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One


Mira is sitting on her unmade bed with her back against the wall, her laptop balanced on outstretched legs, ankles crossed, twirling a piece of her hair around her finger. She’s staring at the homepage of a playwriting prize, the banner across the top of the site counting down, announcing there are two hundred and twelve days left until the submission deadline in November. Whoever designed the website has done it in such a way that the numbers flick from side to side every fifty seconds, as if they are dancing. Without realising that she’s doing it, Mira counts the seconds until the numbers travel across the screen again in their stilted way and when they do it feels satisfying, like scratching an itch or figuring out a magic trick. She’s doing this, staring at the numbers and counting to fifty in her head, and deliberately avoiding having to think about the play she both does but doesn’t want to be writing, when her phone, which is somewhere on the bed by her bare feet, begins to vibrate. 


Mira looks over the top of her laptop and then, using her toes, inches her phone towards her. She glances at the screen with low-level dread. She’s wary of a ringing phone, wishes people would just text instead, even though the only person who ever calls is her older sister, Hana. And sure enough, it is Hana. 


Mira hesitates but she knows that if she doesn’t answer, Hana will only keep on trying.


‘Hey, Han. What’s up?’ 


Mira cringes at her painful attempt to sound upbeat.


‘What are you doing?’ Hana makes the question sound like an accusation. This is how Hana naturally speaks, the way she begins more or less every phone conversation, but still it startles Mira and makes her feel like she’s being quizzed by a strict headmistress.


‘Not much—’


‘Because if you’re not doing anything, you might as well come over for dinner.’ 


‘Okay?’	


‘You have weekends off, don’t you?’


‘Um, yes—’


‘So, I mean, you don’t have to. I’m just saying, the option’s there, if you want. If you’ve got nothing better to do. Don’t feel obliged or anything.’


The sound becomes muffled, as though Hana has covered her phone with her free hand or the cuff of her sleeve. Mira hears her say, ‘What?’ in an irritated way to her husband in the background, and then, ‘I am being nice!’, before Hana comes back on the line. 


‘Samir says to tell you he’s making his famous spaghetti.’


Mira pictures Hana raking speech marks through the air with her fingers for dramatic effect, this being a thing Hana does. She makes the same gesture whenever she asks about Mira’s job in the café, or her writing. It seems impossible for Hana, an Oxford graduate and a practising family lawyer, named one to watch in a Financial Times special report on legal services, to take anything Mira does seriously.


‘Personally, I wouldn’t say his cooking is worth the journey, but if you want to—’


‘You do know that you could just ask if I want to come over for dinner, like a normal person. You could just say: “Would you like to come over for dinner?”’ Mira rubs her forehead. ‘You don’t have to go on and on about how much I don’t have to or how you wouldn’t bother if you were me. Like, that makes it kind of a backwards invite, which defeats the purpose of asking me over in the first place.’ She makes a little gesture of impatience with her hands, her fingers exploding like tiny fireworks in the air. 


There’s a pause before Hana replies in an irritated way, ‘Obviously I’m asking if you want to come over for dinner. That’s exactly what I’ve just said.’ She laughs. ‘I mean, what do you want exactly? A gold-embossed invitation? For Samir’s spaghetti?’


‘No. Just—’ Mira closes her eyes, rests her head against the wall behind her. ‘Nothing. Forget it. Sorry, I’m tired.’


She opens her eyes. The dancing numbers on her laptop screen taunt her. In theory she has ages to finish writing this play – she has two hundred and twelve days – but she finds writing hard, even though it’s the only thing she wants to do. She hasn’t written anything new for months. She feels the familiar, finger-wagging guilt of failure. 


Her play is supposed to be about a woman in her early thirties whose life has not turned out the way she expected. The woman is unable to sleep and takes to walking around the city in the early hours, delivering a monologue on her life’s seminal moments and turning points thus far. It was only after Mira wrote the first scene that she realised that she was writing about herself, and so she’s been trying hard ever since to make stuff up, in order for it to be less predictable, more original. 


Since January, Mira’s been going to a playwriting group that meets every fortnight on a Thursday evening in the basement of a local bookshop on Crouch End Broadway. It was her New Year’s resolution to take her writing more seriously. She’s lost count of the abandoned documents on her desktop, pieces of writing that never make it beyond a first or second draft. The teacher, Dominic, talks often about the importance of the question ‘what if?’ to help them push their ideas. So Mira’s been thinking what if, at some point, the woman lies down on a pavement for an as yet unspecified reason only to decide life feels better that way, and what if she doesn’t get up, in spite of all these passers-by tripping all over her, and what if one of them, a man, lies down too, and then one by one all of the other passers-by follow suit, holding hands like paper dolls. She thinks there might be something in the idea, but she has no clue how to make it work in practice. She doesn’t even know what to call her lead character, although she does at least have a title. Pavements. But in total she has written maybe the first two scenes of the play, and that has taken nearly four months.


It doesn’t help that she finds Dominic, a working playwright and occasional actor, so distractingly handsome. It’s not just that he’s so good-looking; she loves the way he talks about writing and that he’s not pretentious about it. He’s kind too, remembers everyone’s names, thanks them all for their contributions even when, sometimes, those contributions are quite rubbish. Mira is pretty sure that everyone in her playwriting group either wants to be him or is in love with him. In her more rational moments, she’s aware her infatuation may be nothing more than another form of procrastination. But still, she spends no small amount of time wondering what it might be like to kiss him when he’s talking about narrative theatre. 


‘By the way,’ Hana continues. ‘Someone – and by “someone” I mean Samir – messed up the online food shop again, so we’ve ended up with far too much for the fridge. You can take the extra if you like. We won’t get through all of it.’


 ‘Hmm.’ Mira’s not really listening. She’s scrolling up and down her screen, flicking between Pavements and the Hadley Prize website.


Every fortnight, Dominic picks a student to read a scene from their work in progress and asks the others to offer critiques. It’s her turn to read next and she’s dreading making a fool of herself. She’d set aside this weekend fully intending to edit or write a new scene, but it’s just not happening. She feels like the play is supposed to mean something, knows that people can’t lie down on a pavement for no good reason, but can’t attach anything she believes to it. She thinks perhaps it could be argued that she’s saying something about domino effects and stillness, the connection between strangers, but she isn’t sure if she’s trying to be that clever. She just likes the thought of all these people lying down and not getting up again. Mira would do it herself if she could. She’s lost count of the hours she’s spent after work staring at her computer screen, begging her brain to think of something. She wishes she could call her mother, talk to her about being stuck, ask for advice. Her mother was an artist herself, never gave up drawing and painting, even though at times she too despaired. She would have understood Mira’s frustration at the creative process. But Mira can’t talk to her: her mother died eleven years ago.


Mira worries that she’s being ridiculous to even consider entering the Hadley Prize, an award that has launched the careers of many contemporary playwrights. She’s certain she’s not talented enough. She scrolls through the biographies of last year’s shortlist; they’ve all been writing seriously for years. But she dropped out of a degree in theatre writing after her mother died. For Christ’s sake, why is she even bothering, sitting here, torturing herself by looking at the website, again and again? 


‘Well?’ Hana interrupts Mira’s thoughts. ‘Are you coming then?’


It’s Saturday afternoon and Mira can sense from the growing number of unread messages on her phone that her friends are busy making and confirming plans to go out later. She’s already said she can’t come, but she knows they’ll try to persuade her to join them. It’s not because she doesn’t want to, she’d do anything to escape her flatmate, but she needs to focus. And anyway, she can’t afford to go out. She thinks of her bank account and the notification she got this morning warning her that there were not enough funds to cover her direct debits this month. And there is barely any food left in the fridge. The prospect of a proper meal in Hana’s beautiful house suddenly seems vital, even if it means contending with Hana’s self-importance. 


‘Sorry, Han,’ Mira says. ‘I’m just shattered. Tell Samir spaghetti sounds good. I could be there, maybe, seven? Is that—’


‘Fine but don’t be late. I hate eating late.’ Hana hangs up. 


Mira takes her phone away from her ear and looks at the screen. Even though Hana always hangs up without saying goodbye, Mira is taken aback by how abrupt she is.


For the next three hours, Mira tries hard to write something, anything, to add to the play. But it’s not working. When it’s obvious she’s fully squandered her day, and she isn’t going to get any sort of writing done, she starts searching through the messy pile of clothes flung over her chair for something fresh to wear to Hana’s. She’s sniffing and discarding items, dropping them on the floor, when she hears a shriek of laughter coming from the living room. 


Mira rents her tiny room from a French girl, Lili, whose parents bought her the flat in Hornsey and are financing her Masters in marketing. Lili has a new boyfriend and he’s around all the time. They act like teenagers, kissing as if they’ve just discovered it, slobbering all over each other in the shared living spaces. They’re always home, filling up the flat with tinny music and bottles of cheap wine. Now Mira hears another burst of Lili’s terrifyingly high-pitched laughter ringing through the walls, followed by a thud, then another shriek. She quickly grabs her toothbrush from the bathroom, along with the old T-shirt she sleeps in, making sure to slam the bathroom door loudly behind her. She wraps the toothbrush in the T-shirt and sticks it in her backpack and then texts Hana.


Lili + new boyfriend doing my head in. Okay if I crash at yours tonight?


She doesn’t wait for a reply, just slips her phone into her back pocket and starts searching for her keys.


Hana’s house is in Muswell Hill, a brisk twenty-five minutes’ walk away, in a prettier and more expensive neighbourhood than the one Mira lives in. Hana and Samir bought their house, a period property, first, and Mira moved nearby six months later when her lease was up. Mira remembers texting Hana the link to Lili’s flat along with the name of the road: 


This one isn’t far from you . . . what do you think? 


Hana had texted back: 


????????????????????? 


Are you serious? Is there nowhere else in London you could possibly live? 


Though Mira hadn’t expected Hana to clap her hands with glee or squeal about how they could go round to each other’s houses to do each other’s hair, she didn’t think it was asking too much for Hana to try to be slightly enthusiastic about it. She had taken the room anyway: it was cheap, and she needed somewhere to live. Staying at Hana’s for one night here or there was all right but living with her for any longer duration of time was not an option. They’d briefly tried that before and it had gone badly, the two of them at each other’s throats the whole time. 


In fact, they don’t see each other that often; still, Mira finds it reassuring to know Hana is there, in spite of how annoying she is. There’s a familiarity with Hana that Mira doesn’t have with anyone else – not that she would ever tell Hana this. It’s not that Mira is lonely – she has a phone full of friends – but lately she’s been feeling far away. Her old friends from school and university, the ones she kept in touch with after she dropped out, are settled in their lives in a way she isn’t yet, with steady jobs and partners and nice places to live. It seems like every day, someone’s getting engaged or falling pregnant. She’s not desperate for either of these things but each time someone makes another life announcement, she feels further and further adrift. Hardly any of her university friends are interested in playwriting anymore, and they think it’s funny that Mira still is.


She has other friends, better friends, met through the patchwork of employment she’s had over the years, the jobs on the side that help her get by while trying to write. These friends understand; they, too, have something else creative they aspire to. Molly is writing a novel while working part-time as a college administrator, and Shay does temp work to fund her documentary filmmaking. The three of them met four years ago, when they worked front-of-house at the Screen on the Green; they’re the ones who want Mira to come out tonight. Sometimes they go out dancing and Mira ends up going home with some guy who isn’t right for her because they’re the kind of friends who don’t tell her to stop. But more and more, that’s not what Mira wants.


Sometimes, when Mira goes over to Hana’s, and Samir isn’t around, Hana and Mira collapse on the sofa in front of something mindless on television. Times like these, Hana lets her facade drop and the bickering grinds to a halt. They watch The Good Wife and Grey’s Anatomy and other shows Samir deems girly, shows they are far too embarrassed to admit to other people they enjoy. In rare moments, Hana jokes around and is funny. When it’s like this, everything feels easy. The way it was when they were little. It’s not as if these moments happen all the time, and Mira knows they aren’t exactly profound, but they take her back, still mean something. Being with Hana is so difficult. Except for when it isn’t.


Mira finally catches sight of her keys, half-hidden behind a picture frame sat atop the chest of drawers that serves as her wardrobe. The frame contains a family photo, taken on Hana’s tenth and Mira’s eighth birthday – they were born on the same day in August, the twenty fifth, only two years apart. In the photo they’re wearing matching dresses their mother bought for them from a department store, the kind of ugly dresses girls might have worn as bridesmaids in the eighties. Their mother had hung it in the hall of their old house, right by the front door. It was the first thing anyone visiting would see, and Hana always hated it, tried to hide it whenever her friends were on their way. Even now, on the rare occasions Hana deigns to visit Mira, she pulls a face when she sees the picture, asking Mira why she can’t just put it away in a drawer. But Mira has had it for so long now, she barely notices it anymore. 




Two


Hana is in the living room watching television – one of those property shows, another guilty pleasure – when her phone buzzes with a text. At first she ignores it – she doesn’t often have time to do nothing, to watch television, put her feet up, just be at home like this uninterrupted. But her phone buzzes again, reminding her of the unread message. It’s Mira: 


Okay if I crash at yours tonight?


Hana presses her lips tightly together. It has been an especially challenging week and she is completely drained. It’s not that she minds Mira coming over for dinner tonight. She actually likes seeing her, even if she doesn’t always show it. She simply prefers Mira in small doses, that’s all. This is the first weekend in a while that Hana hasn’t brought home work from the office, and she has plans for Sunday morning, to go for a swim or a yoga class, maybe even stop at the farmers’ market. Of course, she could do those things with Mira, but if she’s seeing her tonight, that will be enough. Tomorrow, Hana wants to be by herself, in her own space. Ever since their mother died, Mira has taken up such an awful lot of Hana’s headspace. With Mira, there is always something to think about: is she okay? Does she have enough money? Has she lost her job yet? Is she seeing someone, and if so, who? And are they normal and good for her? And what exactly is her five-year plan for her life, anyway? Sometimes Hana simply can’t help herself from asking Mira these questions. Someone has to check how she’s doing.


Hana reads Mira’s message again. Her instinct is to just say no, she can’t stay over, but then she catches herself and hesitates. It surprises her, sometimes, how mean she can be to Mira without even trying. So, she types:


Fine but bring your own things.


Last time Mira stayed over, she forgot her pyjamas and helped herself to Hana’s expensive designer ones from the clean laundry basket without asking. Hana didn’t realise until Sunday morning, when Mira came down to the kitchen for coffee still wearing them. Hana was outraged, but both Samir and Mira found her reaction funny. Samir told Hana to chill out, they were only pyjamas. The fact that he said this, that he used the words ‘chill out’, the kind of casual lexicon Hana hates, only irritated her more. What Hana couldn’t explain to either of them was that neither the pyjamas nor Mira’s selfishness was the point. It’s that Samir rarely takes Hana’s feelings seriously. And that hurts her. 


Hana sets her phone face down on the coffee table and, almost immediately, picks it back up, tapping into an app. Restless now that she has been disturbed, she’s deliberately looking for something. A friend of hers, someone she went to university with, had posted a photo of a pregnancy scan along with the caption: Some happy news! Baby number two coming soon xx. 


When Hana first saw the post, yesterday evening, on her way back from work, her cheeks turned hot, and her hands shook with a quiet fury she hadn’t anticipated. At home, she slammed the front door behind her and when Samir asked her what was wrong, she glared at him and spent the rest of the evening sending angry emails to the juniors on her team, asking them why certain things she’d asked for had not yet been done.


After they’d got married, six years ago, when Hana had just turned twenty-seven, she’d agonised over when the right time to have children would be, taking her career into account. She was a planner, had always been seen since she was young, much to her artistic mother and sister’s bemusement, and so it felt important to think about the matter sensibly, and not leave it up to chance. She wasn’t in such a rush; she’d always assumed she would have children one day, but she’d also seen women miss out on promotions while they were on maternity leave, and she didn’t want that to happen to her. So she decided to wait until she had built up her practice and was established as a senior associate, and more likely to be considered for partner or legal director. Eventually, having done her research, she concluded that if she could just wait until she was thirty-five, and nearly eight years post-qualified, then she’d have made a name for herself and proved her worth at her firm.


It wasn’t just about work though. It was also that Hana was determined to do things differently from her mother, who had raised her and Mira single-handedly. Up until her death, she’d worked part-time as an art teacher at a local adult education college, earning very little. Yet Hana knew her mother had creative ambitions as an artist, which never really materialised into any tangible success. Hana loved her mother. She did, and she took care of everything after her death, but for as long as she could remember she’d always vowed to make better life choices than her mother had. For Hana, that meant getting all the other pieces of her life in place first – career, house, husband – before any babies.


Hana had read articles online about the rise in popularity of fertility MOTs, and though she took exception at the use of the acronym, and its implications, she agreed it made perfect sense to take advantage of the technology and science available. The more knowledge she had about her own fertility, the more empowered she would feel about her choices. So, before her twenty-ninth birthday, she made an appointment at a clinic for a fertility scan where a consultant sonographer told her that her ovarian reserve was absolutely fine and that her babies would come one by one, like ‘buses’, whenever she was ready. Hana remembered laughing at the expression he’d used, relieved. ‘I hope not two at once!’ She was joking but she also didn’t want to leave it too long between pregnancies, certainly no more than two years, so that she could have her babies and then get back to work, picking up where she’d left off. 


She firmly believed motherhood would not interfere with her career once it was established. Plus, she quite liked the idea of a relatively small age gap, the idea that her children would grow up close together. Like her and Mira. When they’d been little.


The closer she got to her thirtieth birthday, the more Hana discussed with Samir the pros and cons of waiting to get pregnant. The way she talked about it was always matter of fact. All the while, Samir promised he was on the same page as Hana, that whenever she was ready, he’d be ready too. She felt lucky to have a husband on the same wavelength as her, who respected that her career was as important to her as his was to him. Samir had recently left a job in fintech to run his own algorithmic trading consultancy, something Hana had encouraged, not least because he’d run the figures past her, showing her his financial projections. 


Samir also pointed to their friends with children, how regimented their lives were, how they could never have an uninterrupted conversation, were always complaining of being so tired. He joked about how it might be good to put off the sleepless nights, to have a little longer without the extra responsibility of a baby. And Hana agreed. Nevertheless, she had teasingly pointed out that Samir was eight years older than her, that studies had proved the production of sperm was slower and less efficient with age. He told her not to be impertinent as he tickled her onto the bed and offered to prove to her just how efficient he could really be. 


Then, last summer, when Samir’s parents were visiting from America, his mother had asked, one night, at dinner, if there was something wrong with one of them. If not, could they hurry up, because she was impatient to have grandchildren like all of her friends. She’d pretended she was joking but Samir had seen the look on Hana’s face. He’d told his mother that it was none of her business, that she was being inappropriate. Hana thought she’d never loved him so much as she had in that moment. 


That same evening, when they were alone, Samir told Hana he’d support her whether she wanted children sooner or later, or not at all. The ‘not at all’ part made Hana’s ears prick up, and she went from loving him to being furious. In her head it had always been a case of when they’d have children, not if. Had Samir been honest about how he really felt? They argued about it for days, whenever his parents were out of earshot. She asked him what he’d meant by it, demanded to know if he’d even wanted to have children in the first place, given that he seemed so laid back about it now and, one might say, ambivalent. Samir had mocked her use of the personal pronoun ‘one’ and replied that Hana was being ridiculous. He’d asked her to stop putting words in his mouth and reading so much into it when he’d only tried to be understanding and had only defended her to his mother in the first place.


But then, three months later, while she was away overnight at a work conference, Hana woke up in the early hours with cramps: she was bleeding on the sheets. At first, she thought it was her period, a little overdue. But when she counted back the weeks, she realised she’d never been this late before. By morning, the bleeding had got heavier, the cramps more intense; she felt uneasy and made an excuse to miss a breakfast meeting, something she would never normally do, pretending there was an emergency at home. At the train station, she bought three packs of maxi pads – she could feel herself soaking through. On the journey home, she panicked when she felt something inside her shudder.


From the train, she called the doctor’s repeatedly, trying to explain what was wrong, grateful that the carriage she was in was long and empty so nobody else could hear. Finally, she convinced the receptionist to give her an appointment that same day. But she didn’t call Samir, not from the train, because she didn’t want to, not without being sure what had happened. She didn’t know what she would say, or how to say it. 


The doctor who saw her, an older man with a bulbous nose and thin black wire glasses, tested her urine sample and looked at the dates of her last period on a little circular calendar. He said, he couldn’t be certain, but she was most likely five to five-and-a-half weeks’ pregnant and experiencing a chemical pregnancy. 


She had looked at him blankly, having never heard the term before. His estimate of the number of weeks stunned her, and for a split second she didn’t understand that he was saying she wasn’t pregnant anymore. ‘Most women confuse chemical pregnancies for a late period,’ he explained, a touch wearily. ‘But now that women can track their cycles so closely, with these apps, it means we’re diagnosing very early miscarriages that, in the past, we wouldn’t necessarily have needed to see a patient for. But it’s very common.’ 


It was only when he said the word ‘miscarriage’ that she finally confronted what she’d been trying to avoid; that she was losing a pregnancy she hadn’t even realised she was carrying. 


The doctor smiled at her, his hands upturned. ‘It will simply feel like a heavier than normal period. Most women, we tell them not to come in, but I gather you very much wanted to. Still, it’s nothing to get too worried about. It’ll pass. All right?’ 


He turned to the computer and began typing, then asked if this had been a planned pregnancy. When Hana said no, he replied: ‘Well, that should lessen the blow.’ At least she now knew she could get pregnant if and when she wanted to, he added. Hana had said, ‘Right’, thanked him and left, completely numb.


At home, Samir came downstairs when he heard her key in the door, surprised to see her back so early.


‘I started bleeding.’ 


She felt disorientated, taking off her coat and her shoes, had to reach out and touch the wall to steady herself.


Samir looked at her blankly, not understanding.


‘I’ve been at the doctor’s,’ she continued. ‘It’s called a chemical pregnancy—’


Samir’s eyes widened, his mouth fell open.


‘—I’m not – not pregnant. I mean I was. I guess. But I probably only was for a few weeks. I didn’t know. It’s a . . . miscarriage. I’m miscarrying.’


Samir stood where he was in the hallway for a moment, frowning, and then as if he suddenly remembered where he was, he went to her, put his arms around her. ‘Fuck. How . . .? What . . .? Are you okay?’


‘I don’t know.’ She pulled away. ‘I’m tired. I have really bad cramps. It will pass but—’ 


She sat on the bottom of the stairs and put her hands over her face. He sat next to her, rubbed her back. She told him she needed a shower; he said of course and helped her up the stairs. Her legs hurt so much, pain thundering up and down her thighs, that she couldn’t stand and so she sat instead, watching the water run pink as it mixed with her tears, shivering despite the shower’s heat.


When Hana came out, Samir was sitting on the bed with his laptop in front of him. He’d pulled the duvet partly back and she could see he’d covered the mattress with towels. The sight of this made her want to cry all over again. He helped her inch her way into bed, pointed to the cup of sweet tea he’d made for her and the painkillers left on her bedside table. 


He sat beside her and showed her his laptop screen. ‘I did some reading. Apparently it’s really common. It’s nothing to worry about, honestly,’ he said, unconsciously echoing the doctor’s words earlier. He put his arm around her. ‘I know it feels awful, but it’s probably for the best.’ He meant it consolingly, his voice soft and sad, his cheek resting on the top of her head, but all Hana could feel was cold. 


‘Right,’ she said. ‘We weren’t ready, were we?’ 


He squeezed her shoulder, asked if he could bring her anything else. She told him no, she just wanted to sleep. Eventually the cramps subsided and by morning, the bleeding grew lighter, kept getting lighter, until it was gone. And that was it. 


Hana went back to work two days later and didn’t tell anyone about it. What was there to tell? She’d only been pregnant for all of a handful of weeks, and she didn’t even know about it. It wasn’t a longed-for pregnancy, so what was there to mourn? It was easier not to say anything.


Or so she told herself.


Hana and Samir didn’t talk about the pregnancy again in any great detail – there wasn’t much to say. Life went back to normal, like nothing had happened. At work, she was so incredibly busy, she barely had time to think about it. Yet it was always there in the background, low like the hum of a fridge. Often the sadness hit her while doing ordinary little things like washing the dishes or brushing her teeth or looking for a band to tie her hair up with. If only, she began to think. If only. If only she’d known she was pregnant. If only she’d taken the right vitamins and not eaten all those brie canapés at that conference – as if that somehow explained what had happened. If only. She lay awake at night and wondered what would have happened if she’d never lost that pregnancy. She panicked in case the sonographer who told her she was so fertile got something wrong.


That was six months ago. Hana will turn thirty-four in just over four months. If she’d had a healthy pregnancy, they’d have chosen a buggy, bought a Moses basket and baby blankets by now. There are times Hana looks at herself sideways in the mirror, passes her hand over her stomach and can barely comprehend the possibility. If she thinks about it for too long, she begins to feel dizzy. Sometimes she’s sure she’s overreacting, doesn’t have the right to feel so upset. Other times, it’s too real. Something was there, then it wasn’t. The vastness of all these thoughts catches at the back of her throat and can, at times, make it hard for her to breathe.


Now she inhales deeply. Hana searches for the photo of the scan her friend had posted. The property show is still on in the background on the television. She no longer feels the sharp rage, but when she sees the little fuzzy picture there’s an odd pulling sensation inside her. She straightens up and clears her throat as she scrolls through the comments, her thumbs poised to write her own response. 


Amazing, so happy for you, she says to herself in an exaggerated, slightly sarcastic way, making her eyes wide, presses post. There, she thinks, it is done. She puts her phone back face down on the coffee table. She mutters under her breath and then briefly covers her face with her hands. 


‘What’s that, babe?’ Samir asks, as he wanders in from the kitchen.


‘Nothing.’


‘I thought you said something.’


‘No. Just, this house – it’s amazing.’ 


She points at the television screen and clears her throat again. Samir leans against the doorframe with his hands in his pockets and looks absently at the television for a moment. A couple are renovating a dilapidated barn in Cornwall; it had, they said, always been their dream. The wife is recovering from cancer and the husband had promised he’d build it for her himself. Just before the break for advertisements, the presenter comes on screen and gestures towards the wide expanse of the half-renovated house and says this is the most beautiful show of love he’s ever seen. 


Tears spring into Hana’s eyes. This has been happening recently, her eyes welling up in reaction to certain emotional triggers. It alarms her, because it’s unlike her not to be in control of her feelings. She starts blinking to stop her tears from spilling. She doesn’t want Samir to notice. But she needn’t have worried. He isn’t watching her. Instead, he points at the television: ‘That guy! Honestly, he’s so over the top. I don’t know how you can stand to watch this shit.’


He turns and goes back to the kitchen and Hana watches him out of the corner of her eye, still blinking stupidly quickly. Then she picks up her phone to text Mira again.


By the way just letting you know I have lots to do in the morning so I’ll need you to go early.


She runs her fingers through the end of her ponytail, smoothing down her hair again and again, concentrating on her breathing. Until she feels more like herself.




Three


Mira arrives at half past seven. When Hana opens the door, she looks at her watch and tells Mira she’s late.


‘I couldn’t find my keys,’ Mira says. They hug awkwardly, leaning into each other clumsily, Hana patting Mira’s back in a perfunctory way. Samir comes into the hallway. He’s barefoot, with a tea towel flung over his shoulder. He leans forward and kisses Mira’s cheek. 


He points at Hana and then says to Mira, ‘She’s like a small child, she gets grumpy when she’s not fed on time.’ He winks at Mira, and she smiles back at him. 


Hana narrows her eyes and crosses her arms. ‘As if you’d know anything about small children anyway,’ she says to Samir.


Samir makes an expression as if to say touché and turns towards the kitchen. He whips the tea towel off his shoulder and swipes at Hana’s backside as he passes, a move which Hana ignores. Mira takes her shoes off and then follows them into the open-plan kitchen.


‘God, I’m starving,’ she says. She goes over to the hob where Samir’s stirring his famous sauce. ‘This smells so good. Thank you for having me.’


She’s talking to Samir but Hana answers. ‘We weren’t doing anything tonight and you know what Samir’s like when he gets going in the kitchen. Cooks far too much. Loses all sense of proportion and gets carried away. Story of his life. Anyway, how are you?’ 


Mira picks up a baguette that’s lying on top of its paper bag on the kitchen worktop and breaks the end off with her fingers, the crust rustling and splintering into crumbs. Samir tips the spaghetti into a large serving dish. A cloud of steam bursts into the air. 


‘Tired. Busy. Usual.’ 


‘Busy? Doing what?’ 


‘Work,’ Mira says defensively.


She leans on the countertop, licks the tip of her index finger and presses it into the crumbs that have fallen, then puts her finger in her mouth. Hana nudges Mira out of the way, sweeps the crumbs off the counter with her hands, then dusts her palms off over the bin. She begins roughly cutting the bread on a board, tossing the rounds into a basket. 


Mira goes around to the other side of the kitchen island, positioning herself out of the way, and starts talking again. She explains that she’s in charge of opening Flora, the small independent café where she works, every morning now, during the week. Even though she knows Hana doesn’t see the appeal of the job, Mira genuinely enjoys working there. It’s popular, because of its artisan coffee, cakes and pretty aesthetic. Best of all, Mira finishes every day at four p.m. and has weekends off, which gives her time for her writing. She’s also now the first one there at seven, an hour before they open to customers, the extra responsibility meaning more pay. She doesn’t actually mind the early starts though it’s taken some getting used to. 


‘—Seven?’ Hana’s tone is incredulous.


‘Yes.’


‘You? You’re really awake that early?’


Mira ignores this and carries on talking. ‘Plus, I’m, you know, writing my thing. It’s taking up a lot of time.’


Samir gestures to Hana to pass him the plates so that he can finish laying the table, but Hana waves her hand at him, telling him to wait.


‘What thing?’ Hana asks.


Mira makes a pained face. She doesn’t really want to talk about it, but as she was the one who brought it up, there’s no hiding.


‘Just this th . . . my play.’ 


‘Oh. That thing. Oh yes, I remember now. How could I forget. Your “group” thing,’ and the way Hana says ‘group’ makes Mira feel self-conscious, as if she has an addiction. 


Mira never intended to tell Hana about her playwriting group, knowing that she’d have opinions about it, because she always has opinions on what Mira does. But there’d been a night, two months ago, when Hana happened to call three times while Mira was at her class. When Mira finally rang back on her way home Hana made a big show of asking what Mira could possibly have been doing not to have answered. 


‘—I was in the middle of something.’


‘In the middle of what?’


‘Just. Something.’


‘Why are you being so secretive?’


‘God! Hana! Why are you so interested? Fine. I was at a writing thing.’


‘A what?’


‘An evening class. A group thing. For writers. People . . . who want to write plays.’


There was a pause and then Hana said, ‘But Mira, writing plays? I thought you were done with that—’


‘See, this is why I don’t tell you things—’


‘I thought we agreed, you were going to forget about all that. Look for a real job—’


‘Excuse me, we?’ She laughed derisively. ‘Also, I have a job. I like it, and I’m good at it, so thank you but—’


‘No. You have a temporary job until you find something else, like a real job that makes real money,’ Hana insisted. ‘Are you really going to serve people coffee and croissants for the rest of your life? Did we or did we not grow up in the same house?’ She paused, took in a deep breath. ‘You saw how hard it was for her to try and make a living out of something creative. I’m not saying never write again, I’m just saying . . . at least if you’re going to pay for an evening class, invest in something that could actually be helpful. You dropped out of a theatre writing degree—’


They had kept going then, talking all over each other without listening to what the other was saying. Mira said Hana was being unfair, she knew the reason she had dropped out of her degree was because of how hard it felt to do anything after their mother died, not because she was lazy. Hana said yes, but that was years ago now and wasn’t it time to grow up, stop dreaming she’d make a living out of making up stories about people who didn’t exist? Didn’t she see, she was making the same mistakes as their mother, who thought being an artist would magically pay the bills? Mira said then that if to settle down meant to live a life as boring as Hana’s with a job as boring as Hana’s and to marry the first man that came along who seemed interested, then she could think of nothing worse. Hana had seemed more insulted about the comment about her job, which she loves with a passion, than she had about the one about Samir. 


They hadn’t spoken to or messaged each other for about three weeks, until Hana finally texted to say she was clearing out her wardrobe. 


Do you want to come round and see if there’s anything you want before I drop things off at the charity shop. 


Mira knew this was about as close to an apology as she was going to get, and because she wouldn’t say no to some of Hana’s expensive clothes, she texted back: okay. They haven’t spoken about this particular argument since.


Samir tells Hana and Mira to stop talking, and to come and sit down at the table and eat. He starts serving, passes Mira a plate heaped with spaghetti and says, ‘Yeah, I remember you said you were busy writing. You were entering a prize, right? What’s it called? The Hadley something?’


‘The Hadley Prize for Playwriting.’ Mira’s touched that he remembers but also unsure why he does.


‘How on earth do you know all this?’ Hana’s looking at Samir with a perplexed expression.


‘She told me,’ Samir says simply. He takes a bite of spaghetti and, still chewing, carries on talking. ‘One time, when I was in Flora. You weren’t there,’ he adds, turning to Mira. ‘I looked it up actually, after you first mentioned it. It sounds great. Quite prestigious. Huge prize fund, thirty grand or something.’


‘God, no!’ Mira puts her fork down, mortified. ‘That’s not why I’m entering. I don’t expect to, you know, win or anything.’


Hana frowns. ‘Why would you bother to enter if you didn’t think you stood a chance at winning?’


‘Because I just want to . . . have a go. Something to work towards.’ It’s true, but she hates how pathetic she sounds. 


This is exactly what Dominic had said, when he encouraged her to enter. That it would be good to set herself a deadline. To challenge herself. Show she could finish something she started. And to feel proud of it. They had been standing outside on the pavement during a break in that evening’s writing group. He had smiled at her, his hair ruffled by the wind, and said he had faith in her. She looked up at his face out of the corner of her eye. She had believed him; but repeating his words now, she realises how unrealistic it sounds coming from her. 


‘Oh. So, you mean, like a goal,’ Hana says, helping herself to bread. It comes across more than a little patronising.


‘I get it.’ Samir smiles. ‘I think it’s great you’ve got something to focus on and work towards.’


Hana nods emphatically and this time Mira looks at her like she is being weird.


‘What?’ Hana says. ‘I’m being supportive.’


‘I didn’t say anything.’ 


‘But don’t do yourself a disservice,’ Samir says. ‘You’ve got to believe in yourself. You’ll stand just as good a chance at winning as anyone else who enters.’


‘How would you know?’ Hana looks at him. ‘You’ve never read anything she’s written!’


‘I have, actually,’ Samir says.


‘What? When?’ She turns to Mira, who is sipping from her glass. ‘Why would you show him your writing, and not me?’


‘Why do you think? Besides, he asked. You never do.’ Mira sticks her tongue out, to which Hana screws up her nose. 


‘Anyway,’ Samir says. ‘It was really good, what you wrote. A really touching piece. What do you call it when it’s one person?’ He concentrates, trying to remember the word.


‘A monologue,’ Hana and Mira say at the same time, catching each other’s eye. 


‘Jinx,’ Mira says quickly, and she curls her little finger into a hook, the way children do. 


Hana ignores her and leans back in her chair. She lightly raps the tabletop with her glossy painted nails, thinking. ‘I remember some of those plays you used to write at school. They were so weird. There was this one—’


‘No, Hana, no.’ Mira raises her hand like a warning.


‘—about some girl that turned into a, what was it? A pigeon? How did you even come up with something like that?’


‘It was existential!’ Mira cries, and then she picks up a piece of baguette from the basket and throws it at Hana’s face. Hana ducks, covering her head with her arms, and the movement makes all three of them laugh.


Hana sits up and clears her throat. ‘Sometimes I think I might write something,’ she announces, brightly.


‘Is that right?’ Mira says. 


Samir groans, ‘God, no, please.’


‘What?’ Hana sounds so affronted, Mira and Samir begin to laugh. ‘Why is the idea that I could write so funny? I could write something if I wanted to.’


‘Okay,’ Samir says. ‘So go on. What exactly would you write about?’ 


‘I have plenty to write about. The stories I hear from work. The gossip. Marriages can get so ugly.’


‘But it’s unprofessional,’ Samir says. ‘You’d be breaking client privilege.’


‘I’ll use a pen name. And obviously I’d change their names.’ Hana nudges Mira’s arm. ‘Or I could just tell you everything and you could turn it into a play. Your talent and my access to all the salacious details.’


‘My talent? Oh, really now? Is that what it is?’ Mira’s bemused. ‘I thought it was a complete waste of time.’


‘I never said that!’


‘Unstoppable talent,’ Samir says loudly over the two of them, with a grin. 


Mira rolls her eyes, but smiles. She doesn’t mind the banter. She stretches her legs under the table and glances around Hana’s handsome Shaker kitchen, with its dark blue painted cabinet doors, marble counters and scented candles alight on the side. She’s relieved that she’s here and not in her bedroom, trying to drown out the sound of Lili and her boyfriend or still staring at her blank computer screen.
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