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Remy Baidoo, author of These Four Friends, is joined in conversation by journalist Ruth Tola to celebrate the release of her debut novel in paperback.


 


Ruth: Can I just gush for a moment? [laughs] I have to tell you how much I loved These Four Friends, and I’ll get into why later on, but for those who haven’t read it yet, can you tell us what it’s about?


Remy: Of course! And thank you, by the way. So, TFF [These Four Friends] is about the journey of friendship. The readers follow four women, each one with their own unique personality, who form a tight sisterhood, and risk it breaking. It’s about the ups and downs in a decade-long friendship, and the women involved have to make a choice – much like committed partners do – in the face of issues relating to careers, family, relocation and other loved ones, whether to stay together and make it work, or part ways.


Ruth: That’s a story I imagine many readers will relate to. Is it fair to say your own friendships inspired you to write a book like this?


Remy: In part, yes, but I’ve always loved stories about female friendship. [smiles] I just think love among friends deserves more discussion and praise than it currently gets. It’s not really its own genre yet so I used to hunt for it in every book I read. It’s usually there, but as a secondary plotline to finding a partner, or getting a promotion at work or ruling a kingdom – that’s more Fantasy, maybe – but finding and/or preserving healthy friendships is rarely the crux of a story. Friends either aren’t deemed important enough in the grand scheme of things, or they’re taken for granted, but to assume a person will always have friends or be able to make friends should they find themselves without any, is a very large gamble. [pauses] Sorry, I didn’t mean to go on. I just . . . friendship means a lot to me, I guess.


Ruth: No, don’t apologise. After reading TFF, your respect for friendship is obvious, and I couldn’t agree more! I take it your friendship group is as enviable as the one in your book?


Remy: Like the protagonist in TFF, I also have three amazing, irreplaceable friends who helped inspire the characters, but it’s important to remember that I write fiction.


Ruth: Speaking of, I read in another interview that you’re now a full-time writer, the dream for so many! Tell us what that’s like?


Remy: [pause] It’s great! It’s . . . it was definitely a baptism of fire. I didn’t have a very clear idea of how being an author worked . . . It’s been an adjustment process. A worthwhile one, though!


Ruth: What’s your routine like?


Remy: I don’t feel like I have one since a lot of what I do is . . . think. [Ruth laughs] No, really! I play scenes out in my head and try to decide whether they’re worth writing down. Then there’s a lot that I do write down, but eventually scrap. I’ll write on the weekend or during a holiday if something comes to me and I don’t want to lose it. Some days I’m waiting for creative blocks to pass.


Ruth: What about on days like this? Your agent tells me you have back-to-back press for the paperback release.


Remy: Yes, on days like this I don’t do much else. Not because I don’t want to, but I suffer from anxiety, so I end up spending the day concerned about the actual event/interview/talk ahead of me.


Ruth: Oh, really? Sounds draining?


Remy: No, it’s all good! You could argue every job has some aspect an introvert is going to struggle with. Practice helps! So do beta blockers. Prescribed, of course.


Ruth: Ha! Well, we’re coming to the end of our time now and the question everyone’s asking is, what’s next for you? Perhaps a sequel to TFF?


Remy: No. No, I like where I left the characters; I don’t want to disturb them. Now, I’m . . . working on something else. [pause] It’s in the very early stages.


Ruth: Exciting! Well, whatever it is, I can’t wait to read it.


Remy: You and my agent both!










SIMONE


‘Where is your sister?’


Simone took the bowl of carrot salad from her mother and placed it on the family dining table, a table she felt would soon audibly groan under the weight of jollof rice, waakye, roasted chicken, fried plantain, and tilapia cooked with chillies, bell peppers and onions.


‘I don’t know, Ma,’ she answered. ‘Jenni said they’re aiming to get here by six. It’s only just past the hour now.’


‘Yes,’ Simone’s father, Fredrick, said, squeezing his wife’s shoulders. ‘Rush hour traffic is likely keeping them.’


Simone’s mother, Afua, faced the hallway mirror and pulled the tightest coils of her hair apart to produce more volume. ‘I just feel they should be here by now.’


‘You must relax,’ Fredrick said, stretching the last word and taking his seat at the head of the table.


Away from the mirror Afua said, ‘You must un-relax!’ Her husband crossed his eyes in response whilst she fought a smile. ‘This is serious business, Freddie,’ she said. ‘Your youngest daughter, with all her men troubles, is finally bringing home a proper boyfriend. If she’s bringing him to us, it must mean big news. Imagine, our Jennifer, engaged.’ She clasped her hands and held them tightly to her chest.


Simone understood why her mother was excited; for once, Afua was not getting ahead of herself. Simone’s sister, Jennifer, only twenty-five years old, had dated a series of men with the goal of being married by twenty-seven so she could be a mother before thirty. Unfortunately, the majority of men her age, motivated by the knowledge that they could have children until they were dead, did not share the same goal. Consequently, both Simone and their mother had been on the receiving end of many heart-broken phone calls and in-person rants.


Until Dominic.


For many nights Jenni had kept her elder sister awake until the early morning, waxing lyrical about Dominic Addae, whom she’d met at a friend’s house-warming. They’d been dating for seven months and it was even him who suggested he meet her parents. From what she’d heard, he sounded fine – Simone had decided long ago that no one would be good enough for her little sister to be rated any higher than that.


Not that this fact had stopped boys from pretending to try. Jenni may have been four years younger than her, but she’d always had more boyfriends (and friends) than Simone. In school, Jenni was the popular one, whilst Simone kept her head down in class, focused on her work, and never really had a social life. She walked and talked with acquaintances, sat beside them in the library or the canteen, but there was no one she hugged hello or laughed endlessly with.


When she was younger, Simone had made it a habit to study her little sister, because if there was one thing her endless textbooks refused to teach her, it was how to make friends. In school, her inability to do so seemed odd because if you put Simone down on paper, what was not to like? She could laugh easily and tell a joke; she was quick to help, she was patient and a good listener – although sometimes she wondered if her preference for hearing other people’s stories rather than sharing her own gave off an apathetic air. Before she knew it, it was too late, and everyone had already decided who their friends were. Since Simone had failed to develop any real, or the more likely, proximity-based, friendships in her school years, it meant that in adulthood, the only person she really had was Jenni. The strangest thing, however, was that this suited Simone just fine because from the day she was born, Jenni had been the most fascinating person Simone had ever met.


Thankfully, the feeling had been mutual.


Obsessed with Simone, baby Jenni would follow her wherever she went; in seventy per cent of their childhood photos, Jenni was seen trailing Simone with her arms outstretched, reaching for her. This hadn’t stopped, no matter how many years they’d both circled the sun.


They spoke almost every day, and the sisters had even spent a short time working together. At a crossroads with her career, Jenni turned to her sister for guidance. Simone then got her four weeks as a temporary teaching assistant at her school to see if that was something Jenni deemed worth pursuing. It was not. But Simone had treasured having Jenni work in the same building, if only for a month.


Still, even though Simone was happy for Jenni, she couldn’t help but think of how it would make her look: the elder single sister with little desire to be married or pregnant, while the younger sister planned her wedding and brood.


Society’s opinion Simone could ignore – she’d been doing that for long enough anyway – but she couldn’t bear to think about their aunties (called this not due to blood relationship but out of respect) focusing all of their attention on her; a sweet tenor in their voice, but judgemental eyes and pouted lips. It was seen as the natural order of things for the elder to complete everything first; they would claim that this reversal, using the biblical story of Leah and Rachel as evidence, would only slow Simone down further.


Simone failed to understand how she could be ‘slower’ when there was no race to be won.


‘I like the sound of Dominic very much,’ Afua continued, bringing Simone back to the dining room of her parents’ house. ‘A Godly man, Ghanaian, in the medical field, both parents are professors, hmm?’ She turned to Simone, considering her with a tilted head, trying to find something, anything, to explain why her elder daughter was still single.


As a mother, Afua refused to pit her two daughters against one another in any category of life, but over lunch, her friends would often point out how objectively beautiful Simone was. How eloquent, elegant and self-assured she was. Really, Afua, it doesn’t make any sense! Will she not reconsider my son? He is a doctor, you do remember?


Then again, children did hide all sorts from their parents; perhaps there was a secret man in Simi’s life, and she was simply biding her time. Jenni was always the eager one, whilst Simone preferred to be more measured. Regardless, she would not push the case tonight.


‘You know,’ Afua said, because she could only help herself so much, ‘lately it’s been looking like it’s too much to ask for your generation of men to be African, financially secure, handsome, ready to marry, and Godly. But we thank God always, and we pray the same news that has found Jenni will flow into your life as well.’


‘Amen,’ Fredrick nodded.


Simone kept her attention fixed on straightening the laid-out cutlery.


‘And we say?’


Simone looked up at her mother. ‘Amen.’


‘Good,’ said Afua, satisfied. ‘You are twenty-nine now, is it not true?’


‘Not twenty-seven?’ Fredrick asked with a frown.


Afua rested her hands on Fredrick’s shoulders. ‘This is why we have our deal,’ she told her husband. ‘I remember the birthdays and buy the presents, and you give me the money to do so.’ She smoothed the invisible creases in his tunic before appraising Simone’s tailored black trousers and knitted top. ‘You look very nice,’ she said, reaching out to feel the fabric of Simone’s trousers. ‘Good quality. I might want a pair for myself. Where are they from?’


Simone hoped she’d hidden the Emilia Wickstead label well enough as she said, ‘Just the charity shop near mine. I’ll have a look online later.’


Afua nodded and finished her inspection. ‘All black is a bit too much like a funeral, but you do look very nice. You could wear anything because of your beautiful face.’


Fredrick laughed. ‘This is a compliment to yourself, is it not?’


Afua smiled, showing the gap in her front teeth and accepting his kiss. It was no secret that both her daughters took after her in appearance, more so when they were younger now that Jenni had filled out more and adopted a more glamorous make-up style in comparison to Simone’s lighter touch.


‘Delicate features,’ everyone at church used to say at the sight of the two girls. ‘Soft-soft. Make sure your face remains soft-soft, hmm?’ Fredrick took to calling the women in his house ‘genteel’; unassuming eyes, gently pouted lips, heart-shaped faces, long necks and slim frames.


The Beduah household had a running joke that their mother was out of their father’s league, but whenever this was brought up, Fredrick would just rub his round head and pat his rounder stomach and say, ‘You see, girls? Personality and charm will get you far in life.’ Behind him their mother would stick out her tongue, rubbing her thumb and two fingers together to say money, too.


‘Aha!’ he’d exclaimed when he’d caught her in the hallway mirror one evening. ‘Mrs Comedienne?’ He’d playfully kissed his teeth. ‘Don’t mind her, girls. Your mother fell in love with me before I had a penny to my name! Not that we are rolling in pennies today, but still!’


‘Okay,’ Afua said now. ‘Let me go and check on my fried rice.’


‘Ah, there is more?’


‘Big occasion, Freddie! Big occasion!’


When she was gone, Simone took a seat next to her father. He smiled at her, briefly remembering the first time she had wrapped her new-born fingers around his thumb and widened her eyes at the sight of him.


‘Don’t worry too much about tonight.’ He looked over his shoulder to make sure his wife was out of earshot. ‘After we meet your sister’s friend, and your mother approves, her sights will be set on you, but listen.’ He reached his hand across the table and Simone took it. ‘You mustn’t worry. God will bring you the right man at the right time and it will all make sense then. You concentrate on your career, on nurturing the minds of tomorrow, and let everything else fall into place.’


‘The minds of tomorrow?’ Simone repeated with a shake of her head. ‘I teach Year One, Dad.’


‘Is that not where it all begins?’


Simone smiled. ‘Actually, I have heard of another opening, at a school called Linwood Primary. It pays more than what I make now and I might even have an edge. I found out about it from the headteacher at my school, who’s retiring soon. The job ad doesn’t go up for another week, but she’s put my name forward.’


‘Look at that!’ Fredrick exclaimed. ‘Only a year into teaching there and already receiving referrals! Simi, this is great news.’


Bashfully, Simone shrugged. As a father, Fredrick doled out praise like free samples from a start-up. He’d always had to ‘earn’ the acknowledgement of a job well done from his parents, and swore he would act differently with his own children. He kept his promise by showering both his daughters with audible admiration at any opportunity, whether it was directed at Jenni’s colourful, ambiguous artwork he would then stick on the fridge door, or the academic grades that put Simone in the top five per cent of her year.


Consequently, she was used to his praise, but Simone’s heart still swelled any time she made her father proud. ‘Thanks, Dad.’


He shrugged as if to say, who else? Then stole a plantain wedge from the bowl, popping it into his mouth. ‘Shh, don’t tell!’


The sound of a key in the front door straightened Simone’s back, a smile already breaking forth whilst their mother emerged from the kitchen at lightning speed. Simone pulled the bag at her feet closer to her. Jenni had had her eye on a pair of Doc Martens for months now, and the sisters had even stopped for her to gaze adoringly at the store’s window on the way to their fortnightly lunch date. ‘They’re a waste of time,’ Jenni said to a specific pair behind the window. ‘Yeah, they look good, but I heard they take so long to break in, and with the money they’re asking for, they should be ready on purchase.’ She grabbed her elder sister’s hand, slotting their fingers together. ‘Let’s go.’ Simone took a mental note of the shoes before being dragged across the street, towards Jenni’s restaurant of choice.


Now, in the bag beside her feet, Simone had the very shoes in a box she’d tied with ribbon, a Just Because note attached. Simone gently adjusted the blister plasters on the back of her heels before she stood to welcome her sister. They had the same shoe size, and so Simone had spent the two weeks prior to this evening wearing the Doc Martens around her flat for thirty minutes a day, so that when Jenni began wearing them, the shoes would be comfortable but the soles still clean.


Simone’s mother was at the door with outstretched arms before it fully opened. Then entered Simone’s heart, her little sister. Jenni’s hair was braided in two long plaits and her edges twirled into tendrils. She wore a white T-shirt, flared jeans and trainers.


Simone would always remember the way Jenni looked that evening.


It wasn’t until after Jenni had greeted their parents and turned to Simone, embracing her and smelling of floral perfume, smiling with the dimple that echoed her sister’s, that Simone remembered Jenni had not come alone. She looked beyond her little sister, ready to introduce herself to her potential future brother-in-law – and there he was, holding a bouquet of flowers and a bottle of wine that almost slipped from his hand.


Simone stared with her mouth slack, her heart climbing up her throat and her arms hanging limply beside her, because she already knew ‘Dominic’.


Only three nights ago, he’d told Simone his name was Caleb.










REMY


Future MILFs group chat


 


Me


Nova, how many times do we have to tell


you to stop changing the group chat name


 


Lin


And profile picture


 


Me


Are those your boobs?


 


Melissa


Yes, they’re definitely hers


 


Lin


You can tell???


 


Melissa


You can’t?


 


Nova


What’s the prob? I usually charge for this kinda content


 


Me


Are we still on for tonight?


 


Lin


Duh! Every second Friday of the month


 


Lin


You put it in all our calendars


 


Me


Just so we wouldn’t have a repeat of Friday 12th


 


Nova


I said I was sorry! I’m not sayin it again


Nova has changed the profile picture


 


Nova has changed the profile picture


 


Lin


LOL fuck’s sake


 


Me


Nova, that had better be yours!


 


Melissa


I can’t tell from the angle


 


Nova


hahahahaha


 


 


 


‘Ahem! Ahhheeemmmmm!’


The three of us look up at Nova, standing in the corner of our booth in tonight’s restaurant of choice: Dishoom. Wearing a silver halter-neck minidress, body glitter and jumbo plaits down to the back of her knees, she already has everyone’s attention.


But whilst we’re here . . . meet Nova, or November Aura Knight. Recently single and loving it, she’s twenty-nine years old but still tells everyone she’s twenty-five because she refuses to grow ‘too old for Leonardo DiCaprio to date’. ‘Not saying I would,’ she’d said, ‘but he’s so rich, I’d at least like to have the option.’ She’s an Aries, if you’re into that kind of personality categorisation thing, and Nova very much is. A hairdresser with her own studio in Wood Green, she attends to one client at a time in four-hour slots – which she can afford to do, because a full set of goddess braids on medium-length hair will cost you £250. Unless you have the friends discount – unlikely, as only three people do.


‘We’re gathered here today,’ Nova says, almost knocking into one of the hanging wicker lanterns, ‘for many reasons. To congratulate Lin on her promotion, Remy on hitting the bestseller list with the paperback of These Four Friends, and Mel for putting in an offer for her dream flat, even though she hasn’t shown it to us yet!’


‘Bad luck!’ Melissa interjects.


Nova rolls her eyes. ‘And last but not least! We’re here to congratulate me, for finally breaking up with that two-timing, no-good, piece-of-shit David.’ She unsticks her tongue from the roof of her mouth with a loud pop. ‘Cheers!’ she says. ‘To the best year we’ve ever had.’


‘Cheers!’


We each raise our glasses, clink and toast until—


‘Okay,’ Lin says, removing her blazer. ‘Can we eat now?’


We descend into our sharing plates of Keema Pau, steaming rice, encrusted lamb chops, garlic-buttered naans, black daal, masala prawns and fragrant samosas.


‘Oh!’ Melissa puts her spoon down. ‘Did you all hear? Kelly’s pregnant!’


‘Who’s Kelly?’ Nova asks.


‘Kelly Grant. From school!’


‘Okay, but is that even big news?’ Lin asks. ‘Half the girls from our class have announced their impending children on at least one social already.’


‘Kelly Grant?’ I repeat, accessing the recesses of my mind and coming up with a blonde, watery-eyed girl with freckles on her cheeks and a serious expression on her face. ‘Wasn’t she the one who kept saying she was never going to have kids to whoever would listen?’


‘Exactly!’ says Melissa, lemonade in hand. ‘That’s why it’s big news; no one saw that coming.’


‘What a way to validate everyone who said she’d change her mind,’ Lin says, dragging a jagged piece of naan through the daal. She holds the stuffed flatbread high. ‘To yet another fallen comrade.’


Introducing Linisha Dhillon (but we call her Lin), thirty years old and born to Indian parents. A Gemini who is not into astrology because, and I quote, ‘I’m too narcissistic to believe that I and billions of people around the world, dead and alive, are as predictable as one another just because we’re born in the same month.’ A lawyer specialising in criminal law, Lin wants to one day hold the record for most overturned cases. She’s rarely seen out of a pantsuit or matching trousers and top (apparently something Steve Jobs taught her?), or without the curtain bangs of her treacle hair dyed a bright colour. This month is hot pink.


‘Remember how progressive we thought Kelly was, though?’ Lin reminisces. ‘She was saying that stuff at fifteen! In 2009 that was kind of a radical thing for girls to say.’


Nova jerks her head back. ‘Progressive? We thought she was kinda weird. Obviously I don’t think that now but come on, at the time? When she heard anyone complaining about period cramps, she’d stretch her long neck over and say some shit like, “Well, think about what not having your period might mean.” ’ Nova grimaces. ‘Bit much.’


‘Bit much?’ I repeat. ‘You thought she was more than a “bit much”. You repeatedly told her to fuck off.’


‘Because I was on my period!’ Nova is waving an arm around, and filling falls out of her samosa as if to punctuate her sentence. ‘When my uterus is betraying the cause and falling to pieces, I don’t need silver linings. I need hard drugs and a hot-water bottle. But . . .’ She drapes herself around Lin, gently pinching her cheek. ‘We all know you loved her, cos of how you feel about babies.’


‘One day,’ Lin says, ‘everyone will realise that those of us choosing not to have kids sometimes have more respect for children than those who do. Children are hard work, and if you want to do a “good” job, it’s going to be a full-time job; one you can never clock out of, costs a lot of money, and you don’t get paid for. I take that responsibility seriously by choosing not to undertake it. So again, I’ve got nothing against kids,’ Lin reiterates with a shrug, ‘they’re just not for me. If we’re really looking for our class’s next baby mama . . .’ We all turn to Melissa who has her brown doe-eyes on us. ‘Mel is made for that shit,’ Lin says. ‘She’s all our second mums already.’


‘That makes me sound old,’ Melissa says, and would you believe it’s at that moment she chooses to wrap her knitted, geometric-patterned, ‘I-wouldn’t-even-bury-my-worst-enemy-in-that’-Nova-once-said cardigan tightly across her chest.


Presenting Melissa Ortega, née Abraham, known as Mel to her nearest and dearest. Twenty-nine years old but only months away from knocking on thirty’s door. A Taurus, but due to her religious beliefs, ‘I can only put my faith into one supernatural concept at a time, Nova. And you can put those tarot cards away!’ An interior designer by day and the poster girl for the modern-day Christian by night, she is the eldest daughter of three. She remained celibate whilst dating, then proceeded to marry a good man – a surgeon no less (yes, the life-saving kind). Yet, this is no surprise to anyone who knows her. Melissa has always had her life together, literally from the day we all met in primary school. And now she’s only ‘homeowner’ away from completing her thirty before thirty list.


‘You’re not old,’ Lin promises Melissa. ‘You’re responsible; every group needs a responsible one to make sure the functioning alcoholic doesn’t one day throw herself off a roof – that’s me; and the party girl – that’s you, Nov – doesn’t turn into a ruined socialite.’ Nova raises her glass in approval. ‘Then of course,’ Lin continues, ‘every parent with a large brood has the one child they’re proud of, the quiet, studious one.’


They all look at me. ‘Oh, thanks! Just say it, you think I’m boring?’


‘You’re not boring, you’re just . . .’ Lin thinks. ‘What were you voted at school? Do you remember? Nov got most likely to end up on reality TV; I got future attorney to high-class criminals; Mel got entrepreneur and you got . . .’


They all try not to laugh.


‘Librarian!’ I throw my hands up. ‘I got most likely to be a librarian.’


Then there’s me. Remington (but please call me Remy) Baidoo. Thirty years old. I’m a Sagittarius, depending on how accurate I believe a reading to be whenever Nova springs one on us; I’m prone to sentimentality, short depressive episodes and being harmlessly obsessed with food. I’m also an author trying (and currently failing) to write her second book. No boyfriend, girlfriend, or inherent desire to find either, with an extraordinary ability to pass a Bechdel test with flying colours. My friends are part of my family and I love my very small family.


‘A librarian!’ Nova cackles.


‘Yes.’ I nod proudly. ‘A keeper of books – a noble pursuit.’


‘Thinking about it, the voters got it pretty close,’ Lin says. ‘You became an author instead, so still a keeper of books. You’re also technically an entrepreneur – just like Mummy Mel.’


‘Well.’ Melissa reaches over to fuss with the curls intertwined with my braids. ‘Of course, a mother has no favourites,’ she says.


‘Bullshit!’ says Nova. ‘Not having favourites is a lie parents made up so that their lesser children feel better about themselves. You know, like when you come in second place in some competition and people are like, here’s a silver medal! When really, a silver medal is just a prize for losing first. However, all childhood competition is avoided . . .’ She flutters her eyelashes ‘. . . when you have no competition.’


‘Promise me something, Mel,’ says Lin.


Melissa, smiling indulgently at Nova, turns to Lin. ‘What’s that?’


‘When you do start having children, have more than one.’ She throws an arm around Nova. ‘Clearly, someone hasn’t known the joys of character-building via being bullied by siblings.’


‘I don’t have any siblings either.’


‘That’s true,’ Lin says, turning to me, ‘but your mum is more like a cool, aloof aunt. Maybe that’s the difference between reality TV star and librarian.’


‘Which wasn’t the worst prediction for someone always in trouble for daydreaming in class.’


‘Or for passing ridiculously long notes,’ Nova says. ‘You were the reason we always got caught with them! Because we had to keep folding your essays to fit in our hands.’


‘I loved your notes!’ Melissa says. ‘Nov would always respond with K or I see that, or a boy’s name followed by cute or nah boxes for us to tick, and yours, Lin, were sixty per cent expletives. Rem went into depth.’


‘Thank you! I was world building; setting the scene, building the suspense before revealing all.’


Nova tuts. ‘Your notes were like homework.’


‘How would you know?’ I ask her. ‘You always copied mine.’


Our laughter is interrupted by a call from Melissa’s husband, Felix, letting her know he’s ten minutes away. They’re both visiting his mum for her birthday so, instead of going back to their flat in Crouch End, they’ll drive from here to Winchester tonight.


‘Ladies, this has been fun,’ Mel says, ‘but shall we get the bill?’


‘Already?’ Nova whines.


I look out of the window and see it’s pitch-black outside. ‘We’ve been here for almost four hours,’ I tell her.


‘Lightweights,’ she mutters. ‘We used to be out until they kicked us out; then we’d find somewhere still open.’


Lin pulls on her blazer. ‘That’s when we were closer to twenty than thirty.’


‘Speak for yourself,’ Nova says. ‘I’m twenty-five so I’m technically closer to both.’


‘Except, you’ve been twenty-five for almost four years now,’ I say, shuffling out of the booth to use the bathroom before the journey home.


‘And I’m going to remain twenty-five until I’m dead,’ Nova responds. She looks up at the ceiling. ‘Right, boss?’


Melissa smiles. ‘And which deity are you praying to this month?’


Nova sighs. ‘At this point, whichever one is listening.’


 


Leaving the bathroom, I spot Felix and Melissa by the door. I stay where I am because sometimes – and I don’t mean this in a creepy way – I like watching the two of them together. Lin doesn’t date for the long-term, she doesn’t have the time; apart from her friends and family, she keeps every other relationship in her life casual. Nova, big personality that she has, is surprisingly a firm advocate of monogamy – it’s just unfortunate that the man she thought was The One, David, who we all despise with intensity, didn’t feel the same way. As for me, I haven’t put a label on it yet. That need to be part of a couple, to find a potential soulmate? I just don’t have it. Am I worried about what this means in the long run? Sure. Am I wholly content with the possibility of dying alone? Not so much. But for where I am now, I get far more joy at the possibility of seeing my friends than I do at seeking a partner.


Despite this, I love observing Melissa and Felix together; he adores her. If it were him and us four girls and I heard a gunshot, I’d dive to protect Nova or Lin knowing Melissa was well and truly covered. They met at her cousin’s wedding; after she caught the bouquet, the first face she saw was Felix’s. She didn’t think much of him at first because she’d recently had her heart broken, but he introduced himself and made her laugh. He brought her flowers on dates but always kept one in a vase by his window, so he knew when it was time to send her fresh ones. He always picked up the phone when she called, letting her know what times he had surgeries so she’d know when he couldn’t answer; he’d messaged me to find out her favourite activities so he could tailor their dates; he remembered our birthdays and went halves with Melissa on our presents. He proposed eight months in and they were married before the year was out.


Is Felix handsome? Well . . . it depends on your type. He’s a couple of inches taller than Melissa with short hair and a neat beard, and the kindest brown eyes known to man. He was born in Spain but moved here with his parents when he was five, and is forever dressed in shirts, chinos and Converse. Lin says Melissa’s out of his league, and Nova thinks he’s ‘too wet’, but that may have to do with the fact that Felix is a constant reminder of what David could but chooses not to be. I love Felix because Melissa’s never been happier, and most importantly, he shares her with us without complaint. As opposed to David, who once said that if Nova spent half as much time with him as she did with us, maybe he would have proposed by now. He then went on to prove himself wrong.


‘Did you tell them?’ I hear Felix ask.


I frown and watch as he helps Melissa into her coat. She looks up at him and says, ‘No. I was going to, but it was a celebratory night. I wanted to keep it that way.’


Felix tilts his head. ‘But this is good news; they’ll be happy for you.’


‘I know. I know.’


He sighs and rests his forehead against hers. ‘You have to tell them eventually. I’ve always admired how little you four keep from each other. You shouldn’t stop now.’


‘I’ll tell them soon. I promise.’


‘Okay.’ He kisses her nose. ‘How was the food here? Is it a contender for our next date night?’


‘Felix, we have to come back! Maybe with Sienna and Adam before they move? They have these okra fries I want to try and . . .’


I return to the booth where Lin and Nova are waiting, ready to leave. Seconds later Felix and Melissa wave goodbye and, as we wave back, Lin catches the look on my face and says, ‘What’s up?’


‘Huh?’


‘You’ve got that crease in the middle of your forehead,’ Nova says. ‘You get that when you’re tryna figure something out.’


‘It’s nothing.’ I rub my forehead smooth. ‘I’m just tired.’


Lin throws her arm around my shoulders. ‘That does happen when you age.’


‘You’re only three months younger than me.’


‘Which is practically an entire year if you go with the theory that conception is your true birthday.’


‘So, I’m twenty-four?’


Lin moves over to Nova. ‘No, honey. You’re still twenty-nine.’


Nova swats her away as we all leave the restaurant. ‘You always kiss my forehead three times when you’ve had drinks. You’re fucking up my bronzer.’


‘I have to kiss your forehead three times because once isn’t enough,’ Lin says. ‘Not with that much ground to cover.’


Nova gasps and covers her forehead. ‘You bitch! Just for that, you’re buying us ice cream. No, I mean it, I want something.’


As they laugh down the dark street, I try to shake the nameless feeling that’s attempting to settle on my stomach. What could the news be? Is Melissa pregnant? She wasn’t drinking tonight, but she stopped drinking on weeknights four years ago. Did the offer on their dream flat get accepted? Neither of these would be classified as bad news in Melissa’s book so why not tell us tonight? She tells us everything, from brains to breasts to bunions, we have no secrets. Is she dying? No, Felix would be distraught, so what is she—


‘Rem!’


I look towards Lin shouting down the street. ‘Catch up! I’m getting Nov and her forehead some ice cream. You want one?’


I run up to them stood outside Soft Serve Society. ‘I always want one.’


I choose the ‘Berry Special’ sundae cup and decide that whatever it is that Melissa hasn’t told us can’t be bad news, and that’s enough for now.


 


I was wrong; it was bad news, and we found out two weeks later.


‘I knew it,’ I whisper. ‘I knew something was up when I overheard you two.’


‘When?’ Melissa asks.


‘At Dishoom. I was coming out of the bathroom and Felix was saying something like, “You have to tell them.” ’


Lin, Nova and I are sitting on the sofa in Melissa and Felix’s flat in North London. The two Judases are in front of us, Melissa wringing her hands as their news begins to sink in.


‘You knew about this?’ Nova asks.


‘I didn’t know it would be this,’ I say. ‘I didn’t know they were moving out of London and that they’re pregnant!’


‘Okay,’ Felix says. ‘There are a lot of emotions filling the air. Shall we take some deep breaths to cleanse? In through the nose for three . . . two . . .’


‘Felix, fuck off with that bullshit!’ Nova turns to Melissa. ‘When are you leaving?’


‘I’m only eight weeks along, but . . .’ Melissa nervously tucks her hair behind her ears. ‘We want to move at least a few months before the baby is born.’


Nova throws her hands in the air and then turns to Lin. ‘Why aren’t you saying anything?’


Lin looks down at her lap and Felix says, ‘You should tell them, Lin.’ Mel stops wringing her hands long enough to nod in agreement.


I look among the three of them, attempting to decode the conversation they’ve obviously shared prior to this one. ‘Tell us what?’


‘My promotion . . .’ Lin says, playing with her rings. ‘It came with a caveat, which I accepted. The position is based in their New York office.’


Nova curses the air red. I close my eyes and start to feel sick because this all means Melissa will start a family away from here and Lin will be five hours behind. My heart breaks a little before it completely shatters because I don’t know what I’m supposed to do without them.


I just thought . . . well, what did I think? That we’d all be together forever? Yes, that’s exactly what I thought. I imagined a time where we’d maybe see each other less frequently, but hardly at all? That never occurred to me.


‘Remy?’ Melissa says softly. ‘Are you okay? Look at me, please.’


I look up at Melissa, my second emergency contact, and I’m hit with the realisation that whilst I am important to my friends, I’m not the priority. Their own families and careers will come before me, of course they will.


Be happy for them, a voice inside me demands. It’s not about you so you have to be happy for them. ‘I’m so hap—’


‘This is a fucking disaster!’ Nova gets to her feet. ‘You all wanna be done? Fine, we’re done.’ She walks out and slams the door behind her; Melissa runs after her and, of course, Felix follows.


Lin also gets up, but heads to the kitchen and returns with two shots of vodka in a tumbler. ‘Here.’ She hands the glass to me.


‘It’s only eleven.’


‘You think peppermint tea will help this one?’


I down the shots in one.


‘Feel better?’


‘No.’


She pulls me into a hug until I can feel her breath on my scalp. ‘Look, things won’t—’


‘Change?’ I shove her arm. ‘Seriously, Lin?’


‘I was going to say things won’t ever be the same again, but maybe I should have gone with the lie.’


I search her eyes. ‘Why are you okay with this?’


‘I’m not, but you know me – I’m the adaptable one,’ she says. ‘So that’s what I’m doing, and I saw this coming; Mel has wanted kids with Felix since their third date, and yes, together their salaries are decent, but London’s property market right now is a scam. Mel wants a garden and a white picket fence if she can find one, and if she can’t, Felix was always going to find somewhere to build one for her.’


‘But why does it have to be in Hertfordshire? I don’t even know where that is!’


‘No one does. But listen, she’s still close by, you know? Like, just over an hour?’


‘You lot complain when you have to get on the Northern Line for thirty minutes to get to my place.’


‘True,’ Lin says, hugging me tighter, ‘but I meant, she’s still close by . . . compared to me.’


I push away and look at Lin, her eyes downcast, bags beneath them, and even her cobalt-blue bangs can’t brighten her face.


I take her hand. ‘What happened to the plan I made in my head? Mel is the mum who’s always a call and a container of homemade chicken soup away; you’re the one to get us out of jail if we ever land there, and Nova was obviously the one who was going to land us there.’


‘And you?’


‘I’d write about it when we all got out.’


Lin laughs. ‘You don’t need us to write. We’re just the Mona Lisa’s and you’re . . . who’s that guy?’


‘Leonardo da Vinci?’


‘As if I’d fucking know.’ She kisses my temple. ‘I’m eight hours away; not dead. I’m always here for you, all three of you. Never forget that.’


 


Future MILFs group chat


 


Me


Are we still on for dinner tonight?


 


Melissa


Sorry! We’ve got people coming round to view the flat


and Felix is in surgery.


 


Lin


I have to work late!


 


Nova


Fan fuckin tastic










THREE MONTHS LATER










SIMONE


Now


Simone’s Year One classroom had looked different during her first week at Linwood Primary School.


Each teacher was responsible for the aesthetic of their space and Simone’s predecessor had kindly taken her homemade bunting and garishly coloured velvet ribbons with her. Simone had in turn opted for a minimal design comprising of beige and taupe clay pots housing stems of eucalyptus placed on hard-to-reach surfaces, as well as framed artwork depicting sculptural shapes, and neatly labelled cabinets to house neatly labelled folders.


This interior choice lasted only days until several comments, muffled within a cough or spoken behind a cupped palm, were made about Simone’s classroom being a cold and uninviting place. Naturally, it didn’t bother Simone that her colleagues thought this; it only troubled her to think her students might as well.


So, she’d taken her decorations back home and spent hours on Pinterest, transforming her living-room floor into an enviable arts and crafts station. The following morning, she carried in a giant felt flower, each petal inscribed with positive affirmations and well-meaning lies, such as, Good things come to those who wait and If you treat people kindly, they will do the same to you. She unrolled posters of cartoon animals sitting beside child-friendly motivational quotes, and Simone had even draped fake ivy along the large classroom windows. She’d replaced the black-and-white rug used for Reading Time with a spongy affair comprising dark-coloured puzzle pieces, each one an individual seat that could be detached and re-joined. She’d requested different-coloured workbooks instead of one uniform colour and had even brought some books herself to replenish the reading corner’s offerings. Simone hadn’t been a fan of the result, but the children either loved it or hadn’t been expecting anything less.


‘How are we doing over here?’ Simone asked Table A.


‘Hi, Miss.’


Simone crouched neatly beside Tyler. This morning’s lesson was to arrange words from a pile and sort them into full sentences. Although Simone and her colleagues had recently read that there was no evidence supporting auditory and visual learning in tandem, she’d found that something about not having to think and write at the same time made the task easier for almost every child.


Considering Simone had only been teaching this class of Year One students for a couple of months, she knew them all relatively well. Five-year-old Tyler had the most difficulty with forming written sentences, despite being an average speaker for his age. She’d noticed this when he began throwing words together and hoping for the best (in his defence, this allowed him to reach the correct answer forty-eight per cent of the time), despite not understanding what the sentences meant. When this no longer worked, he resorted to deflection by way of asking random questions. This morning’s was: ‘Where’s your jumper from, Miss?’


The truth was, Tyler just really liked Miss Simone, and so anything she said was worth listening to; besides, she always smelt like soap instead of whatever lots of adults wore that made his nose sting. His teacher also reminded Tyler of his downstairs neighbour who sometimes made him sandwiches and looked at his homework when his mum and dad were making his house noisy with anger. His neighbour had long black hair and a kind face, just like Miss Simone.


Simone pulled at her jumper. ‘It’s from Freedom.’


Tyler shoved his tongue between the gap in his front teeth. ‘I’ve never heard of that shop.’


‘It isn’t an actual shop,’ Simone said. ‘It’s an online brand known for sustainable clothing.’


Tyler’s brown eyes morphed into orbs. The children were used to Simone speaking to them like they were her peers, even if they didn’t quite understand what she was saying. They thought she just used a lot of adult words, words they would one day use when they woke up as adults, too. But this one was extra big, thought Tyler.


‘Sus-sust-bul?’ Tyler tried.


‘Almost,’ Simone replied. ‘Sus-tain-able.’


Together they repeated the word until Tyler got it right. He said it twice more before he grew bored. ‘What does that mean?’ he asked.


‘It means this jumper has been made in a way that is mindful of the many environmental issues the fashion industry tends to exploit, such as inequitable pay and inhuman working conditions.’


All of Table A stared at Miss Simone until, amused, she added, ‘It’s better for the planet.’


They all nodded and returned to their work, except Tyler. ‘Are all your clothes better for the planet, Miss?’


‘I’m afraid not.’


‘Why?’


‘Personally, it’s not economically sustainable.’


‘Miss, what does eco—’


‘How are your sentences going, Tyler?’ Simone’s tone was patient, but her knees were beginning to cramp.


Tyler, admitting defeat, stared down at his jumble of words and said, ‘Not good.’


‘There’s nothing wrong with that,’ Simone said, pulling up a chair to sit on. ‘Let’s work on it together.’


For the next twenty minutes they sat, rearranging slips of paper until they formed sentences that sounded right when Tyler said them aloud. He beamed up at his teacher, who smiled at him in return.


Things were always easier when Miss Simone was there to help.


 


Simone rarely entered the staff room. She was not particularly well liked by Martha and Colleen, combined age of one hundred and twelve, fellow teachers and self-imposed guardians of the school, but Simone rarely took it personally. She knew they didn’t like any of the young teachers, of which she was one of the newest.


The older women – or as they often referred to themselves, ‘the experienced ones’ – also didn’t approve of the wanton attention Simone drew to herself. She put far too much effort into her appearance for an educator of young children, and it came across as narcissistic and superficial. Her hair changed monthly, whether it be obscenely lengthy braids, a ballerina’s bun, a puff atop her head or wavy extensions down her back. They disapproved of how Simone had wordlessly banned leggings and thin jumpers from her work wardrobe and opted for straight jeans or long silk skirts with fitted tees; linen draped over ribbed tank tops; flattering dresses, and white shirts tucked into structured trousers. The perpetually-clean trainers, heeled boots, closed sandals or brogues on her feet, the simple but effective make-up applied to her face, and the fact that she wore only gold jewellery. Costume jewellery, Martha had declared one day, but Colleen had silently disagreed; fake gold did not glint the way Simone’s did.


The two women couldn’t pinpoint what it was Simone did, but decided it had to be something inappropriate if the male teachers couldn’t help but look whenever she entered the room. Like today, here Simone came, striding in with her head held far too high.


Simone preferred to eat at her desk for two reasons: to prep for her next lesson in between forkfuls of chickpea and feta salad, and to avoid being drawn into a debate she wouldn’t win. However, the fridge was in the staff room, and almost everyone was in there this afternoon. Variant strains of discussion flowed and Simone dodged open conversations. She almost made it out, but Martha broke through the noise by saying, ‘Good to see you.’


Even though Simone stood over Martha, Martha somehow managed to look down her own nose when addressing Simone. ‘Care to join us for once?’


Glass container in hand, Simone (although far from sorry) apologised and said, ‘I should prep for my next lesson.’


‘It’s easier to have a lunch break if you come to work prepared, See-mone.’ That was another thing of Martha’s; apart from offering disingenuous invitations, she seemed to enjoy sounding out Simone’s name unnecessarily, but Simone could never fathom what level of satisfaction she gained from doing so.


‘Very true,’ Colleen added, stabbing a lettuce leaf from her own bowl. ‘When you’ve been here as long as we have, you learn these things. I suppose your generation wouldn’t know, so quick to quit jobs as you are.’


The insinuation that she should spend her weekends prepping for the week ahead may have been unfair, but it was valid. Unfortunately, there was no other proven way to compete with the workload. If she were more rigid in her teaching plans like Martha, Colleen, and many of the other teachers, it would undoubtedly assist her in the long run.


Simone’s Year One students were a dream, but Years Four to Six were notoriously difficult to teach. She imagined herding older classes was something comparable to steering a friendship group with many clashing personalities. How do you get one friend out of their shell when another sees it as their birthright to dominate? How do you let a gifted student shine without making a shy, less academically inclined student feel like they’re being left behind?


These were problems Simone dealt with too, of course, but on a reduced scale.


‘My generation,’ Simone echoed, ‘leave jobs because of factors like stress, budget cuts and poor pay.’


‘Because you don’t know how to manage your finances,’ Martha said, with Colleen clucking her approval. ‘You’re all spoilt . . . for choice. Due to your constant career flip-flopping you have no sense of stability, no impressive track record anywhere, and ninety per cent of you will never own a home.’


Bethany, one of the two other newer members of staff remaining at Linwood, looked stricken, her nose flooding red and a dewy mist floating in her eyes. She fled the room, spilling most of the contents of her coffee mug as she went.


Bethany did this at least twice a week, so Simone silently wished her the best and returned to Martha. ‘You bought your home in the nineties and it is owned by your husband. I think our circumstances are a little different.’


At that exact moment, her phone pinged – a notification from her bank, letting her know Michael had sent half of his payment.


‘And yet,’ Martha said, eyeing Simone’s phone, ‘you seem to be doing just fine.’


Simone tucked her phone back into her pocket. Again, she told herself there was no use arguing. She cradled her lunch to her chest and left the staff room.


 


‘Can I take my shoes off, Miss?’


Sitting on a bench together in the school playground at the end of the day was practically a ritual for Simone and her student Anne. On days when Simone couldn’t run her after-school club, Anne’s mother was often the last parent to pick up their child.


Anne’s father passed away just over a year ago, and from what Anne’s mother, Aliyah, sparsely divulged, he had been the breadwinner before his premature demise. She had been a happy, stay-at-home mum who one day woke up to find the financial onus of the household on her. She was unable to afford to send Anne to any paid after-school activities or leave Anne with her grandparents regularly, so Simone’s after-school club was a welcome surprise.


On the days the club was inactive, Anne’s mother often found herself running late to make the end of the school day. Simone didn’t mind. She of course had sympathy for anyone who’d lost their partner and was then shoved into the daunting, and likely isolating, world of single parenthood, but primarily, Simone didn’t mind because she viewed Anne as an entertainingly precocious child. Simone tried her best not to have favourites in her classroom, but if she were to choose, Anne would come quickly to mind. She was kind, thoughtful, and clever without being in any way insufferable. Her homework was always punctual, consistently boasting the highest marks in the class, and her school bag had been poked with numerous Reading Challenge badges. Simone desperately wanted her to succeed and so, with the permission of her mother, often set Anne homework meant for the class above. Only when Anne sat with Simone did she slip her advanced work so as not to let the other children know. Simone didn’t have to tell her to keep it to herself; Anne did not have it in her to gloat.


She was a joy to speak to and a delight to have around, often peppering conversations with phrases such as, ‘If you insist’ and ‘I don’t see what all the fuss is about’. Simone was especially fond of when Anne ended an exchange with a nod and a soulful, ‘Indeed’. During one late pick-up, Aliyah had confessed that Anne’s favourite pastime was a mug of Ovaltine, two malted milk biscuits and an episode of Miss Marple.


Simone shielded her eyes from the sun and answered, ‘Yes, but why do you need to take your shoes off?’


‘They hurt a bit,’ Anne said, wriggling her grey tights-clad feet. ‘Mum says they’re good-quality shoes so I need to break them in. She said she’d wear them in for me if she could, but only two of her toes would fit!’


Anne, whose mum had spent the weekend transforming Anne’s hair into the micro plaits she’d spent weeks pleading for, almost asked her teacher why she looked so upset, and why she’d reached for the back of her heels to check for a phantom blister pad.


Simone cleared her throat and said, ‘Sure, but your mum will be here shortly.’


Anne nodded, swinging her shoe-less feet. ‘I know, Miss.’


There was no hint of condescension, rather the quiet confidence that of course her mum would show up. Simone noticed these subtleties in her students and could name the children that subconsciously felt they couldn’t always rely on their guardians to be there when they were needed. The other day Leon, when told the same thing, did not respond and continued to chew the inside of his mouth while he stared at the school gates.


Both Simone and Anne turned in the direction of the same gates as Anne’s mother ran in.


‘Hi, Mum!’ Anne jumped off her seat, shoved her feet back into her shoes and rushed over. Instead of the hug-the-leg, pat-on-the-back hug Simone often witnessed at the end of each day, Anne’s mother stooped down to envelop her daughter. When she drew away, she thanked Simone, apologising for her tardiness yet again.


Simone waited until they’d both left before blinking back surfacing tears. Back in her classroom she took her phone out from the drawer and scrolled down her Contacts list before arriving at Mum.


Her thumb hovered over the call icon even though it had been almost six months since they’d spoken properly. Whenever Simone thought about pressing the call button, the last in-person conversation she’d had with her mother would begin to ricochet in her ears: cries of defamatory lies and pleas for clarification.


 


Simone hadn’t even noticed Dominic when the front door had opened that evening six months ago – her eyes being too full of Jenni. She wondered if spotting him earlier would have helped the outcome. In hindsight, she thought of all the things she could have done in the moment. Simone could have suddenly excused herself to use the bathroom, then texted Dominic/Caleb to act calm, and that they’d sort everything out after the dinner. But she hadn’t done that. She’d only stood there.


 


‘This . . . is your sister?’ Dominic said.


Simone silently urged him to look away; even tilted her head like she didn’t know him, to remind him that it was imperative he pretend like they’d never met. But for a doctor, he had surprisingly little common sense.


‘You said you worked together once? That she got you a job?’ Simone heard the accusation in his tone and so had Jenni. She stood confused before saying, ‘Yeah?’


‘So, the teaching assistant thing was just some code?’ He looked distraught and almost disgusted as he stared at Jenni. ‘You fuck men for money, too?’


 


Simone shook her head, forcing herself to return to the classroom. She looked at her mum’s number once more before exiting the screen and turning her phone off.










REMY


Now


The next time I see Melissa, her house is filled with packed and labelled boxes. The kitchen is the last room to be tackled.


After yet another cancelled Friday dinner, Mel says we’re welcome to assist her in packing the remaining boxes ahead of their move next week. I’m the only one to accept the offer. Once again, the realisation dawns that I might need my friends more than they need me.


As we deal with the boxes together, Melissa filling them up and me taping them closed, she asks, ‘How’s book two going, Rem?’


I think of how best to reply but Melissa’s mind is already elsewhere. ‘Maybe we should keep these plates out,’ she says to herself. ‘Or are those the ones we’re donating?’ She confers with her checklist. Eventually, she clocks my hesitation and says, ‘You’ll work it out. Just take your time.’


‘The problem is, I don’t have much time.’ I try to rip duct tape with my teeth before Melissa nudges my hands away and passes me the scissors. ‘If I want to get it sold, you know?’


‘Right, right. The last bit of money from These Four Friends was for the paperback, and that was published . . . about six months— Oh!’ She places a hand on her chest.


I jump up. ‘Is something happening? Should I boil the kettle? Get some towels?’


Despite her obvious discomfort, Melissa laughs. ‘Remy, I’m only five months along. It’s just indigestion.’


Flooded with relief I say, ‘Oh, good. So, yeah, six months since I—’


‘But maybe I should write it down just in case?’ Melissa says. ‘I have all my notes for our next doctor’s visit somewhere around here . . .’ I help her search the dining table for a notebook and reveal a water stain Nova once made when she forgot to use a coaster.


‘Are you taking the table?’ I ask suddenly.


‘Huh? Oh, no. We’ll leave that for the next tenants and buy a new one,’ Melissa says. ‘Here it is!’


I think about reminding her that whilst sitting at this table one bright afternoon, I received an email from my agent telling me that TFF was going to be published. I decide against it when Mel begins jotting down notes and rubbing her belly in soothing circles. I return to putting boxes together.


But as I fold, tape and fill, I can’t help the knowledge seeping under my skin, sinking into my bones. The realisation is sudden: I’ve lost her. I look at Melissa and think of glossy teen magazines and Reddit chatrooms filled with questions like: how do I know if my relationship is over?


You just know, chatroom dwellers would say, you have to trust your gut.


Is this the feeling? Did that thought come from my gut?

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  Love by the Book



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Also by Jessica George



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			SIX MONTHS AGO

	

				Remy Baidoo, author of These Four Friends, is



	



	



			SIMONE



			REMY



			THREE MONTHS LATER



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			REMY



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			SIMONE



			REMY



			REMY



			SIMONE



			SIX MONTHS LATER



			REMY



			A YEAR LATER



			SIMONE



			EPILOGUE



			Acknowledgements



			Credits



			My Name is Maame



			Raising Readers



			BookDrop











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
THE NEW YORK TIMES BESTSELLING AUTHOR

JESSICA GEORGE

Friendship is the love story you can count on.

LOVE

'A rom-com for

platonic friendship’
CHARMAINE
WILKERSON

'As soulilling

as an evening

with a friend' \
EMMA KNIGHT

THE
BO

'Captivating and

emotionally rich'

FIONA WILLIAMS

A
"





OEBPS/OPF/hs_new_logo.jpg
HODDER &
STOUGHTON





