ask. He says sure and stands up, fishes for his wallet in his pocket. I say this one’s on me, as if paying for bibimbap means he owes me staying the night.


‘You sure?’ he says. I pay the bill.


The shop is actually a café. A bar in the middle where you order. Around the walls are books, magazines, DVDs, records. Curtained windows creating a perpetual dusk. It is frou-frou but we like it. They have a good selection and I find the analogue content romantic. There is an old­ ­listening booth in the corner, like a phone booth but with­­­ headphones instead of a telephone. On night five, a Wednesday, we crammed both of us in there and listened to Dinah Washington and Da Brat and Dolly Parton. We kissed in the booth for a long time, until a member of staff knocked on the glass and told us to cut it out. We laughed at that, cut it out, and sometimes now say it to each other.


That night, night five, before going to sleep, we talked about bad dates we’d been on and I told him that my relationship history was about quantity not quality. Short and sweet, nothing too serious. He didn’t seem that surprised, which I wasn’t sure how to unpack, and the next morning he went to work and then straight home to water his plant and didn’t text me until late. I wondered if this had somehow changed his opinion of me. Like he was thinking oh she’s one of those people, whatever a relationship-inexperienced person was supposed to be like. Night six he spent in his flat but night seven we went dancing and got silly drunk. Neither of us mentioned previous relationships so maybe it was not that important.


I get drunk most nights now and I like the sensation, it’s very close to feeling free. And we have got a good setup, Luc and I. Two months before I leave London for Stockholm, many days together with no acute responsibilities and one empty flat. But today Luc is not smiling so maybe we won’t have many days in the empty flat. I am likely being paranoid. I very much hope I am.


After Luc has looked at the menu and asked about ingredients, I order us both takeaway bubble tea which is the right thing to order at a place this frou-frou. Black bubbles for me, green for Luc. They are four fifty each and although ridiculous this is a good sum to add to the symbolic debt he owes me. He browses the DVDs but I know he won’t buy any because he has nothing to play them on. He just looks at the covers and notes what to watch later.


He slurps his bubble tea. ‘Cut it out,’ I say a bit too loudly and nudge him with my hip. He smiles but has no clever retort. I wonder for a second if anything could be achieved by shaking him hard.


I go over to the book section and pretend-read blurbs. I glance over at him. His back is turned with his head tilted forward over the American New Wave section, the strain in his neck making the tendons visible from where I stand. His arms are pale, his neck-hair soft. Today is only night number nine and already I know what his skin will smell like if I walk over and kiss it. But I don’t. I pretend-read blurbs and chew bubble tea tapioca.


Now my back is turned to him and he asks if I am ready to go. He doesn’t sneak up. He doesn’t slide his arms around my ribcage.


At the tube station near my street, he stops.


‘Think I’ll get the tube home probably,’ he says.


‘Water the plant?’


‘Sorry?’


‘Nothing.’ I look away. The uncooked pasta turmoil in my stomach is pressing its way upwards. Now in my throat, I worry it will reach my eyes.


‘So might not see you for a few days,’ he says. ‘Got to work and wash some clothes and go see Dad and that.’


‘I don’t mind you in dirty clothes,’ I say and pull his t-shirt. ‘Or you could borrow mine if you want.’


‘That’s a nice offer. But have to decline this time probably. Maybe meet up at the weekend. Saturday or something?’


The weekend. Five nights from now. This is Luc dumping me.


Night nine will not be spent with Luc. Night nine, I will be in bed analysing, every text up for scrutiny. This is not something I am proud of.


He moves closer and kisses me. Closed mouth, too quick to enjoy. Our last kiss and I didn’t enjoy it.


He turns away and skips down the stairs to the station. And that back, that head, those tiny soft neck-hairs disappear underground.


I walk home, stunned. Tiptoe barefoot on the parquet. Sit at the kitchen table with a glass of water in front of me that I don’t drink. Absentmindedly flip through yesterday’s newspaper. Then I go to the bedroom, remove the bed linen, and flip the mattress over. It lands with a bang. And I get over myself.


I text him.


12 Monkeys.


He replies.


The Whole Nine Yards.




164 DAYS LEFT


Lucas


She sits down next to me and hands me an earbud. I push it in and she scrolls through her playlists looking for a song. It is hot in the tube, I hope my armpits don’t have sweat stains but since there isn’t anything I could do about it anyway I don’t look.


Our tube rides have become a thing, just like many things have lately become a thing, maximising our short time together into lots of memories and special she-and-me traditions. Although not so smart to get involved with someone you know will leave, we talked about it and decided to not be smart. We sit skin-close, her thigh warm through the layers of fabric, my hand on her leg. When she touches my neck the hairs on my head stand up and I close my eyes, dazed.


The song starts. Upbeat drums, busy piano. I recognise the intro but can’t place it even though it’s a famous song and really I should know this one. I smile knowingly at Sam as if to say, ah this one, good choice.


Then Nina Simone starts singing o-o-h child and I’m thankful for her recognisable voice.


This is our special tube thing. We sit down or lean against each other, she gives me an earbud and plays me a song from her various playlists. Sam calls these rides my musical education, which is made no less embarrassing by being a joke because it is also accurate. She knows a lot. And she is flippant about it, doesn’t seem bothered by my sometimes shocking gaps in knowledge. But it bothers me. It makes me feel like I am on the outside of a colourful aquarium looking in, and even if invited I wouldn’t know how to breathe water anyway.


I dress as if I know about music in a synthy kind of way, trousers cut above the ankles and shoes with tractor soles. This confuses people into talking to me about fringe sub-genres I know nothing about.


Sam asked me a music question, the first time I saw her after all those years apart. We had only met once before when we were seventeen eighteen and I had no idea if she remembered. The night I saw her again, Sam’s friend­­ ­Tabatha had a party in her substantial South London flat. I was looking in the fridge for something without sugar to drink, when a voice asked what I thought of the song.


‘Should be your type of thing by the looks of it,’ she said.


I closed the fridge door and there she was. Impossible yes, but definitely her. Years later, older, leaner, but her. Arms folded, raised eyebrow, sexy. Her amused expression made the overall effect inviting despite the crossed arms. Her black hair was thick and messy.


‘Actually I’m not sure I’ve heard this one before,’ I said, searching her face for signs of recognition.


She raised her other eyebrow too. ‘You don’t know it? Seriously?’


‘Can I get you a drink?’ I said, opening the fridge again.


‘I’m Sam,’ she said.


So, okay, she didn’t recognise me.


Holding my hand out for her to shake, I said, ‘Luc.’


She ignored my hand and moved in for a cheek kiss. I wasn’t ready for it, didn’t get her intention, so I pulled my head back, then realised my mistake, pushed my head forward again and kissed the air, our cheeks smacking together hard. She laughed. ‘Easy there.’


‘Yeah let me try that again,’ I said and placed my cheek on hers, softly, moved my hand to the back of her arm. She kissed the air and I let go.


‘I’ll have a beer,’ she said.


We went into the large living room where Tabatha and other people from their group talked loudly about something. Sam clinked my beer bottle with her beer bottle and went over to them. I found my friends Henry and Patti in another corner, discussing work things. Henry stood stiff as if wearing a spine brace like always, noodle thin and posture oblivious. Patti was his polar opposite. Round, dark, slouchy.


‘Mum asked if you’re coming on Sunday?’ Henry said.


‘Yeah, I’ll come over.’ I was invited to lunch. His family lived close to my dad in Edgware and Henry and I grew up together. The Perlmans were tucked in a small semi-detached, his many family members a loud contrast to my own diminished bloodline.


Patti and Henry started comparing flat deposits and their associated anxieties and although I wasn’t drunk I couldn’t focus on the conversation. I kept looking over at Sam and sometimes she looked back.


My initial overwhelm of joy started changing into lowkey dismay at her not recognising me until finally there was almost no joy left at all. I ached for her to come over, talk to me more. But she was the one who had approached me by the fridge. If I wanted something to happen, I had to do the something, it was my turn. I drew a hand through my hair and rolled up the sleeves of my sweater. It was made of navy cotton, tucked into navy chinos. I had thought this a good look at home but now I had doubts, hoping she didn’t think I’d tried to look French or whatever. She was wearing a dark brown shirt, unbuttoned low. It looked satiny like chocolate. The music changed, a slow lofi beat. I walked over.


Before I changed my mind I said, ‘Do you want to dance?’ and held out my hand, even though it was so not the thing to ask at a party like this. She stared at me as if not understanding, leaving my hand awkward mid-air. It was mortifying really. ‘Yeah I was asking if you like, want to dance with me?’ I saw a moment of recognition in her face but maybe I imagined it.


‘No but thanks for the offer.’ She grinned. ‘This is ­Tabatha and Finn,’ she said and nodded at her friends in turn.


‘Yeah, we know each other from before don’t we Finn, but nice to meet you Tabatha,’ I said, surprised to already sound recovered from the rejection. I was sure they would make fun of me later, though maybe it was worth it because now here I was, talking to her.


Finn was a graphic designer who sometimes did work for Henry and Patti’s office, and the few times we’d met, he’d only been friendly. He talked with hands flying in Cockney spiced with Hongkongese and his face was animated as if made of stretchy clay. Tabatha seemed another brand altogether, her face clay dried stiff. Sam looked at me and her eyes were magnets and I stopped noticing things about Tabatha and Finn.


An hour later I was searching the fridge for another drink when she took my hand and I followed her outside. She lit a cigarette. I declined when she offered me the pack.


‘Can’t bring myself to roll my own,’ she said, holding the smoke in. ‘I know it’s the economic thing to do but back home no one does. And I’m too impatient anyway.’


‘Back in Stockholm?’ I asked and bit my tongue, not ­supposed to know this about her.


‘My accent that thick?’ She snorted. ‘Do. you think. ­­­­­­­­ I talk. a lot. like. a Scandi. navian?’ she said in a shocking exaggeration of the staccato Nordic lilt.


‘Wow.’


‘You find it sexy? Surprised I’m not all blonde and blue-eyed?’


‘Yes. And no.’ I nudged my head upwards. ‘Do it again.’


She laughed. ‘I’m leaving now I think. Do you want to come with? I’ve got wine at home.’ Her face was so straight you’d never guess she’d just made me an indecent invitation. This was about to become my favourite trait of hers, her deadpan treatment of feelings. Even hard-to-talk-about feelings. As if to her, honesty wasn’t difficult at all. Unlike me who sometimes couldn’t even tell myself if I was lying or telling the truth. The chronic genetic ambiguity of the English.


She chattered non-stop on the bus. I took her hand when we got off. She looked for her keys in her bag outside her apartment building and unlocked the door. Before going inside, she turned back to me.


‘You sure about this, mister?’ she asked, that amused eyebrow again.


‘Yes, definitely. Why?’


‘Just checking if we know each other well enough yet. Or if you’d find it, you know, Off-Putting.’


And with that, I knew that she knew. I took two steps and kissed her. Her shoulders shook from laughter.


‘I didn’t think you recognised me,’ I said.


‘I didn’t know if you recognised me.’


‘I did. At once.’ And with my left hand I smoothed her messy hair.


•


I graduated again last month. This time a one-year course in environmental engineering. I had decided to go back to university after my masters because although there were decent jobs for mechanical engineers, the decent green jobs were few and the competition extreme.


Before, when my money worries had made me over-­refresh my bank balance and my job applications rarely moved past the thank-you-but emails, I had caved and taken a position at a pharmaceutical company. It was soul-ripping working there, walking the hushed corridors before going home to google the tax scandals and unethical practices. Illegal testing, animal abuse, exploitation of third-world communities. I couldn’t afford another uni stint but Dad used some of the inheritance to put me through the environmental engineering course and now I was back sending applications for the green jobs. So far only thank-you-buts. I would just keep at it until I found something, hopefully by autumn. One more summer spent in the clothes shop, Darling. I could handle it probably.


Nowhere else had I reached the level of boredom as when tending that shop, stocking so few items I had nothing to tidy or fold or hang. Hours went by without a single customer. I wasn’t allowed to use my phone.


I suspected the severe boredom had unhinged my brain chemicals somehow, making me care more about things than other people would. Like waking up hungover bothered me, the self-abuse aspect of it. Some of my friends would still sleep away most of the weekend, waking up late and eating fried things, only to go out again. I have never been into fried food but even staying out late had at this point lost its appeal because sleeping in ruined the whole flow of the day, making me stress to catch up on whatever I had missed.


Though somehow I didn’t worry about hangovers with Sam, and it didn’t seem to worry her at all. Our first week together had been thrilling but borderline alarming, how willing I was to abandon my routine. So I tried slowing down, not sleeping at hers every night. But spending time on my own hadn’t cooled my feelings even slightly. It just made me feel isolated, like turning off an analogue TV, the broadcast continuing whether I watched it or not. So I embraced it, two more months with Sam in London and I would spend as much of it with her as she’d let me. Soon we would get real jobs and real partners and own furniture.


I wasn’t unhappy with my flatmates. Still, what I wanted was a place of my own. It felt done, this living like a student, but I had spent so much time studying there wasn’t even an early-stage deposit in my account. If I got a decent job this autumn I would give it half a year’s stinginess and then rent my own place, whatever my savings got me. It could be tiny in zone four I didn’t even care. And then I would start growing that mortgage deposit. These two months with Sam were final orders. Our last irresponsible summer, the deep breath before the plunge.


It still hadn’t sunk in that two years ago Sam and I did our masters at the same time, in the same city, graduating the same week. Though not allowed, when bored at Darling I would often stand behind the till and look at photos of Sam. Her instagram was chaotic but with a frantic sort of aesthetic. Half-emptied pasta plates and smoking with friends. I thought of the randomness of us meeting. She had been studying in London for two years, her friend Finn knowing Henry, and yet we had not met once until a couple of weeks ago. This was hard to grasp. I imagined alternative scenarios where we met year one, year two. And I wondered about near misses. Brushing shoulders in coffee shops. Reading the same news article on the same day and reacting the same way to it. Both invited to a party and then one of us not going. Synchronised retweeting. Kissing other people at the same time. I distracted myself coming up with scenarios like these until 7pm when I could close the shop and in real life go see her and hear about her day.


My masters graduation had been two days before Sam’s. It was exactly as expected. July weather, sunny since dawn. The gown and hat ill-fitting. My dad proud, but unable to express it. My mum, still dead.


Dad was okay, we were fine. As a single parent, he had never given me a hard time or shouted at me or been strict. But we didn’t know each other that well. I was lucky to have found my way into Henry’s family. Although it was something you shouldn’t have to find. It’s something you’re supposed to be born with, isn’t it.


Sometimes I wished Dad had been more strict. With Mum around my life had structure, always tea at six, always homecooked and talk about the day. No TV or mates before homework. I was a kid way more desensitised to broccoli than my peers. But after she died, neither Dad nor I could stomach sitting down at the kitchen table at six. Anything reminding us of her was off the menu. Instead Dad would heat something frozen, the beiger the better, to eat in front of the TV. Talking about the day became anecdotal, perfunctory, and it seemed like he didn’t have the heart to enforce the homework-before-friends protocol. For more than a year, I lived off fish fingers and potato wedges and pan pizza. Our everyday became liquid, lost its shape without Mum there as anchor.


Dad was at the graduation ceremony, my only guest. I saw him in the audience and my chest cramped and he gave me an encouraging nod and clutched the programme tight. It would be crumpled when he let go. We went to dinner afterwards at the same Italian we always go to. He ordered a glass of Prosecco each before we even looked at the menu.


‘Cheers to you, Lucas.’ We raised our glasses but didn’t clink them together. ‘This is quite a special day. And Mum, I know she would’ve loved to be there, at the ceremony.’ He exhaled. ‘So what I want to say is, well done. I’m proud of you.’ We tasted the Prosecco, both quiet. It was stiff but the best we could do, and though I tried not to let it, this made me somewhat sad. I just wanted to order our food and eat and pay and leave and go get pissed with Henry.


‘Know what Mum would have done this morning?’ Dad said. ‘Baked a marble cake.’


‘Marble cake?’


‘Don’t you remember, you used to love marble cake,’ he said and I searched each brain crevice for the memory. What I did remember was how relaxed he’d been around her, sort of unlaced. If she had been at the ceremony, Dad wouldn’t have gripped the programme so tight. I wondered how I would have been. At the ceremony, but also you know, as a person.


‘What about her yellow dress, the one with the white flowers, her favourite, remember that?’


I did.


‘I do.’


‘I think she would have worn that. And her perfume.’


I smiled and finished my Prosecco, trying to recall the smell of that perfume. I wondered if Dad still had a bottle somewhere. If he allowed himself to spray.


•


Now, my thigh against Sam’s on the tube seat, the Nina Simone song is finished. A new song intro starts, one I don’t recognise. I fret as she looks at me expectantly and pinches my leg.


‘Shirley Bassey?’ she says, like a question.


‘Oh yeah, what’s she famous for?’


‘Ah mate. Diamonds are forever, the love story song, big spender, goldfinger.’


‘Right. Doesn’t compare to Nina Simone though.’


‘Agreed. Hey, want to hear a new obsession of mine?’


I really don’t. I want to stop this game now, worried she will one of these tube rides realise I am just an impersonator and quite standard and not so hot as my clothes imply. She likes parties. I know the calorie count of everything in her fridge.


Sam finds the song and it starts. I take the earbud out and stand to walk towards the tube doors. My stop is coming up but also I don’t want to listen to any more songs. She follows and takes the bud out of my palm and pushes it back into my ear.


‘Hey,’ she says. Her smile is so natural and so free of judgement I feel my worry is condemnable. She is fairly transparent in her intention to be with me and since materialising behind that fridge door she has not once been coy. Still I’m so eager to impress her. Honestly she deserves me to be more trusting.


I stop trying to hide that I am a musical illiterate and also not so hot. I relax and listen to the song. She takes my hand and moves her thumb up and down, smoothing my palm-reading lines. The song is slow and scatty.


‘Flora Purim,’ she says. I ask her to turn it up and I lick my lips because they are dry and tight, the underground air dusty. Sam reaches into her pocket and takes out a lip balm and smears it on her lips. A thick, waxy layer. Then she places her hands on my cheeks to adjust my head tilt and puts her lips exactly on top of mine. The breath from her nose tickles my skin. She moves her lips from side to side, playing a tiny harmonica.


She pulls back and gives me a smack kiss. ‘There. Better?’


‘Do it again,’ I say and kiss her hard and she laughs through her nose.


My lips now taste of grapefruit and oil, and her lip balm is added to the smells my brain will associate with her. Another day, wanting to be transported back to this tube ride, I will only have to buy a grapefruit.


We approach the station. I am switching trains, she is not.


‘Will I see you tonight?’ I ask.


‘I want to go to the cinema.’


‘Okay I’ll check what’s on.’


I need to get off now so I slip out just as the doors close, nudging my shoulder. I turn on my heel and she kisses the air and I wave my hand and start walking. Flora Purim is singing about butterflies. I match my pace to the beat.


Then the music stops. The silence abrupt.


Sam’s earbud, it has lost connection to her phone. I turn back to the tube door. She is holding up an earbud to me. I hold up the other. She shrugs. I mime sorry.


The train moves and disappears down the tunnel. Sounds from the station take Flora Purim’s place. And I feel stranded, disconnected. Like a cord has been cut.




153 DAYS LEFT


Sam


I breathe in deep and hold it. The smoke burns my lungs. I let it out slowly and as it passes my lips, intermingles with the air, I feel in a way sensual. It is Saturday afternoon on the first of August and I am having coffee with Tabatha and Finn. We are sitting outside.


I am the only one currently smoking and I have this urge to grab the table and exclaim something to make them laugh or applaud but I don’t. Instead I lean back and hold the cigarette close to my mouth and watch the smoke drizzle upwards, free of gravity.


So far, this summer has been constant clear skies with the saturation turned up. Blue in daytime, pink at night. Sometimes purple like a new bruise. But today it is raining, a lazy big-drop type of rain. The outdoor area is covered by white-and-blue striped marquees and the raindrops make pleasurable noises, as if hundreds of small frogs are jumping across the fabric.


Normally I only smoke when drinking as I’m not a fan of the taste. It is more something to do when you are bored with the party and your fingers start searching for an occupation. But today I feel sort of luxurious and smoking seems an appropriate illustration of this.


It is unusual for me to be this still. I am not in a rush to go anywhere, do anything. My legs motionless under the table, feet heavy on the gravel. But deep in my chest there is a tightness, the anguish of knowing this moment will end. Six weeks till Stockholm.


Though the chest tightness could also just be the smoking so I decide to ignore it.


‘So? How is Lucas?’ Tabatha asks with innuendo intonation. Her red lipstick is skilfully applied.


‘He’s good. He’ll come by after work.’


‘Come on, share with the group,’ Finn says. ‘Talking about your sex life is the only sex I’m getting at the moment.’


‘Not sure that’s how it works.’


‘Yes, by proxy.’ Finn, real name Finley, actual real name Shun. He told me once Shun means pure in Cantonese. We both laughed at this. Tabatha and I studied marketing together but how Finn fits in, I don’t remember. He was sort of just incorporated. Despite my two years in Stockholm with only the occasional video call nightcap, when I landed in London we returned to our old ways. Cigarettes on Tabatha's balcony, involvement in each other’s business.


‘Well I like Luc obviously,’ I say. ‘He is smart and we talk a lot.’


‘And?’ Finn’s smile-wrinkles create paths across his face when relaxed, like rivers on a map. Deltas and fjords carved by past happinesses.


He unbuttons his shirt collar, picks up his coffee cup, and looks at me intently. He often says outrageous things but gets away with it clean. And he vulgar-flirts with both of us, which I enjoy the indecency of, although going along with it makes me feel vaguely unfeminist.


‘The sex is good, I’ve told you as much already,’ I say. Finn flicks his finger at my pack of cigarettes and I light him one and hand it over. ‘He is very attentive. Likes to ask me things, if I enjoy what he’s doing and that.’


‘A talker. I’ve had one of those,’ Tabatha says. ‘He’d tell me about other girls, what they looked like, different locations, you know, in the car or in a pool or once on a squash court.’ She cocks her head and her hair shines like stretched toffee as she gathers it on one shoulder.


‘During sex? A bit rude,’ I say.


‘And who are you, exactly?’ Finn says. We laugh.


‘It was fit though, I got into it,’ Tabatha says and smirks and looks lovely. Somehow you can tell she is wealthy just by her face. She can afford the good skincare that comes in medical-looking glass bottles with pipettes. Her hair doesn’t frizz. And her clothes, it’s like my own clothes don’t belong to the same species as Tabatha’s. Her pieces heavy, rich in colour, fitting her curves just so.


She treated me to a facial once. Confined to the bench with the hands of a stranger kneading my tissue on and on, my legs started trembling. I endured forty minutes then apologised and sat out the remaining twenty in the lobby, waiting for Tabatha’s treatment to finish. I pretended I had enjoyed myself since it was expensive and she was paying. But I would never go again. I cut my hair myself and I ­haven’t been to the dentist in four years.


‘Luc doesn’t talk about other girls though,’ I say. ‘More about things he’s noticed about my body or teasing me about random things.’


‘And you’re into that?’ Finn asks and places a hand on Tabatha’s shoulder and massages it. I like looking at this. I think for a moment. Sex used to be such a serious thing but with Luc it is cheeky, the opposite of staged. ‘At first maybe I was surprised. But now I am into it. It adds a dimension.’
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