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About the Book
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Things Pippa enjoys: her job, airplanes, synonyms and tropical fish.

Things Pippa does not enjoy: repeating patterns, tight clothes, people asking why she’s single and school reunions.

After four months of only speaking over intercom, when air-traffic controller Pippa Edwards finally meets pilot Andrew Boyce-Jones face-to-face, they discover they’ve got much more in common than simply working at the same airport.

In fact . . . they both need a date.

Tired of every relationship ending before it’s even begun, Pippa wants to evade the inevitable questions at her dreaded ten-year school reunion in Cape Town. And Andrew needs to get his well-meaning family off his back about settling down.

The solution seems simple. A pact – a fake dating pact – for as long as it’s mutually beneficial. It’s perfect.

Or at least it would be if their very real attraction wasn’t about to make Pippa question everything she thought she wanted. . .




To all my neurodivergents out there.




AUTHOR’S NOTE

[image: image]
I want to start off by saying that it takes a lot more than what I’ve put in this book to land a plane – so please, if ever attempting to do so, do not use my words! I had to paraphrase and shorten a lot of ATC commands for the sake of the story, and for this, I apologize to any aviation experts who may read this book!

But now that I’ve gotten that out the way, let me tell you another story. I’ve always been different and felt different my entire life. And as the years have rolled on, so I’ve accumulated many diagnoses, some absolute nonsense, and others totally accurate. But it wasn’t until last year, when I was writing this book, that I finally got a diagnosis that made EVERYTHING I have ever experienced in my life, then and now, make sense.

Getting my autism diagnosis has been a massive relief to me, it validates a lot of my experiences, and also gives me a much better understanding of why I do what I do. In fact, I actually wanted to scream my diagnosis from the rooftops when I was first told, because I was so excited about having it. When I told my husband about my diagnosis, like Andrew, he burst out laughing and told me it wasn’t exactly news to him. And when I told some other people who know me well, I got the exact same reaction. They’d all known or suspected. I know there are a lot of women getting these late-in-life autism diagnoses, because back in our day (I’m really showing my age now) we hardly knew what the word autism meant, and certainly not autism in girls.

When I started writing this book, I had no intention of writing Pippa as an autistic character, but when my diagnosis came in, I just decided to do it. I gave Pippa many of my traits, but also traits that are common to others on this very large and diverse spectrum. Some of the traits we share are a slight obsession with airplane crashes and synonyms (I always have my thesaurus open when I write and can spend way too much time scouring for an alternative word that usually lands up sounding wrong anyway, and then I delete it later), a challenge when it comes to maintaining connections with people like friends, social exhaustion hangovers and a terrible affliction to say what is always on my mind, and what springs to my mind in the moment. I’ve had some really awkward moments over the years with people when I’ve said something I probably shouldn’t have, or info-dumped something that was probably not appropriate to be discussed at a dinner table.

My tone is not great, I practice conversations in my head, I pick my fingers and stim, touching my toenails makes me nauseous, touching certain textures makes me nauseous, certain sounds make me nauseous and very, very anxious. I can get lost down a Google rabbit hole for days with whatever my latest obsession is, as a result I have accumulated the most useless facts of anyone I know and can spout them at any given time. I mix up my idioms TERRIBLY, I do not understand jokes—even though I’ve been told I am very funny—and I don’t think I’ve ever understood one of my husband’s adverts. He’s in advertising and has had to explain all of them to me. I’m petrified of bumping into people I know in public when I haven’t prepared to see them and on most occasions have then tried to hide myself behind a pot plant, or duck into another aisle pretending I can’t hear them saying ‘Hello’.

Before my diagnosis I had no idea why I did half these things, but I’m really grateful to know that when I literally turn my back on someone and pretend I haven’t seen them, it’s not because I’m a rude bitch, but because the idea of having a spontaneous, unprepared conversation with a person that I was not expecting to see in that particular environment, fills me with such panic and terror, that I can’t bloody cope. (I apologize to anyone I have done this to, it’s really not you, this time it really is me!)

I am very new to my own autism journey, so am still discovering and uncovering things about myself. But anyway, that’s the story, that’s the reason I wrote Pippa like I did, and that’s all for now.




CHAPTER 1

[image: image]
The phone was still beeping and I was still ignoring it.

It had first beeped at seven thirty as I’d eaten my breakfast, it had continued to beep as I’d brushed my teeth, and still, the beeping persisted as I drove to work. It was at this stage that I thought of muting the incessant noise, but as a law-abiding citizen and someone only too aware of the dangers of using a phone while driving, I did not. Instead, I tossed it to the back seat in an attempt to move the noise as far away from my ears as possible. The beeping was even more irritating from there. It was only when I’d gotten to work that finally I acknowledged I could no longer ignore it.

10-Year School Reunion WhatsApp Group

I moaned. You know when they assign a name to the chat it’s going to be a very, very lengthy one.


Hannah (admin): Omg, I cannot believe it’s been ten years, girls! I can’t wait to see you all.



I moaned once more. I’d known it was coming. One didn’t need to be a mathematician to calculate that we’d been out of school for precisely ten years. But now that it seemed to have actually materialized, I didn’t know how to feel about it. But as I read on, my feelings became quite clear.


Emily: Ten years . . . and it’s starting to show in the mirror [image: image]

Bianca: A whole decade! It’s insane. And as you can see by this pic, I’ll be coming to the reunion with a baby on board [image: image]

Lilly: Congrats!

Sarah: How exciting. I have two. Ben is 2 and Angie is only 4 months, so I won’t be looking my best, girls . . .

Yanilla: Omg, me neither. My little one is only six weeks. I have permanent black rings under my eyes.

Lira: Concealer is a new mama’s best friend.

Tracy: Omg, I’m also baby-on-board! When is your due date?

Emily: Concealer is also a bride-to-be’s best friend. No one told me how stressful planning a wedding is!

Sarah: Congrats! When is the wedding?

Emily: In two weeks. I’m freaking oooooooout!

Lulu: You’re kidding – my wedding is in three weeks!

Rachel: That’s soooo cool. I love a spring wedding.

Hannah: This is so much fun! I literally cannot wait to see you guys. I just got married, so I’ll be bringing hubby. Remember, partners are very welcome. The more the merrier. Champagne, girls!!! Yaaaaaaaaay!



I tossed my phone onto my desk as if it had electrocuted the palm of my hand. It continued to buzz and shake as if possessed by these bite-sized bits of communication. Winky face emojis and words with way too many vowel sounds. I wiped my hand on my pants; it was wet and sticky.

Just reading that string of upbeat messages was bringing back less than pleasant high-school flashes. It wasn’t that I hated high school or the people in it per se, it was just that I hadn’t fitted in there with them. I hadn’t tried not to fit in though; in fact, quite the opposite. When I’d first gotten there I’d done everything possible to successfully integrate. I’d attempted to be exactly like them, observing their behaviours and imitating them. But the more I did that, the less I seemed to fit in. So after those unsuccessful attempts at social assimilation, I embraced my obvious differences and stopped trying to be someone I would never be.

After that, I willingly lurked on the edges of their effervescent social groups, choosing to sit in the library at break reading a book rather than sit in the quad talking with them about what dress they were going to wear to the dance, who was dating who, who liked who and whether it was okay to let him finger you after a few weeks of dating. At an all-girls boarding school there were three main things that occupied all conversations:


1. The opposite sex

2. Having sex

3. Having sex with the opposite sex



Nothing else seemed relevant. The Global North could be sending missiles off into the sky to entirely obliterate the Global South and they would probably still be talking about whether it was okay that Jessica was going out with Edward now, because she used to go out with Mike, Edward’s best friend, and was that breaking the ‘bro code’.

I’ve never really got it, this obsession with men. Don’t get me wrong, I like men, although I have very specific criteria when it comes to engaging with them. But for the most part, I’m not averse to the idea of them at all. Not only were men absolutely necessary for the evolution of the human species, but they’re also good for other things, apart from their ability to aid in the procreation process.

For example, I like to look at men. Not all men, obviously. But some men are so easy on the eye that one just can’t help but look at them. Like that man on the giant highway billboard in that jeans commercial. There’ve been several occasions when I’ve found myself looking at him so intently, sweeping my eyes over that perfect symmetrical V-shape that runs across his abdomen and disappears into his jeans, that I’ve almost missed the off ramp. I emailed the Advertising Complaints Commission about this, suggesting that perhaps they find a more suitable, less distracting place for the billboard. They never got back to me, which I thought was terribly unprofessional.

I also like the way men feel. I like the way their skin is different to ours. I like the way that running your hands over a man’s skin is almost like running your hands over a foreign creature. Did you know, a man’s skin is twenty-five per cent thicker than a woman’s because of the increased testosterone, and that’s why it feels so unlike ours.

Although it should be noted that I’m not a fan of excessive body hair, especially when it culminates on the chest and back. I’d landed up in bed with a man some years back whose chest was covered in so much coarse hair – almost boar-like – that I broke out in a severe rash from the constant rubbing back and forth. I had to go to my doctor the next day for rash cream.

I usually liked the way men smelled too, except for that date I’d gone on with the man who smelled like a pack of freshly opened Vienna sausages. And then of course there’s the whole sex part. Sex has always been somewhat of a mystery to me. The act is essentially the same in the way it’s physically conducted, and yet it can vary so much from person to person. And it’s impossible to pinpoint exactly what makes for good sex, and what makes for bad sex. And of course it’s also impossible to gauge what sort of sex it will be prior to having it. I’ve often wondered why dating apps don’t have some kind of rating system for that sort of thing. It would save so much trouble. Landing up in bed with someone who you’re just not sexually compatible with can be a very unpleasant experience.

For example, had I known that one of my online dates was into dirty talk during sex I would never have slept with him. I’m not a fan of conversation in general; I find it awkward and hard to keep up with. But when paired with sex and the man you’re with constantly describing in real time in graphic detail what he’s doing to you and what he intends to do with you next, it’s very off-putting. I shouted in his ear that he should ‘shut the hell up’, but this only seemed to encourage him, as he told me what a ‘naughty, naughty slut’ I was. I think ‘slut’ is a disgusting-sounding word.

But when sex is done correctly, when all those intangible elements come together, I enjoy it immensely, because it gets me out of my head. For a few blissful seconds the rampaging thoughts stop and the millions of conversations I have going on inside my head all at once, all the time, fade into oblivion. And for one moment, one amazing, glorious, awe-inspiring, blissful moment – silence.

Unfortunately, sex doesn’t come around as often as I would like it to, despite the fact that I’m fairly attractive and pride myself on being sufficiently good at the act of sex. The sex isn’t the hard part; it’s the converting of a meeting between two people into sex which is the part I fail at almost every single time. I’ve never been good at dating. Sipping awkwardly on wine while making polite small talk in which you make very shallow attempts to grab at mutual straws just to be able to tick the box of ‘getting to know each other’. This part always seems like the most ineffective use of time. Superfluous, unnecessary window-dressing that comes before the real undressing.

My thoughts dragged me back to one specifically disastrous sexual moment. The time I’d gotten my hair stuck in my date’s zipper after being in that general area for longer than I would have liked to be. It’s not that I’m against giving blow-jobs, but by the one-minute mark I’m always wondering why they can’t hurry up, and by the five-minute mark I’m wondering whether or not I should defrost the ready-meal for dinner or eat the leftovers or give them to the dogs?

Although I’d put my phone on silent mode, it suddenly burst forth with a series of dramatic vibrations that increased exponentially. I picked it up, swiped a few times and came face to face with the cause of said vibrations. A photo had been posted on the group. I enlarged the photo and peered at it. Class of 2013. I traced my eyes over the faces, trying to locate myself. It wasn’t that hard. I’d stuck out, even though we were all wearing the same school uniform. Flaming-red hair always scraped back into a high, tight bun on the top of my head. Everyone else seemed to have wispy bits of hair that hung around their faces. In fact, I’d seen them purposely pull those strands of hair out of their ponytails in the mornings. I’d never understood this – surely you would want your hair out of your face for school. I’d also worn chunky, ‘severe’ glasses back then, as my mother had called them. Every holiday she’d tried to take me to an optometrist to buy a more delicate pair, but I liked the ones I had. They were very hard-wearing, and I often dropped them – or dropped myself, to be more accurate – my clumsiness was well renowned. I scanned the photo for my only friend, Jennifer. She also stood out with her dyed-jet-black pixie cut and her pale face (she refused to sit in the sun). Speaking of Jennifer . . .


Jennifer: Gggrrrr! The WhatsApp group!

Pippa: I know!

Jennifer: They’ll all the same. Nothing’s changed, other than the fact that they seem to be incredibly prolific breeders. And marriers.

Jennifer: In fact, one of them seems to be regaling us with a story of her water birth right now.



My phone vibrated again, and I saw the message Jennifer was referring to. I typed back quickly.


Pippa: She used the word ‘enchanting’.

Jennifer: Last word I would have used. Mind you, I’ve never actually had a conscious water birth, or any kind of birth.

Jennifer: I wish I was there so I could go.

Pippa: You actually want to go?

Jennifer: Don’t you?

Pippa: No!

Jennifer: Come on – morbid curiosity. Like slowing down at a car crash. You have to go and then tell me all about it.

Pippa: Why don’t you go if you’re so eager?

Jennifer: Well, I live on this little island called Australia – you heard of it?

Jennifer: Not to mention the fact that I’m currently in my psychiatry residency and am trying to douse the flames of a full religious war raging on my ward.

Pippa: The two Jesuses still there?

Jennifer: One of them thinks he might be Moses now. He’s trying to part things. The poor nurses are constantly having to put the furniture back together.

Jennifer: Please go to the reunion . . .

Jennifer: I want to know what they look like now. In fact, buy one of those button cameras and stream it live to me.

Pippa: You seriously want me to go?

Jennifer: Yes!

Jennifer: Besides, it might actually be good for them to see someone whose sole purpose in life is not to give birth and walk down the aisle. Think of it as your duty as a fulfilled, single career woman.

Pippa: I’ll think about it.

Jennifer: Aren’t you even a little bit curious?

Pippa: I suppose I am, but school wasn’t exactly a high point in my life, as you know.

Jennifer: And look at you now – a masters in aviation management and an air traffic controller on track to becoming a junior supervisor faster than anyone else because you flew through your training, doing one of the most stressful jobs in the world and already a legend in your field. First day on the job and you successfully navigated an emergency landing!



I wiggled in my chair. Compliments made me uneasy.


Pippa: I’d better get back to the screen if I don’t want another emergency landing.

Jennifer: Come on, take the compliment, just a little bit . . .

Pippa: Fine. Taken. Thank you.

Pippa: Have to work.

Jennifer: Chat sometime then.



I turned my phone off and looked at the other screen in front of me. I loved this screen. I loved arriving at work and casting my eyes over it as if it were some great work of art. Which, to me, it was. My own personal Mona Lisa. Shapes and numbers, greens, blues and oranges. Identification, altitude, data tags, maps. Speed, origin, destination. All the information you need in order to track planes through the air combined together on one screen.

To the untrained eye, it might look like chaos. But to me it’s a beautiful, intricate web of patterns. I’ve always seen patterns in things: licence plates, house numbers and streets – even in road maps. So this I could handle, but I wasn’t sure I could handle a ten-year school reunion. I studied the screen until my eyes found my favorite plane. I waited eagerly for the familiar voice. I didn’t have to wait long.

‘Good morning, City Tower, this is Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

I smiled at the sound. This was by far my favorite voice. It had an easy timbre to it. The pitch and tone were warm while the resonance was deep and full. The rhythm and pacing of his words were also pleasing. Not too fast, and not too slow.

‘Good morning, Flightbird Six Zero Zero. How’s the view today?’

‘Beautiful sunrise from up here, City Tower. We are inbound to Johannesburg Airport, heading over the golf course. Request vectors for ILS, please. Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

‘Fightbird Six Zero Zero, turn left heading two niner zero.’

‘Copy, City Tower, turn left heading two niner zero. Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

I waited with a sense of anticipation to hear his voice again. And as soon as I did I straightened in my chair.

‘City Tower, this is Flightbird Six Zero Zero. Established ILS, runway zero seven left. My favorite runway.’

I smiled to myself. I’d learned that pilots were very superstitious creatures, and Captain Boyce-Jones was no exception. For him, his lucky charm seemed to be runway zero seven. I’d never understood superstitions. Especially when you looked at the word’s synonyms, irrationality and false belief being just two of them. I’d noticed too that superstition wasn’t just reserved for those airy-fairy, hippie types: very rational people, like pilots and my father – a surgeon – were superstitious. My father only ever wore blue socks when performing surgery. I have no idea why but he has an entire drawer at home dedicated to his ‘operating socks’. In my opinion, there’s simply no correlation between a color and your ability to perform surgery. That was down to your training and experience.

‘Flightbird Six Zero Zero, you are cleared to land on runway zero seven left.’

I looked out of the tower window as his plane came into view. I knew so much about his aircraft – first developed in 1967, the bestselling commercial airliner in the world, 30 meters long, 28-meter wing span, fuselage height of 4 meters and maximum take-off weight of 115,000 lbs – but I knew nothing about the man who piloted it, even though we’d spoken almost every day for the past six months.

‘How’s the weather down there? Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

‘Flightbird Six Zero Zero, wind two fifty at ten knots. Should make for a smooth landing.’

‘Copy, City Tower, wind two fifty at ten knots. My landings are always smooth. Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

I wasn’t going to admit that he was right but, of course, his landings were always smooth. I watched out the window as he glided the plane down to the runway. This is always a magical moment for me, to see a plane – an enormous, complicated piece of engineering and machinery – float effortlessly down from the sky. Rate of descent, reduction of speed and thrust. All these elements coming together perfectly like a well-conducted orchestra, enabling something so large to simply touch down elegantly and gently.

‘Flightbird Six Zero Zero, this is City Tower, please vacate left onto Alpha taxiway and contact Ground Control on zero two zero point six.’

‘Copy, and vacating left onto Alpha taxiway, contact Ground Control on zero two zero point six. Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

This was the part of our conversations I hated. Despite not being a fan of small talk in general, I liked talking to Captain Boyce-Jones, and when he had to change frequency for Ground Control I always felt a little inexplicable pang in the pit of my stomach.

‘Have a great day, City Tower. And happy spring day.’

‘I forgot it was spring day.’

‘Everything is already looking so much greener from the skies.’

‘I must make a note to sow some seeds this weekend.’

‘Are you a gardener, City Tower?’

‘I wouldn’t call myself a gardener, per se. But I do garden.’

I heard a small, breathy chuckle through my headset. I preferred this sound to his voice even.

‘Bye, City Tower. Happy gardening.’

‘Bye, Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’




CHAPTER 2

[image: image]
‘So, who thinks I should go to my ten-year school reunion?’ I asked loudly. The chatter around me stopped abruptly. Everyone lowered their cards and regarded me as if I’d asked the world’s most confounding question, one that didn’t have an easy answer. When, really, what I’d intended was a simple ‘yes’ or ‘no’. I ran my eyes over the people sitting in front of me and then started to realize why my question had not been so straightforward after all.

‘I can see I’m asking the wrong demographic here.’ I looked back down at my cards.

‘Does it look like any of us enjoyed our high-school experience and want to relive any part of it?’ Zane asked with what was clearly sarcasm. That much was very obvious. Even I – who was not good at deciphering tones – was able to glean that.

I peered up from my cards again, taking in the faces of the motley crew of Pokémon players who gathered here every Friday night to battle each other’s mythical monsters. As far as geeky subculture went, this was the epitome of it. We were the teens who didn’t go to parties on a Friday night but stayed in and traded cards. Who got high on ‘Donking’, not drugs; ‘Aurora energies’, not alcohol. Each one of us was awkward in everyday conversations, but not the conversations here, where we got swept away in a fantasy realm and could talk about the new Origin Forme Palkia VSTAR until our vocal cords were completely worn out.

‘Have none of you been to your high-school reunions?’ I asked.

Everyone shook their heads, except for Sheila.

‘It wasn’t that bad, actually,’ she said. ‘In fact, a few of them apologized for bullying me. A lot changes in ten years – people change too. For me, I wanted to show them that I wasn’t the same person I was back in high school. It was kind of cathartic.’

‘Huh?’ I looked at Sheila thoughtfully. She was a successful game designer now but, like me, she hadn’t exactly fitted in at a mainstream school. Looking around the room, you could tell that no one here had fitted into the high-school mould, but we all fitted in here. This place was our sanctuary, a safe enclave separate from the scary world outside.

‘I hated school,’ Orion said, wringing her hands together nervously.

‘It sucked,’ Jono added, and Silent Abe, who never talked, nodded.

‘I was homeschooled,’ Anele added, ‘but I’m pretty sure I would have hated it too.’

I looked back down at my cards and smiled. A mew VMAX with a choice belt, two fusion strike energies and four power tablets. A powerful combination. If I played this, I would defeat my opponent in one swift move.

‘Take that,’ I said, playing the card with a dramatic flourish. A few ‘oooh’s rose up from the crowd, and then my opponent, Zane, grabbed his head and shook it.

‘No. Not mew VMAX.’ He conceded defeat and I folded my arms and smiled. But as pleased as I was, I was also somewhat thoughtful. Maybe Sheila was right. I also wasn’t that shy, softly spoken girl who sat on the sidelines any more. For goodness’ sake, I steered planes to safety and won card games with one swoop. Maybe the reunion wasn’t the worst idea ever.

I opened the WhatsApp group when I climbed into my car at the end of the evening. The reunion was next month in Cape Town at the old girls’ school hall. It would be easy getting there: one of the perks of being an air traffic controller was discounted plane tickets. It was also over a work-free weekend, so no need to put in for leave. The reunion comprised a series of events that I’d already familiarized myself with.

Day one was a champagne get-together, followed the next day by wine tasting and lunch in the winelands. Which left Sunday free for me to visit my two favorite places in the world: the aquarium and the air force museum. I could catch a late-afternoon flight back to Jo’burg and be back at work on Monday. The trip to the museum and aquarium almost made the reunion feel like something I could handle.

I’ve been obsessed with three things my entire life – fish, everything aviation and synonyms – although it should be noted that aviation has always been my first love. I think it started way before I was even conscious of it. Before I was born, my parents had been expecting a boy. But when I arrived without a penis the general medical consensus was that the angle of my genital tubercle (as they call it at that stage) had been misinterpreted in my scans. As my mom always says, ‘Even before day one, I’ve pointed in my own unique direction.’

However, because they’d been expecting a boy, they’d decorated accordingly, down to the blue walls and airplane mobile that hung over my crib. They’d repainted the walls, but agreed that airplanes were gender neutral. Besides, I loved that mobile. In the beginning, I think it was the colors and movements that attracted me to it. But as I got older I became enthralled with it. I would stare at the planes and wonder where they’d been and where they were going. I’d wonder who was flying them, how many people were on board and how it was that they all spun around each other so perfectly without ever crashing into one another.

By the time I was ten I could name every modern plane in the sky and give you a run-down of their specs, not to mention name just about every single tropical fish there was. I had wanted to become a marine biologist or a pilot when I grew up. But after watching a TV show on air traffic controllers I decided that was the perfect job for me. It was the precise nature of the job, which left no room for error. A job that was full of patterns and directions and facts. There was also no impressing clients or making office small talk. The only talk was technical talk to pilots, which I could do.

But if I went to my school reunion I’d be forced to make the aforementioned small talk. The thought was so off-putting that the idea of the aircraft museum and aquarium the next day was almost not enough to push through it. Almost . . .




CHAPTER 3

[image: image]
One month passed by quickly, as months tend to do when you’re older. Not that the nature of time has changed – that would be physically impossible – but rather your perception of time has changed. As I’ve gotten older, I’ve felt that days have gotten shorter and weeks and years even more so. When you were younger, an hour, especially if you were bored, dragged on like a never-ending day.

I left my shift the Friday morning of the school reunion and headed over to change in the business-class lounge. Another perk of half living at an airport: the receptionists in the lounges let you use the plush changing rooms and bathrooms to freshen up, when they aren’t too busy, of course.

The name of the receptionist at Middle East Air’s business-class lounge was Blessing. International tourists are always fascinated by his name, even though names like Blessing, Patience and Fortune are commonplace here. Blessing always tried to strike up a conversation with me whenever I came in. I was always relieved, though, when his idea of a conversation was a one-way monologue in which he gossiped in hushed tones about the goings-on of the airport. The airport really was its own unique ecosystem. Like a small city that has been shut off from the rest of the world, inhabited by an endless variety of people, from shop owners to security to cleaning staff to management staff, pilots, air traffic controllers and police. Personally, I’ve only gotten to know a few people over the last two years but, for some reason, Blessing seems to have fully immersed himself in the airport culture.

‘Soooo.’ He leaned over the desk and looked at me. I’d learned that this long and protracted ‘sooo’ was a sign that the gossip was about to commence. I was pleased that it was such a distinctive-sounding word, with such a distinctive tone and delivery; it made it much easier for me to read. I readied myself.

‘Did you hear about the woman that gave birth to a baby midair last week?’

‘Yes.’ I nodded triumphantly. This I did know. I never knew anything he talked about, but this I knew, because Barry, a fellow ATC, had dealt with the emergency.

‘She named the baby after the pilot – how sweet is that?’ Blessing placed a hand on his chest and swooned. I hadn’t realized he was so enamored with babies. Well, to be fair, I’d observed that most people had a fondness for babies and that when they spoke about them their voices usually took on a soft, sing-song quality and their pupils dilated somewhat. I did not harbor those same feelings about babies.

‘I’m sure the flight attendant actually did more to ensure that baby’s safe entry into the world. They are, after all, trained in basic first aid, including infant delivery, should the need arise,’ I said. It was a very logical conclusion. The pilot would have been flying the plane, not attending to the baby. Blessing looked deflated for a moment and I realized the error of my ways. I went on, ‘But I’m sure he landed that plane as quickly as possible and he would have radioed ahead for medical assistance.’

My response perked Blessing up again, and he continued.

‘Did you hear about Louise at the coffee shop?’

‘Which coffee shop?’ There were twenty here.

‘The Grind.’

‘Aaaah, yes, next to Domestic Arrivals.’ I knew it, even though it wasn’t my coffee shop of choice, Express Espresso.

‘Anywaaaaay’ – another lengthened vowel sound – ‘she’s having a secret tryst with that waiter from the steak place at the international terminal.’

‘Which steak place?’

‘A Cut Above.’

I shook my head. A Cut Above. Another play on words. I’d noticed that this was an incredibly popular device when it came to the naming of restaurants, coffee shops, retail facilities and advertising agencies. I disliked names like these. I was also not a fan of restaurants called things like ‘The Blue Olive’ or ‘The Singing Avocado’. Because, clearly, olives are not blue and avocados do not sing.

‘I don’t know anyone from A Cut Above,’ I said. ‘Nor have I ever been to A Cut Above.’ And what cut were they referring to? What was their cut above? Sirloin, fillet, ribeye? There were many cuts. And so many unanswered questions.

‘Well, anywaaaay,’ Blessing continued, with another extended vowel, ‘Angela from the Asia Pacific business-class lounge told me that late one night Lungile from Baggage Handling found them canoodling in the Lost and Found room.’

‘What was Angela from the Asia Pacific business-class lounge doing in the Lost and Found room?’ This seemed like the most interesting part of the story, to be honest.

‘One of their first-class passengers lost their Montblanc pen. Apparently, it’s some very rare limited edition. Ruby-encrusted or made out of unicorn ivory.’ He rolled his eyes, and I did the same, even though I wasn’t sure what he was trying to convey with that ocular gesture.

‘Scandalous, isn’t it?’ he said, clapping his hands together.

I clapped mine together too, even though I took little delight in this story. Don’t get me wrong, I really liked Blessing and appreciated that he wanted to tell me stories, especially because they involved the people around me. It did in some small way make me feel included and connected to something bigger than myself.

‘Anyway, where’re you off to today? You’re looking a little too glamorous to be heading home.’

I blushed and touched my hair and face. I’d released my hair from its usual functional, pulled-backed bun. I’d then styled it into what the YouTube tutorial had called ‘effortless waves’. It had not been effortless at all. In fact, I’d put so much time and effort into twisting that hair straightener back and forth to create those waves I was sure I had carpal tunnel syndrome in my fingers. I’d also done a full face of make-up on myself, a painstaking job that had taken far too long. Once again, the YouTube tutorial’s name had been very misleading. The look was called ‘The Clean Girl Look’, and when I saw the finished product it looked as if there was hardly any make-up involved. But what I’d discovered midway through the arduous process was that trying to look like you were not wearing make-up actually required a lot more make-up than one expects. But, and I hate to admit to it, I wanted to look a little more ‘put together’ tonight, as my mom would say. My mother was always running late because she was busy ‘putting herself together’ in the bathroom, a phrase I’d found quite disconcerting as a child. I’d imagined her pulling on her arms and legs, maybe even screwing on her head.

A part of me wanted to impress my old schoolmates. Wanted them to see how I’d blossomed since school. Maybe even have them comment on it, even though that thought filled me with such awkwardness that I physically cringed at the notion. And I also wanted to feel good about myself tonight. I hadn’t felt good about myself as a teen. I’d been rail thin, angular and gangly, my knees the biggest part of my legs. I was ghostly pale, with upper-front-teeth protrusions caused by excessive thumb-sucking as a child. My eternal clumsiness had also led to a crooked nose, from one of my many tripping accidents. Braces had corrected my teeth, my plastic surgeon father had fixed my nose at eighteen, exercise and the treatment of my hyperthyroidism had rounded me out nicely, and today I would say I was a solid eight out of ten. On some days, even a nine. The paleness, I could do nothing about – my mother’s Irish roots, as she always said – but unlike her I’d refused to self-tan and had embraced my alabaster skin. In fact, I was very fond of it now, and the comparisons to Sophie Turner over the years were most pleasing, since Game of Thrones was one of my favorite TV shows.

‘It’s my school reunion, so I . . .’

‘Say no more!’ Blessing said. ‘As a gay black man, I feel your obvious high-school pain.’

‘How do you know I had high-school pain?’ I enquired.

He eyed me up and down and then leaned against the reception desk. ‘I just assumed, you know.’

‘You know what?’ I asked, not offended, but my curiosity definitely piqued.

‘You didn’t exactly fit in there, right?’

‘No. I didn’t. How did you know?’

Blessing shrugged. ‘Call it the gift of intuition. I just get people. Always have. Maybe it’s because I see over two hundred different people walk through these doors a day, or maybe I was just born with the gift,’ he said with a smile.

‘Huh,’ I replied thoughtfully, grateful for this newly acquired knowledge. Perhaps, in the future when I had a personal, human-related problem, I could come to Blessing. ‘I shall remember that,’ I said to him as I walked out. But as I crossed the threshold of the lounge and the automated glass doors began to close behind me I got it. I swung around with a triumphant swoosh.

‘Because the pen can’t be made of unicorn ivory, because unicorns are mythical creatures. They don’t exist!’ I pointed at Blessing and let out a laugh. ‘But you could have said narwhal tusk to make it more authentic. Nonetheless, got it!’ I turned happily and headed for my favorite coffee shop.




CHAPTER 4

[image: image]
As I sat down in the coffee shop, my phone exploded with sounds. I didn’t need to look down to know where they were coming from.

10-Year School Reunion WhatsApp Group


Katie: IT’S TONIGHT, GIRLS!!

Katie: I can’t wait to see you all.

Yanilla: It’s going to be so much fun.

Larissa: I’m sure we’ll have so much to tell each other. The talking is going to go on sooooo late into the night.

Fabienne: We’ll all lose our voices by the end of it.

Sasha: I’m sure my husband won’t mind if I lose my voice for a day.



Who the hell were Fabienne and Sasha? I was so good at remembering facts that interested me, but when it came to remembering people’s names my brain worked like a sieve. The conversation continued, with lots of ‘LOL’s after that.


Bianca: I wouldn’t mind it if my kids and husband lost their voices for a day, I could do with the break.

Dominique: Haha!

Katie: Love this! It’s just like old times!



Old times!

For some reason, this phrase made my palms sweat. Synonyms for old included aged, decrepit and vulnerable. Not comforting words at all. And the more I thought about it all, the more the sweat rushed to my palms as if someone had turned on an internal tap. My phone slipped out of my hand. I looked down as it collided with the floor, bounced, once, twice, and then skidded across the highly polished surface. I jumped off my seat and raced over to it. Panic and anger bubbled up so quickly and intensely when I saw that my screen had been damaged. A long crack cut it into two distinct parts. I dried my hands on my jeans, tried to push the panicky anger back down and took my place at the table once again. I hated it when things like this happened. Surprise things. Unexpected things. Things that deviated from my regular routine. Now I was going to have to take my phone to a repair shop, and those were always located inside loud, busy malls. And visiting malls was not something I ever did.

Old times . . .

I sat up straight as the veil of what had clearly been a very bad and poorly made decision lifted in a swoosh. What the hell was I thinking, going to this ridiculous reunion? I didn’t want to talk all night, relive and rehash and reminisce. I didn’t want to spend the night forcing laughter at jokes I was bound not to understand. Jokes about their husbands and kids. Those ‘men are from Mars and women are from whatever the hell planet they are meant to be from’ jokes. Everyone on the group seemed overly excited too. And there was going to be champagne! An explosive combination that was sure to make it even more rowdy. My skin itched as indecision took up space in my brain. I didn’t like indecision. It was far too vast and endless. I wanted facts. Certainty. Black and white. Not this in-between color that flapped about in the air like an untethered form.

‘Okay,’ I said out loud, soothing myself by fluttering my fingers together three times under the table where no one could see. I would not go tonight if I received two more bad surprise signs; if two more unexpected things happened, then I was definitely not going. Not that I believed in the universe giving you signs. I wasn’t one of these esoteric types that believed in signs and lucky trinkets. But there was something I did believe in: patterns. If two bad things happened in quick succession, then that was random, a genuine coincidence. But if three bad things happened, then that was a pattern. And patterns could not be ignored. Patterns were the very things that made up our entire existence. DNA and its double helix, the solar system, orbiting planets – everything was made of patterns. Patterns needed to be heeded.

‘What can I get you?’ a waitress who I’d never seen before asked.

‘Iced cappuccino, almond milk, thank you.’

‘Sorry, we’re out of almond milk,’ she said, and my heart dropped. Could this be surprise number two?

‘Out . . . of . . . almond . . . milk.’ I stretched the words out in disbelief. They’d never been out of almond milk. In all the time I’d worked here, I’d had an iced cappuccino with almond milk at least twice a week.

‘We have oat milk,’ she said casually, as if it wasn’t a big deal at all.

‘Oat milk is not almond milk,’ I said.

‘Indeed.’ The waitress took a step back. Had I offended her? I was just stating a fact: oat milk was most certainly not almond milk. Despite their obvious physical differences – being derived from completely different food sources – oat milk gave me gas. Gas might be vaguely acceptable when in the privacy of your own home – after all, it was just a biological process – but the potential of flatulence on an airplane bothered me. I did not think it would be very polite to inflict my gas on strangers.

‘I’ll have a Coke then, in a tin, please,’ I said.

The waitress smiled and walked off. I was not so terrible at interpreting facial expressions that I couldn’t tell it was a forced smile. Forced smiles, I’d noticed, had less teeth involvement. They were usually just confined to the lips and often had a tight, pulled quality to them. As if the person had just had Botox.

‘Here we go.’ Moments later she put my Coke down on the table. I stared at it in disbelief.

‘I asked for Coke in a tin,’ I said, trying to infuse as much politeness into my tone as possible.

‘Sorry, we only have it in plastic bottles.’

Number three. The third sign. This was it. ‘I only drink Coke in a tin. I don’t like the way it tastes in a bottle. So, no, thank you. But thank you for doing your job. Thanks.’ I tried to force a smile at the waitress too, to communicate my appreciation and understanding. It wasn’t her fault that they only had bottles. It wasn’t her fault they were out of almond milk. That was clearly the fault of whoever’s job it was to order stock.

‘They taste the same,’ she said, pointing at my bottle.

I shook my head. ‘No, they don’t.’

‘The recipe is the same for a tin and a bottle.’

‘While that might be technically true, Coke from the tin tastes sharper and more carbonated. The Coke from the bottle is never as fizzy or as cold.’

‘I actually agree with City Tower on this one. Coke does taste different out of a tin.’

I swung around at the sound of the very familiar voice. ‘Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

The face in front of me smiled. ‘City Tower.’

‘Flightbird Six Zero Zero.’

‘Finally, I can put a face to the voice,’ Flightbird said, continuing what I could see was a genuine smile.

‘Your face doesn’t look anything like your voice,’ I stated.

‘What did you think I looked like?’

‘Older. And less attractive.’

Flightbird let out a shocked-sounding gasp and the waitress next to me clicked her tongue. I wasn’t sure what that was meant to convey, but I could see she was now very interested in what I had to say.

‘Sorry, that was blunt. I’m blunt sometimes. But I am simply stating an obvious fact.’ Because Flightbird was good-looking, and anyone could see that. His face was balanced and perfectly symmetrical. I liked symmetry. He had deep blue eyes which bordered on navy. No, not navy. Royal blue. Navy was too dark and dull for what his eyes were. Flightbird’s hair followed the same symmetrical pattern. It was dark brown, apart from those flecks of golden brown which were in the exact same place on the left and right side of his head. He was proportional perfection personified.

‘Your shoulders are also broad,’ I said, beginning to admire his shoulder to waist-and-height ratio.

Flightbird laughed. ‘Is that a compliment?’

‘Broad shoulders have always been favored by females, since prehistoric times, when they were seen as a sign of strength and protection, which was what females primarily looked for in a mate. Just as wide hips were seen as favorable in women. I don’t have wide hips though.’

Flightbird laughed. People often found me funny. That’s what they said, anyway. People had told me I should become a stand-up comedian, due to this funniness I supposedly possessed. But what people didn’t realize was that, first, I wasn’t trying to be funny and, second, being funny and telling jokes are two totally different things. I didn’t tell jokes. I didn’t get jokes. Punch lines were a mystery to me, so if I happened to be considered funny, it really was only by sheer accident.

‘Well then, in that case, I’m flattered,’ he said when he’d finally stopped laughing.

‘May I?’ he asked, and pointed at my table. I looked down at it, wondering what he wanted.

‘What do you want?’ I asked.

‘May I join you?’ He began standing up before I’d even said yes. Presumptuous of him. He must have sensed my reticence though, because he stopped moving. ‘Sorry, if you want to be—’

‘No! No, it’s fine. You can sit,’ I said, surprising myself with my reply.

He tipped his head at me and walked over. He pulled the chair out then lowered himself into it.

‘Andrew Boyce-Jones. We’ve never officially met, even though I seem to speak to you more than anyone else in my life.’ He reached out a hand for me to shake. I tapped it with my elbow, like we’d all been directed to do during the pandemic. It was a great way to touch a person without having to stick your whole hand into theirs, which was a feeling I absolutely hated. Flightbird looked at my elbow and then let out another small laugh. The waitress cleared her throat. I’d totally forgotten she was still standing there.

‘So?’ she asked.

‘So what?’ I replied.

She pointed at my Coke and raised her brows. I raised mine back.

‘Do you want the Coke or not?’

‘No, thank you. I’ll have a glass of water though, please. Sorry. And thank you. Very much.’ I was overcompensating with placating words. Too many placating words.

‘Ice and lemon?’ she asked.

‘Ice, no lemon.’

The waitress walked off but, before disappearing, she shot me a glance over her shoulder.

‘So what brings you to my newly favorited coffee shop?’ he asked.

‘This is my favorite one too,’ I echoed. ‘I’ve tested most of the ones in the airport, and this one definitely has the best coffee.’

‘Totally agree,’ he said.

‘I was going to be flying to Cape Town on the 13:15 flight, but now I’m not,’ I stated, looking down at my small suitcase, which was just the right size to be taken as carry-on.

‘Flight A356?’

‘Yes. That’s the one.’

‘That’s my flight. I was getting a coffee before take-off. Why aren’t you going any more?’

I put my hands under the table and fluttered my fingers together a few times to calm me down. I had not expected to bump into someone that I didn’t know today, and I hadn’t expected to now be having a conversation with that person in a coffee shop that did not stock the thing I usually drank. I hated bumping into people I knew when I was out and often pretended not to recognize them when they looked in my direction. I’ve mastered the art of quickly generating a sudden blank look in my eyes, as if I’m seeing through them.

‘High-school reunion. But I’ve decided not to go.’

‘Why? I loved mine. I’m still really close to my friends from school. In fact, we have our annual get-together coming up soon.’

I looked him over. ‘You were popular in high school.’ It was a statement, not a question. A man that looked like he did had no doubt been incredibly popular. A man that sat at a chair with such a sense of belonging and purpose, who spoke with ease and smiled so freely, he was the kind of person who’d enjoyed his high-school experience.

‘I was fairly popular,’ he replied with a smile he was clearly trying to hide, which I interpreted as an attempt at modesty.

‘You loved school.’ I took it a step further, and he did not disagree. ‘I did not love high school, nor was I very popular. Not that I wanted to be popular, but I’ve observed that the more popular you are, the more you seem to enjoy your high-school experience. Don’t you think?’

Flightbird took a sip of his coffee and stared at me over the rim, as if he was considering something. His stare made me uncomfortable, and I felt that swell of words in my brain. Those over-explaining words that I throw out into empty, quiet and awkward moments when I can’t cope with the silence. The longer he kept quiet, the more I was going to be compelled to open my mouth and totally overshare, something I always regretted later. The words dropped out of my brain and into my throat. I could physically feel them wiggling around in my mouth, trying to come out . . .

‘When you’re popular, school is easy. When you don’t fit in, it’s not. And I don’t really have anything in common with the girls I went to school with, not then and certainly not now. In fact, they couldn’t be more different from me if they tried. They’re all married and seem to be breeding like small rodents. Everyone seems to have a husband, or a fiancé, or a small human, and that is all they’re going to talk about at this reunion. And they’re going to ask me all sorts of questions, the kind of questions I hate – why don’t I have a fiancé and a husband and a small human in tow? – and I will be forced to answer them and then be pulled into talk about how I should be on a dating app or they have a friend/ brother/cousin that maybe I would like. I’ll be dragged into small talk. And I hate small talk. And there’s going to be champagne, and everyone will be all “wine o’ clock” – a saying I hate, by the way, but that I think is pretty apt here
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