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Advance Praise for Here for a Good Time



‘Here for a Good Time is the perfect read for anyone who wished The White Lotus was swoonier. War’s writing sparkles with her trademark hilarious wit and genuine warmth, and I know that readers will fall as hard for Poe and Zwe as I did’ Amy Spalding, bestselling author of For Her Consideration 


‘Pyae is now the absolute queen of taking a romantic trope and chucking her protagonists into the plot of Die Hard. You wouldn’t think there’d be much romantic, sexual tension in a situation like this, but Pyae had me on the edge of my seat to know how both the romance and the life-or-death situation turned out. And there’s the return of a much-loved character from her previous novel too. LOVED it’ Ronali Collings, author of All the Single Ladies


‘Pyae Moe Thet War’s Here for a Good Time is an epic adventure built around my favorite romance trope: friends-to-lovers. With witty dialogue, surprising twists, and some good old-fashioned romantic pining, readers are bound to fall in love right along with the main characters. This is the ultimate romantic adventure that will have readers laughing, longing, and turning the pages as quickly as they can’ Sophie Sullivan, award-winning author of Ten Rules for Faking It 


‘When you want the slow burn of a friends-to-lovers but the thrilling excitement of an actual life-or-death situation, look no further than Here for a Good Time by Pyae Moe Thet War. You’ll be screaming surely you can see you’re perfect for each other! and oh god, they’re right behind you! all in the same breath. This was such a fun, inventive romance that feels like it belongs on the big screen one day. I’ll be at the premiere with my popcorn!’ Alicia Thompson, USA Today bestselling author of The Art of Catching Feelings and Never Been Shipped


‘A sweet friends-to-lovers romcom mashed up with a thriller! Pyae blends genres with total confidence to create an entertaining swoony read for fans looking for a White Lotus-style entertainment’ Elizabeth Drummond, author of The House Sitter 


‘With an action-packed plot and a delicious slow-burn romance, Here for a Good Time is a love story that leaps off the page. Poe and Zwe’s dream holiday turned tropical nightmare is a fun, escapist beach read … until it’s not, making it the perfect novel to pop in your bag and speed through this summer’ Rufaro Faith Mazarura, author of Let the Games Begin


‘A brilliant, humorous fusion, combining romance and light terror, with elements of The White Lotus and The Perfect Couple. Pyae Moe Thet War is a rising talent and I eagerly await her next book!’ Heidi Shertok, author of Unorthodox Love


‘Pyae Moe Thet War gives readers a charming friends-to-lovers romance … then adds in the luxurious setting of The White Lotus and the action thrills of Die Hard. It’s a winning, heartfelt, and utterly unputdownable book’ Laura Hankin, author of One-Star Romance


‘The perfect balance between playful and thrilling, this action rom-com is both unique and full of heart’ Zoe Allison, author of The Wedding Engagement


‘I absolutely loved the beachy island caper of Here for a Good Time – think The White Lotus, but funnier and sexier. The main couple are a total delight. Poe’s humour and vulnerability and her adorable relationship with solid-gold sweetheart Zwe are the beating heart of the book. Best read with a cocktail in hand, soaking in the sunshiney hijinks’ Eleanor Vendrell, author of The Great Orchid Heist


‘Here for a Good Time is a heartfelt, action-packed story that had me kicking my feet and gasping at the plot’s twists and turns in equal measure. The protagonists’ yearning and the cast of fun, campy side characters made this one of my reads of the summer!' Elle Everhart, author of Wanderlust and Hot Summer 










ALSO BY PYAE MOE THET WAR



I Did Something Bad


You’ve Changed










Here 
for a 
Good Time


PYAE MOE THET WAR


[image: Renegade logo.]









Copyright


First published in the United States in 2025 by St. Martin’s Griffin


An imprint of St. Martin’s Publishing Group


First published in Great Britain in 2025 by Renegade Books


An imprint of John Murray Press


Copyright © Pyae Moe Thet War 2025


The right of PYAE MOE THET WAR to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Cover illustration by Debs Lim.


Cover design by Meg Shepherd.


All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form or by any means without the prior written permission of the publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


A CIP catalogue record for this title is available from the British Library


ebook ISBN 978-0-349-13082-8 


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.dialoguebooks.co.uk


John Murray Press, part of Hodder & Stoughton Limited


An Hachette UK company









For S 


you are still the only person for whom
 

I would hike a mountain












ONE



“Are you up?”


A dry, ragged grumble comes out of my phone’s speaker before Zwe’s empty shell of a voice mumbles, “No.”


“Can I come in?”


Another grumble. “It’s … one forty-seven.”


Whirling my chair around, I jump to my feet and, still feeling the buzz from my two post-dinner iced coffees, practically skip out of my office. “I know. But you won’t believe what I just did.”


“Unless it’s set the kitchen on fire, I don’t—” He pauses. “That better be a masked intruder knocking at my door.”


“I’m coming in! Be decent!” I say, hand already turning the doorknob. “And if you’re not, get under the covers.”


I leave Zwe’s bedroom door ajar behind me so that the living room light can stream in. Shirtless, he hauls himself up into a sitting position, both knuckles rubbing at his barely open eyes. “Please tell me you found out that the apocalypse has arrived and you’ve come to say a final goodbye. Because otherwise—”


I plop myself down at the foot of his bed, facing him. “What are you doing next Friday?”


“Obviously now hosting interviews for a new roommate,” he mutters, shoulders hunched. I can just make out the utter contempt that flashes across his eyes. Still grinning, I scoot myself closer across the duvet.


“Well, you’re going to have to push those auditions back three weeks, baby, because we’re going away!”


“My god, you are loud at two A.M.”


“That’s what all my lovers have told me!” I yell, even louder.


His shoulders vibrate with his chuckle. “Okay, okay, I’m awake. Now, run this by me again? Is this the plot of your next book?”


I shake my head. “No, but it’s book-adjacent. I, your best friend on this whole entire planet, in this lifetime and the next, have booked us a two-week-long, all-inclusive trip to—” I scrunch my gaze up at the ceiling, concentrating to make sure I get this right. “—Sertulu. It’s this tiny island located near the Philippines, like somewhere to the right.” I point to my own right to really solidify my geographical description.


“What—” Zwe scrubs one hand down his face. “—is that? Are you sure that’s even a real place? Is this some PR trip Netflix invited you on? Or did you fall for an online scam where this place promised you that, I dunno, Michael B. Jordan regularly holidays there?”


“How dare you, I’m not that gullible. And no, it’s very cool, I promise.” I unlock my phone, the contrast between the room’s darkness and the suddenly lit screen making me feel like I’m staring into the sun. “You’re not ready for this, I swear.” When the resort’s home page loads, I thrust the phone in front of Zwe’s face.


On reflex, he shields his eyes with the back of one hand. “Oh my god, have you never heard of dark mode? What are you, a boomer?” Through squinted eyes, he takes my phone, and pulls the brightness bar to its lowest before actually reading anything. “Since when did Ms. City Girl want to vacation on a remote island?”


“It’s at the sweet junction of ‘remote enough to feel peaceful’ and ‘not so remote that we’re wiping our asses with leaves we’ve foraged ourselves in the jungle,’” I explain. “And naturally, I have booked us a suite at the island’s most exclusive resort. Well, it’s the island’s only resort. But it’s still the most exclusive! Doesn’t it look incredible?”


He’s still scrolling through the Cerulean’s website. Even when he’s 80 percent asleep, Zwe’s poker face is inscrutable. He scrolls, clicks, scrolls some more, clicks, clicks, scrolls, clicks, scrolls, scrolls—and finally hands the phone back.


“Poe, it’s three in the morning.”


I blink. “Yes.”


“You booked us a trip to—” He nods at the now-black screen. “There. At three in the morning.”


“Yes. I was inspired.”


“By what? Did you start watching Lost?”


I put the phone down and smooth the front of my T-shirt. I’m on a high, and I will not be yanked back to reality by Zwe’s quips. “Ironically, by my writer’s block.” When I glance back up at him, a small smirk is toying with the corners of his lips. “What?”


“Nothing,” he says, but as soon as he opens his mouth to speak, the smirk reveals itself.


“What?” I ask, determined to get it out of him.


“You know I love you.”


“Mm-hmmm.”


“I just …” He chuckles and shakes his head. “Over the past four months, I have watched you take up a lot of hobbies to, you know, be inspired. Obviously, some of them have been less, um, logical than others—”


“Are we still on about the Legos? Because I would say that, to an extent, constructing a quarter of a Taj Mahal did get some of the creative juices flowing. I wrote a full two hundred words that first night. It’s the most I’ve written in … in …” Four months. I don’t need to say it out loud, though, because Zwe knows. Because he’s lived it, right alongside me in our two-and-a-half-bedroom (the half is our converted office space) fourth-floor walk-up.


There were the aforementioned Legos, which came after the violin, but before the cross-stitching. There has also been the ukulele, pottery making, jigsaw puzzles, friendship bracelets, an eight-week planting class that I attended a whopping two times, and bird-watching.


And I know this trip is (arguably) more radical than jigsaws and misshapen “mugs,” but at this point, I need radical.


“Maybe we sleep on it,” Zwe offers. If you looked up “the voice of reason” in the dictionary, you’d find a picture of him, clean-shaven face with a small mole on his right cheek and all, two dimples tacking up either end of his smile. I press my lips and look down at the comforter. “It’s nonrefundable, isn’t it?” He sighs.


“Maybe.”


“There was a refundable option and you deliberately picked the nonrefundable one, didn’t you?”


At that, I look up and hold a finger to stand my ground. “Between flights and accommodation, that would’ve been close to an extra five hundred dollars. Five. Hundred.”


He flicks the tip of my finger. “You realize I know the exact number of your book advance, not to mention your film deal,” he counters, but without much conviction. Zwe is the most careful person I know when it comes to anything, including money, and I know that he knows that I know he would’ve had a small aneurysm if I’d paid that much extra for the refundable option.


“We haven’t had a best-friend trip in ages!” I point out. Despite his admonishing side spiel, I’m still grinning. “It’s going to be, as the kids say, epic.”


“What kids?” he asks, bemused, and I know he’s beginning to tip over to my side.


“The TikTokers.”


“When did you say we were leaving?”


“Our flight is next Friday at ten thirty-two P.M.”


“And what do we do with the bookstore for—” He glances around as though there’s an invisible calendar on his nightstand. “How long did you say the trip was?”


“Two weeks. Well, sixteen days. But basically two weeks.”


“The bookstore—”


“Will be fine.” I rush to speak first. “I would bet money your parents will agree that you deserve a holiday, and that they can handle the bookstore on their own for two weeks. It was theirs first, remember? Last time I checked, it still is.”


He glares at me. A real glare, not a sleep-shrouded squinting of the eyes. “You are the worst.”


“Oh no, how dare I,” I say, flattening my voice. “I’m sorry I booked us on a two-week luxury island getaway with first-class tickets.”


“First-class—” He takes in a deep breath, and I bare my teeth in an innocent grimace. “You know first- and business-class tickets are the products of a capitalist, classist system.”


“Yes, but it’s a nine-hour flight. I would like to be cozy in a horizontal bed for a nine-hour flight. We don’t have teenagers’ backs anymore, old man.” I poke one of his biceps. “These bones be creaking.”


A ridge forms between his brows, and I still, knowing he’s doing that Zwe thing where he comes at it from angles, making sure he’s two—better yet, ideally three—steps ahead of any possible mishap. It’s why he’s my favorite beta reader—there hasn’t been a single plot hole that Zwe Aung Win has missed. That, and the fact that even with my shittiest drafts, he always knows how to deliver criticism with kindness.


I haven’t been the best best friend lately, I know this. Between the editorial meetings and Netflix production meetings and publicity meetings and the cumulative meeting-induced panic attacks and the erratic writing schedules and habits and my “weird” hobbies, I haven’t been there for Zwe like I need to be. To be honest, if we didn’t live together, I don’t know how often I’d have seen him over the last few months. He’s taken point on all the cleaning and cooking and general keeping-the-apartment-in-a-livable-state-ing, and although Zwe has never been someone who explicitly complains about anything, I know it must be taking a toll. For instance, at one point I realized that his morning jogs were about twenty minutes longer than usual, which was strange because Zwe likes to divide up his daily routine into as specific time increments as possible. When I asked him about it, he’d murmured something along the lines of Have I? Didn’t notice. My stamina must be building up, which was a lie because I know Zwe runs to de-stress, upping his exercise whenever he needs to really work through lingering tension. It stung to know that, by process of elimination, I was the thing in his life that was causing him stress.


Hell, I didn’t even know his now-ex-girlfriend Julia had broken up with him until I looked up from my laptop one evening last month and found him walking around with a cardboard box in hand to collect her belongings. The memory of that afternoon still hurts, because by the time I’d realized, he’d already gone through the worst of his heartbreak—by himself. My tunnel vision over this next draft has only worsened as I approach my deadline, but this trip will help me become both a better writer and a better friend.


No, scratch that—it will help me go back to being a better writer and a better friend.


It has to.


“I’m still not—” he begins.


“I need this,” I say quickly. And when I meet his eyes, he knows what I mean.


Please, I beg through best-friend telepathy. We need this.


“I thought you liked those two chapters you started last week.”


“I did, but now I don’t,” I say, feeling as deflated as I sound. This has happened so many times over the last few months that I’m not even particularly sad about throwing those chapters out into the ether. What’s two more chapters anyway? You can’t be precious about killing your darlings if you don’t have any.


The writer’s block started out as any author’s routine case of Book Two-induced Writer’s Block, but now it’s … more. It’s more prominent, more consuming, has transformed into something that alternates between keeping me up in the middle of the night and giving me nightmares when I do manage to fall asleep. But the harder I try to get over it, the worse it gets, like when you try to remember a dream but the more you concentrate, the faster the picture fades away.


Frankly, as absurd as it sounds, it increasingly feels like a moral failing, like I’m not working hard enough, like I’m being flippant with all the opportunities that have landed right at my doorstep. On my worst days, I view it as proof that I got lucky with my first book. That I have only ever had one good book in me, and it’s only downhill from here. If I really wanted to, I could follow the steps of my anxious spiral even farther down: my book was the “ethnic” card, the big newspapers needed to throw in a “diverse” book into their Hot Books column, and mine just happened to be pitched at the right time, and of course those white reviewers only wrote good reviews because no one wants to be accused of being a racist. I was never good enough, maybe never even good, period.


“How do you always manage to bully me into doing exactly what you want?” Zwe’s voice snaps me back to the now.


“Hmmm,” I say, swinging my legs on the side of his bed. “By being so funny and charming that you have no choice but to love me. Oh, and by buying this place from our shitty landlord so that we wouldn’t have to keep giving him our money.”


“Now you’re my shitty landlord.”


“Excuse me,” I say and get to my feet. “I’m your shitty landlady.”


“Okay, landlady, get some sleep, will ya?” he calls out behind me as I head for the door. “Despite this late-night detour, you still need to be at the store by eleven for the signing! I can’t just reschedule a hundred people!”


Without turning around, I hold up a peace sign above my head. “Yes, boss. Anything for my fans.”


I return to the office with the sole intention of turning off my laptop (it is 3 A.M. at this point), but I’m feeling too giddy to sleep. Giddy and buoyant and possibly inspired.


So instead, I sit down, open a blank Word document, and set a timer on my phone for fifteen minutes and a mental goal of one hundred words. I can write one hundred words in fifteen minutes, no problem.


The island was—


It was what? Bigger than she imagined? Smaller than she imagined? The most beautiful thing she’d ever seen? Something out of her worst nightmare?


It’s just a first draft, I remind myself, a mantra that has echoed in my brain so often that by this point, the letters are etched into my brain cells.


The island was massive.


I tap my phone screen to see how much time is left, and then wonder if I’d actually set fifteen minutes because apparently I’m down to nine minutes and fifty-three seconds, and counting. There’s no way the only words I wrote in five minutes were “The island was massive.” It would be comical if the embarrassment weren’t so searing that I felt like I was going to disintegrate into ashes. The cursor taunts me with each blink: You. Suck. You. Suck.


I spend the next approximate ten minutes staring at the timer, visualizing an hourglass filled with molasses. Eventually, all four numbers reach zero, the ringing sound goes off, I’m put out of my misery. I don’t bother to save the document, instead closing it and dragging it straight into the trash bin icon at the bottom right of my screen where it can join my other ghosts of drafts past.


I’ve had bouts of writer’s block for as long as I’ve been writing, but it was easier to manage when the stakes were lower and I didn’t even have so much as an agent to send it to, let alone an editor. The most infuriating part, though, is that I know what it’s like to be on the other side of this mountain, how buzzy and exhilarating it feels when the story comes so naturally as you’re typing that the only thing holding you back is the fact that your fingers physically cannot keep up with your brain, that thrill that accompanies the knowledge that you’ve nailed something perfectly, whether that’s something as small as the last sentence of a chapter or as big as a central plot twist. The high when you reread something you wrote yesterday and you know it’s good. Even thinking about it now, I miss it so much that my fingers twitch.


In front of my bathroom mirror, before I wash my face, I remove my necklace, a gold chain holding an oval Georgian intaglio seal pendant set in gold. The red seal features an image of Cupid churning butter, the words PEU A PEU engraved along the top arch of the oval. It had been a present from Zwe when I signed with my literary agent, meant to serve as a reminder of exactly what it said: Little by little. As he’d put it, Good things take time. Lately, it feels like a taunt. I’ve been churning away at new drafts and yet none of them resemble anything like a finished product. Ayesha, my agent, keeps telling me to take as much time as I need for my next book, but I know my editors aren’t going to wait forever, I know my marketing and publicity teams are hoping that I give them something soon so they can strike while the iron’s hot. Because at some point, the buzz will die out, and I’ll be a has-been.


Last month, another editor at my publishing house contacted Ayesha to ask if she’d pass along an advance copy of a novel coming out at the end of the year by Pim Charoensuk, a “fellow Southeast Asian author.” The book was our publisher’s lead title this year, and even before Ayesha’s email, I’d seen how the hype was already steadily building. It felt like déjà vu—except the last time I’d seen this play out, it had been with my book. There are few things publishing loves more than a debut novel by a young, undiscovered talent; I should know.


Objectively, Pim Charoensuk, who, judging by her social media presence, is a funny, insightful, smart person, is not my competition. I know this. Objectively, it’s hard enough to be a Brown woman, especially one from a non-Western country, trying to break into traditional publishing without having another author actively trying to compete with you; I also know this. We don’t have the same agent or editor, our stories are wildly different, she’s a debut, I’m a sophomore. Objectively, I shouldn’t be jealous.


And yet, and yet …


Why are feelings so funny and illogical? And cruel.


It’s far too shameful that I haven’t even told Zwe, although I get the feeling that he knows. It must be obvious via the shift in my tone whenever I bring up Pim’s book, because every time, I can feel my body tense as though I’m preparing myself for battle. It’s not like she took “my” lead title spot, because I know I’m not entitled to it, and because I don’t have a book this year that could have been in the running for lead title.


But what if? a voice taunts.


But what if I had written faster? What if I’d pushed through all this writer’s block nonsense and finished a draft earlier? What if Pim’s debut is a hit, and she delivers her second book quicker than I can?


After rubbing cleanser onto my skin, I turn the tap in front of me to full blast to drown out my thoughts.


Lately I’ve been listening to that Taylor Swift and Phoebe Bridgers song on repeat, wondering if anyone will still want me when I’m nothing new. Ten years from now, will I be on some snarky listicle titled 10 Authors Whose Debut Novels Showcased Literary Excellence, But Everything They Wrote Afterward Sucked?


It’s okay, I tell myself as I climb into bed. I just need a change of scenery, new activities to inspire me. I’m only nine days away from inspiration.


As I’m setting my alarms for the morning, a text notification appears at the top of my screen. The name reads Soraya Mazhary.


U up?


Soraya lived in the room beside mine during my first year at university. She was studying geography, and even though I didn’t know anything about geography and she “didn’t give two shits” (her words) about English, it was one of those relationships that, from our first conversation, felt like we were always supposed to have been in each other’s lives, it had simply been a matter of time.


We had both signed up for the same Freshers’ week club night event, and fell in step at the back of the pack on our way to Neon Bazaar in the chilly October air.


I’m starting to think this won’t be worth it, I’d half joked, already regretting wearing a little black dress with no tights.


Wanna ditch it and go get ice cream? Soraya asked.


I laughed. She didn’t. You serious?


She shrugged, and gave a head tilt at the group, almost all of whom were already drunk. Most of them sound like proper twats, don’t you think?


I studied them, yelling and whooping down the cobblestones of High Street like they already owned the town. They do, I admitted.


And that was it. I’ve never been one of those people with a core friend group, and it turns out Soraya wasn’t either; we liked that hanging out with each other meant hanging out with only each other, only two schedules to sync up, two similar tastes in restaurants and concerts and clothes shops to consider. When everyone was forming their little cliques during Freshers’ week, Soraya and I were content being a team of two.


Now, she’s got a toddler, and is a professor at the university.


Unfortunately, I type back. Trying to write. What’s up?


Why are you writing in the middle of the night?


My thumb hovers above the video button at the top right, but in the end, I stick to texting. If I call Soraya now, I’m going to be up for two more hours, and I can’t sleep in tomorrow due to the signing.


Why does any writer forgo sleep to frantically write nonsense in the middle of the night? I write.


Masochism? she offers, which makes me snort.


A contract with a looming deadline and an advance that I’ve already used, I reply. Anyway, what’s up?


My screen fills with a selfie of Soraya flashing a peace sign. From her surroundings, I can see that she’s on the tube.


Not much, in London for the day but heading back to Oxford soon. Just wanted to check in with you. Haven’t heard from you in a while. Wanna FaceTime next week?


Soraya is generous to say that she hasn’t heard from me in a while when the reality is that I’ve failed to respond to her last several texts. I want to explain to her that it’s not personal and I’ve gotten terrible at responding to anybody, but that feels a bit cruel because Soraya isn’t just anybody. After Zwe, she’s my next closest friend. Long-distance friendships are hard, but we’re quite good at keeping in touch. Or used to be.


I feel even more guilty as I type my reply:


Sorry, will be soo busy next week. I’m going away on holiday and need to get work done beforehand. But can FaceTime when I get back? I’ll be gone for two weeks.


I swear Soraya replies before I press Send. Where? WITH WHOM? she types.


Fancy island resort getaway. With Zwe.


Oooh. Are you two finally going to rip each other’s clothes off and have hot, sexy beach sex?


I let out a “ha!” into the silence of the room. The first time I introduced Soraya and Zwe, she pulled me aside and said, “That man is obsessed with you, and not just in the way I am obsessed with you.” Over the years, Soraya has gradually let up, but not by a lot; a few Christmases ago, she insisted that she has “a gut feeling for these types of things.”


Definitely not, I respond.


Because you’re allergic to kind, hot men? Soraya shoots back.


I go to type Because he’s Zwe, but then delete it. Good night, Soraya, I write instead.


Good night, COWARD, she replies, which makes me laugh. Then, Tell Zwe I say hi. Hope you two have a good trip. Let’s talk soon. I miss you.










TWO



I get to the store at 10:52 A.M., and release a sigh of relief when I see the line. Ayesha says that I am now permanently part of the elite club of authors who never again have to worry about nobody showing up to their signings—but that feels presumptuous. As the queen (Beyoncé, not the dead one) instructed, I make it a point to always stay gracious. And although the fact that I accomplished all of this—an accomplishment that, at times, still feels like a delirious dream, like one day I’ll blink and my name will be nowhere to be found on all those bestseller list pages that Zwe had framed—with my debut novel means that I was fortunate enough to never have undergone that supposed rite of passage of zero-person signings, I do still remember what it was like before I got published. I remember the literal years in the agent query trenches, the high of an agent requesting a full manuscript followed by the devastating low of the email that said some variation of It’s not right for us right now.


Even after I signed with Ayesha, for years, not a single publishing house wanted the first manuscript we sent out, or the one after that. “Lucky three,” Zwe had told me the night before Ayesha was going to submit Give Me a Reason, but by that point, “pipe dream” no longer felt sufficient to describe my dream of being a published author; “a fool’s errand” or “insanity” seemed more appropriate. It was the terrible, corny, embarrassing adage: I was terrified to keep dreaming, because if you had dreams, that meant they could get crushed. I think of Give Me a Reason as my fuck it book (not that I’d ever say that in an interview; my publicist would have an aneurysm). I drafted it in a whirlwind—eight weeks, the fastest I’ve ever drafted any book—and made it exactly the book I wanted to write if it were the last one I’d ever get to write (after reading several blog posts and X threads about other authors who had had multiple books that never sold, I’d gotten it in my head that Ayesha was going to drop me if this one didn’t sell, too).


But then one editor made a preempt within twenty-four hours. When Ayesha emailed me, I thought she’d sent it to the wrong client. In fact, I literally responded, “Ha ha, I think you sent this to the wrong person.” But she hadn’t, she wrote back immediately. This editor was, in her very Ayesha-esque way with words, “shitting her pants” to get this book.


And then another editor had replied saying they wanted it.


And then Ayesha had asked how I’d feel about taking it to auction, which could be risky, especially so soon, but this was a very good sign and she wanted to capitalize on the momentum.


Sometimes it still feels like it didn’t happen. Or at least, like it didn’t happen to me. Like I didn’t start sobbing when Ayesha called and told me the amount of the winning bid. Like a few months down the line, I didn’t get flown out to the Netflix offices because they knew they weren’t the only one fighting for film rights. Like everything I had ever wanted since I was approximately nine years old didn’t all happen over the course of eighteen months. I wish I’d known back then that the only thing scarier than none of your dreams coming true is having all of them do.


A copy of my own book is waved in front of my face. I follow the hand holding it to a teenage girl, who whispers, “Oh my god, it’s actually you!” when we make eye contact.


“Hi, thanks for coming,” I say. Then, leaning over to look down the line, I say a little louder while forcing myself to make eye contact with as many more people as I can despite the bubbling anxiety in my stomach, “Thank you all for coming. I’ll see you in there! Make sure you stay hydrated in this heat!”


I push open the door to Sar Oat Sin, and although it takes a beat for the cool of the air-con to hit, once it does, a small, satisfied “Mmmm” escapes me, wisps its way out between my lips like the gorgeous lavender scent that’s always wafting from the various reeds strategically placed around the space. That, combined with that woodsy book smell, is exactly like coming home. If I could, I would live here and make this my home.


“Your Majesty, welcome,” Zwe says with a dramatic bow from the metal signing table that he’s already unfolded. He’s got the setup in its usual space: the corner beside the cash register, which Uncle Arkar is manning today.


“Please, the honor is mine,” I say, returning a small curtsy of my own.


Uncle Arkar beams, coming out from behind the desk to give me a hug. “How’s my favorite author today?”


“The usual. Anxious,” I say with a small laugh. “And I thought Toni Morrison was your favorite author.”


He winks. “She was, until you came along.”


His words help placate my anxiety. “Where’s Auntie Eindra?” I ask.


“Right here.” Auntie Eindra paces out of the stockroom in the back with a mug in hand. “And what do you have to be anxious about? We had people lining up before we even opened. But because I knew you would be—here.”


When she hands me the mug, my face instinctively scrunches up into a smile as my fingers hug the warm ceramic. “Thank you,” I say, taking a deep inhale of the peppermint scent to calm my nerves. I had kept a stash of peppermint tea at our apartment as well as the store the whole time I was working on Give Me a Reason since they were the only two places where I wrote, and it took me a while to realize that my stash here never ran out because Auntie and Uncle kept refilling it.


“Are you still okay to stay behind afterward and sign the online orders?” Uncle Arkar asks.


“Of course.” I take a careful sip of the tea, feeling myself already start to become calmer as the liquid trails down my throat. “I cleared out the whole afternoon for you. Zwe, did you get—”


Zwe holds up a rattan pencil holder with several of the same pens: the quick-drying UNI Jetstream Ballpoint 0.7mm in black. My favorite signing pen. “Of course, Your Majesty,” he says with another, smaller bow.


I roll my eyes. “Ready?” I ask, and they all nod, and we take our places. I round the signing desk, place my mug down on a coaster, and settle myself into the pink armchair. To my right, Uncle Arkar returns to his spot behind the cash register, and to his right, Auntie Eindra sits on the stool next to the carts lined with their bookstore’s exclusive edition of Give Me a Reason, the pink-and-black spine so familiar to me by now I could point at it even with the lights out. Zwe takes his usual position by the door, ready to guide customers into a neat queue.


“Let’s go,” he says, pulling both doors and deftly propping them open.


This part never, ever, ever gets old. I hate 99 percent of the public-facing aspect of this job, but this is the 1 percent that I enjoy. The girl that I met outside is at the front of the line, and power walks over to me.


“Hi again!” I say.


“Oh my god, hi!” she says as she puts down her copy of the book, along with the slip of white paper that Zwe had handed out beforehand for them to write whatever name they wanted me to make the book out to.


“Are you Chu?” I ask as I sign the title page.


“Yes, oh my god, you know my name,” she squeals. “I love this book so much. I know you must get it all the time, but this is, like, my favorite book of all time.”


“Thank—”


“Is your next book a similar, erm, I’m not sure what the literary term for it is, but vibe? I have to be honest, when I saw this shelved in the ‘literary fiction’ section, I almost walked past it, but it’s not every day that you see the words ‘number one New York Times bestseller’ and a Myanmar name on a book cover so I was like, Okay, fine, I’ll check it out. And it wasn’t boring at all! Please tell me the next one is going to be similar to this one!”


I can feel a flush spreading across my face. The cool air isn’t anywhere near cold enough anymore; in fact, it feels like there’s no air whatsoever circulating in this room. “Well—” I stammer.


“Are Thuzar and Nyunt getting their own story in the next one? Please, please say yes. I can’t imagine what other story you could be writing next!”


I must not have done as good a job as I thought at holding back my grimace, because Chu’s eyes widen in apology. “Oh my god, I’m so sorry, that was rude of me. Look at me trying to tell you how to do your job. You must’ve already turned in your next book.” My grimace tightens, not out of anger or even annoyance, but the third A: anxiety. My anxiety, however, simply worsens her anxiety over having said the wrong thing, and as I’m unable to reassure her that she didn’t actually say anything wrong, she keeps rambling. “I’m sure it’s incredible. And I don’t know how, but I already know it’s going to top this one. Sorry, is that too much pressure? I—”


“Hi, I’m so sorry—” Zwe’s hand squeezes my shoulder as he comes to stand beside me. “—but there’s a long queue and we need to keep things moving.”


“Oh of course!” Chu says, taking back her book. “Well, thank you so much for writing this book, is basically what I was trying to say,” she says with a nervous laugh, and I will my mouth into a smile. “I can’t wait to read your next one.”


“Thank you,” I whisper up to Zwe as the next reader approaches the desk.


He squeezes my shoulder again, although the familiar pressure barely undoes the knot that is now my whole body. “Anytime, pal,” he says before returning to the door.


By the time the sign in the storefront is flipped to “Closed,” my wrist aches and my fingers are in what we’ve dubbed the Pen Claw.


We’re spread out amongst the cozy corner seating area, Zwe and I sharing the gray two-seater, Auntie and Uncle on the L-shaped couch opposite.


“So we hear you’re taking a holiday together?” Auntie asks.


“Well, I’m trying, but your diligent son here—” I shove Zwe’s shoulder with my own. “—says the store would fall apart without him.”


“I did not—” Zwe starts.


“Please, we need a break from him,” Auntie tells me, eyes glinting with mischief. “Thamee, we’ll be in your debt for giving us a couple of child-free weeks.”


“God, how long has it been since we took a coffee break”—Uncle makes air quotes—“in the stockroom?”


It takes me a second, but a hacking sound leaps out of me. “Oh my god, you guys!” I scream.


When I turn in his direction, Zwe’s face is as pale as the white coffee table in front of us, which is an interesting juxtaposition next to his red ears. “Excuse me while I go drown myself in the toilet,” he deadpans.


“And you tried to use your parents as an excuse to get out of this trip,” I tell him.


“Two weeks is—”


“Too short if you ask me,” Auntie chimes in. When she winks at me, I raise my mug to her. “If it were me, I’d tell you kids to go away for a month. You both have been working so hard lately, and while a good work ethic is important, the last thing we want for either of you is to wake up one day and realize you were too busy working through the good bits of life, too.”


“I dunno,” Zwe says. “I need to check with my bosses. They can kind of be dicks sometimes.”


Without missing a beat, Auntie replies, “Well, I hear they don’t say anything about your two-hour lunch breaks, so actually, it sounds like they’re pretty tolerant bosses.”


Zwe makes a hmph sound, but doesn’t add anything else. I know he worries about his parents, and it’s not wholly unwarranted; Uncle had to have major knee surgery last year, and while he’s fully recovered, their age is more apparent now than even, say, five years ago. They move slower, forget more small things. Zwe has taken over almost all the manual tasks such as stocking the shelves and vacuuming at the end of the day. At that, I make a mental note to hire a cleaner to come in at the end of each day while we’re gone.


“What did your parents say when you told them?” Uncle asks me. “Have you told them?”


I roll my eyes. “What, you think I’d run off to an island with a boy without telling my mom and dad?”


“Nineteen-year-old Poe would’ve done just that,” he shoots back, arched brow daring me to argue, and I laugh in acceptance of the man’s point.


“Well, twenty-nine-year-old Poe is much more responsible than her nineteen-year-old counterpart. Yes, I told my parents,” I reassure them. “They even asked if we could make a stopover to see them on the way there or back, which, like I told them, we can’t, but I promised to visit shortly after we return.”


“Good,” Uncle says. “Remember, family is important. I know it’s not far, but I’m sure your parents miss you very much.”


“I know, I know,” I say. “Great, now I have two sets of parents guilt-tripping me.”


My parents had moved to Bangkok last year—a dream that they’d had ever since retirement but couldn’t afford. When my Netflix movie came through, I flew all three of us out under the pretense of a holiday and surprised them by introducing them to a real estate agent who helped us pick out an apartment, as well as organizing a meeting with an agency that would arrange their retirement visas. I’m their only child, and although I don’t plan on leaving Yangon anytime soon, if ever, this was my opportunity to repay them for everything they’d done for me, particularly all the years they worked multiple jobs to put me through school and university.


“How are they doing? Been a while since I spoke to them,” Zwe says like they’re old friends with whom he’s missed the last couple of catch-up brunches. Then again, he does text them as regularly as I do so I guess they kind of are.


“Good,” I say, finishing the last of my tea. “May May went up a level in her Thai language class, and Phay Phay joined this group of aunties who do tai chi in the park at six every morning.” At their collective bemused reaction, I hold up a hand. “Don’t ask. Apparently he saw them during one of his morning walks and decided to give it a go. Most of them are Thai, but despite the language barrier, they all get along great.”


“I miss them,” Auntie Eindra says with a soft chuckle.


“You know, you could retire and live that life, too. What do you say, Phay Phay?” Zwe nods over at Uncle. “Feel like doing tai chi in the middle of Bangkok with Uncle Thura every morning?”


Uncle Arkar gets to his feet, and leans over to take the now-empty mugs. “Maybe one day.” He looks around the bookstore, gently nodding to himself as he surveys the spines that fill the built-in oak shelves—shelves that he’d made with his own hands in his previous career as a carpenter. He’d literally built this store from the ground up. “I’m not quite ready to walk away from all of this just yet. This is—” He motions, two mugs in each hand.


“Too good,” I finish.


He nods at me in a Nailed it gesture, an emotion I can’t put into words but that I’m familiar with, dancing in his eyes.


Because it is. Too good, I mean. Growing up, this is where Zwe and I would do our homework on the weekends. Where I speed-read all of Jane Austen’s novels. Where I held my book launch. Where … where Vik proposed to me, right in front of the romance section, and, three months later, where I showed up after closing time, soaked in rainwater and heartbreak, and used my key to open the door and hug Zwe from behind before he could even drop the mop. And yet, even with that memory still looming like a specter that refuses to leave, this place is so good. If I owned it, I wouldn’t want to retire until I absolutely had to either.
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Back at ours, after ten seconds—or maybe thirty—of me trying to put the key in the door, Zwe takes over.


“Blame the Pen Claw. I need a hand massage,” I say. “Just from the wrist up. A … finger massage?”


“That sounds incredibly inappropriate.”


“Sounds like you just have an incredibly dirty mind.”


He chuckles. “Thank you for today. You helped bring in a nice chunk of cash. It was a good one,” he says, swiftly putting the key in and turning the lock in one go.


“They’re always good ones,” I reply, meaning it. I might not always have the time or energy to do signings, but when I do, I always love it, especially at Sar Oat Sin. “Oh, Soraya says hi, by the way. I was texting her yesterday about our trip.”


“Tell her hi back from me. I feel like it’s been ages since I eavesdropped on one of your four-hour-long FaceTime calls,” he says, and I try to ignore the acute stab of guilt in my gut from the knowledge that the reason he hasn’t eavesdropped on one of our calls in a while is because it’s been a while since we had one.


After opening the door, Zwe makes a dramatic You first gesture with one hand. I roll my eyes and go to take a step when he murmurs a soft “Hey” and his other hand comes to rest on the small of my back, causing my body to lock up. It’s not that I feel a spark or a warmth or any of those traditional descriptions, but something more intangible and far more potent that I still can’t pinpoint, like the sole millisecond before a candlewick catches on fire.


This happens sometimes. He’ll do something inconspicuous that, nonetheless, makes me forget how to be.


I’ve always loved Zwe as a friend, and sometimes, sometimes, often in the dead of night following a day where I’ve had a moment like this, I wonder if I could love him more. Differently. But then I take a step back, recognize that I’ve had a lifelong habit of dramatizing real life, and ask myself if this is me simply romanticizing our friendship as well (it worked out well that I turned out to be a novelist in the end).


And then there is the incident—the still-somewhat-mortifying fact that it’s not like Zwe doesn’t know how I once felt about him. The summer after our first year in university, when neither of us came home all year long—me from Oxford, him from Brown—because we couldn’t afford it, we promised each other dinner on the first night that we were both back in Yangon.


I can remember that night so vividly, like a framed Polaroid that I permanently keep on the shelf at the front of my mind’s eye. We had dan pauk that he cooked from his mom’s recipe paired with wine that I picked up at the supermarket, and my parents were on a trip to Mandalay so we had the apartment to ourselves.


When I reached the bottom of my second glass, through the lens of nostalgia and love and cheap alcohol, I had thought, Wait, how have I never noticed how handsome you are? Because he was. He’d shaved his beard, and he was wearing a yellow T-shirt whose fabric was slightly thinner and tighter than anything he’d have worn in high school when he refused to wear any shirt that might draw attention to his soft, round stomach, and I had thought that this new confidence looked good on him. He loved studying maths, he told me. Statistics, specifically.


Why? I’d asked.


Because with numbers, everything makes sense. It has to.


And instead of asking How? or saying I’m happy you’re happy, I’d leaned in, close enough to smell the scent of his aftershave, two centimeters separating our lips at first, then one, then none, my bottom lip brushing against his, my whole body feeling like an army of Pop Rocks was ricocheting against my insides. Can I kiss you? I’d asked, suddenly feeling like I would positively implode if I couldn’t.


I’d thought the worst thing he could do was say no. Well, actually, I figured the worst thing he could’ve done was physically recoil backward. But instead, he’d smiled, pushed a lock of hair behind my ear, and then, oh so gently, raised his mouth to kiss my forehead before saying, We should go to sleep. And if it weren’t for the cushioning that only two glasses of wine can provide, my heart would’ve shattered right then and there on the tabletop.


The next morning, I did what anyone does with mortification of that kind—I shredded it and set it on fire, never again acknowledging it, even in spite of the small Z-shaped scar that it had scorched into a corner of my heart.


“Hey what?” I ask, still frozen.


“Just … I know you were anxious about today, and I’m really proud.”


“Thanks. Love you,” I say, and step inside so I don’t have to look at his reaction, if there is one.


When he drops his hand, I exhale silently, my blood recirculating in the right directions. “You’re tired,” he calls out from behind. “I’ll make us some dinner. What do you want?”


“Try wiped out. I’m not hungry, just going to head to bed,” I say, and take the ninety-degree-angle route straight to my bedroom without a backward glance.


A few hours later, while I’m watching the 2005 Pride and Prejudice in bed, a piece of paper slips under my door, and a few seconds later, I hear Zwe’s bedroom door close down the hall.


Crawling out of bed, I use the light from the TV to read his familiar loopy handwriting on the blue Post-it:


 Made chicken penang curry. Left a plate in the microwave. You did great today.










THREE



“I don’t know how else to put it: we are not arriving at the airport three hours early. We’re just … not.”


“You’re right, we’re not. We’re arriving two hours and fifty minutes early,” Zwe says matter-of-factly, not a trace of sarcasm to be found. When I let out an exasperated “Ugh!” accompanied by an inadvertent stomp of my foot, he simply rolls his eyes in response. “Real mature.”


“You know the three hours early rule is extra padding, right? Two, fine. But three is—”


“Taking into account any check-in malfunctions or ridiculous queues at security and/or immigration.”


It’s the night before we fly out, and we’ve been talking in circles on this topic for nearly half an hour. It’s been years since we flew together, and it wasn’t until now that I remember him being this strict then as well. I can now also recall that we had this same argument last time.


“Clearly, we’re at a stalemate. Why don’t we … leave at different times?” I offer. “I’ll meet you at the airport.”


“No,” he says, not even taking a beat to consider it.


“Why not?”


“Because what if you miss the flight? How the hell do I find my way to an island resort where everything is in your name?”


“Wow!” I scoff. “Why are you so certain I’ll miss the flight? Just because I want to leave an hour later doesn’t mean I’m going to miss the whole flight. I’m not a child.”


“I don’t think you’re a child.”


I give a dry laugh. “You just think I’m incapable of making an international flight on time.”


“It’s not you personally, and I know it’s just an hour, but a lot can change within an hour. There could be traffic.” He starts counting on his fingers. “Immigration and security could take ages. You could have trouble getting a taxi. There could—”


“Fine!” I huff, throwing my arms in the air. Zwe is as stubborn as me, and just like with me, there’s always a point in the conversation where you know he’s locking down and nothing anyone says or does will change his mind. “You win. We’ll leave at your time.”
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