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      Welcome to my series starter boxset. If you’re new to my writing, welcome! If you’ve read me before, welcome back.

      Included are London Calling, my debut novel that took me five years to write, and was eventually published in 2014, the year I got married. It seems an awfully long time ago. I hope you enjoy it - Jess’s story is the one that holds the biggest place in my heart because it’s where it all started. Plus, that first book was the start of the London Romance Series, which is now up to six books, with nine currently planned. If you like London Calling, move on to book two, This London Love!

      Next up is All I Want For Christmas, the start of the All I Want Series. This is Tori’s book, who, like Jess in London Calling, is a bit clumsy when it comes to love. Tori is my most cringe-worthy heroine, but I defy you not to love her. She’s human. She’s fallible. She’s also hilarious, and her story is so Christmassy it should come with a tinsel-warning. If you enjoy the book, why not read the six-part series, with All I Want For Valentines up next?

      Finally, I’ve included a novella and an exclusive never-before-released short story. Try Me Again is my lockdown second-chance romance that asks the question: what happens if lockdown means your ex moving back in?

      Meanwhile, World’s Greatest is a short story that should give you all the feels. Not quite a romance, more a slice of life. I think it’s one of the best I’ve written.

      I hope you enjoy this boxset, and go on to read more of my stories. Once you’re done with both my series, there are nine standalone novels to read, too. Thanks for supporting me and my books!
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      The sun’s rays were sliding down the roof of the train like molten lava as it rattled into view. Tonight the city was scorched, melting. I stood on the platform and watched, rolling my neck back in a semi-circular motion, feeling my tired bones click and the stress of the day seep out of my body. That the sun was still out was good news as it meant I had time to get home, change and make it to the pub for a drink before the last shards of daylight pierced the horizon and evening draped itself across the city.

      Enjoying a cold beer on a warm evening was still one of life’s pleasures that filled me with fizzy, carbonated joy, and I’d been looking forward to it all day in between trying to sell advertising space to small businesses. This afternoon had been particularly trying after my colleague Dan had microwaved last night’s leftovers for lunch, leaving the office smelling of warm fish.

      During my quest to flog said space I’d consumed three chocolate TimTams and three cups of strong coffee, none of which were doing my system any favours on the kick-start front. Mind you, the term kick-start seemed to me more suited to motorcycle competitions or the side of cereal boxes, not actually involved in your life. It’s when you tried to shoehorn such phrases into your day that the problems and retributions began. I needed a new job, that much I knew. Along with some willpower to stop eating chocolate biscuits.

      The train lurched forward as its weary metallic hulk shuddered to a stop but I was standing in exactly the right spot for the doors as this was a journey I did regularly. 37 steps up, across a smouldering asphalt bridge, down the opposite 37 steps to platform 2 and walk to the third bench. The doors hissed ‘hello’ and I got on, selecting the nearest seat from four available and feeling the nylon sizzle under my thighs as I sat down.

      Today was Karen’s 30th birthday and we’d arranged to meet with friends at our favourite pub in Newtown before heading out for Thai food and dancing. Karen loved to dance and was thrilled at the recent proliferation of dance shows on TV – if there was one on, it was difficult to get Karen out the door.

      She was coming to the pub straight from work and I’d told her I was too, but I’d left early so that I could get home, change and pick up her present. She wasn’t expecting it and I couldn’t wait to see her face. I’d searched everywhere for the perfect gift and believed I’d found it: some vintage earrings and a necklace I knew she’d love. Karen had style and these would adorn her beautiful features perfectly.

      I looked at my watch – we’d arranged to meet at the pub at 5.30pm so there should be plenty of time. As the train pulled out I concentrated on not biting my fingernails as it was a habit Karen hated. Instead, I pressed both palms flat against my thighs and watched the hot Sydney afternoon slide by.

      Three stops later and I was off the train, springing down the platform, my grey shoulder bag banging against my hip as I went. Even though I hated commuter mornings I was enthralled by the evenings, when everyone was far more relaxed and ready to kick back. I was much better at kicking back than kick-starting.

      I called in at the shop to get a carton of milk, waving at Ken who was having a fag outside the bottle shop across the street. I let the milk hang off my left little finger as I fished in my jeans pocket for the flat keys and flashed the key fob over the access point: the door clicked obligingly open.

      My flat (or apartment, as the Aussies would say) was in a building that housed 20 others, built in the ’80s and starting to show signs of wear and tear. Today though, the lift glided swiftly up to the second floor, spitting me out onto the stained beige carpet in seconds. From there it was a short six steps to my thick white front door.

      The lounge light was on as I made my way down the magnolia hallway – I must have missed it this morning. I told myself off and went through to the kitchen, making a mental note to wipe down the doorframe, which looked smudged.

      Something wasn’t quite right though, I could hear noises. My doctor flatmate Paula was working today so she shouldn’t be here. I turned my head, feeling my heartbeat quicken and goosebumps break out along my arms as I headed back out into the hallway and towards the bedrooms. The noises got louder as I advanced and my stomach lurched – but they seemed to be coming from Paula’s room, so maybe she changed her shifts. I stood outside her door and knocked lightly.

      “Paula?”

      The noises continued. There was a slap. It sounded nasty. Or perhaps she was having sex? But Paula didn’t have a girlfriend and she wasn’t the type of girl to bring someone home in the middle of the day. I took a deep breath, my forehead creased with concern and pushed open the door.

      And that’s when I came across Karen, kneeling over my supremely naked flatmate Paula, her hand raised to slap Paula’s still-red butt cheek. In Paula’s bed, not mine. On Karen’s 30th birthday. My girlfriend, not Paula’s.

      Karen’s face was flushed pink, her shoulder-length blonde hair tussled – I knew that look, I’d seen it many times. Like this morning for instance, when I’d given her what I thought was her only birthday sex. Clearly I was wrong.

      My brain tilted in my head as the full impact of this scene sunk in. This was not what I’d expected when I left work today. I wondered if I could get a refund on the earrings and necklace.
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      There had been no ice on the plane, which had seriously disrupted my plan of getting coolly plastered by the time we flew over Uluru. Since living in Australia I’d become allergic to warm alcohol, something I suspected was going to prove problematic back in the UK. Add to that the trolley-dolly attending me had croissant-like hands that flaked his skin over me with every move and it hadn’t been a first-class flight – but you get what you pay for.

      I sighed at the harsh implications of my monetary status and cast my mind into the future, seeing myself turning left at the plane door, receiving an ice-cold glass of champagne, a false smile, shiny cutlery, a plumped-up pillow. A girl could dream.

      When we landed, Heathrow was as I remembered it: angular and cold. Plus, it smelt like a flat I’d once rented in Crouch End – part musty cupboards, part beige. Beige has a smell, believe me.

      Even though I didn’t step outside to get from the plane to the terminal, I could feel the winter air as soon as we landed. This was another aspect of my homeland I was going to have to get used to – the weather. Sydney had ruined me. I tugged my lightweight blue jacket closer around me but knew in my heart it was useless.

      My right leg was still tingling with pins and needles from where it had been hastily wedged under the seat in front during the flight. I stamped it on the floor with a touch too much vigour and a woman behind me started like she thought I might produce a gun and put bullets through the rest of my fellow passengers. Plane travel made people jumpy. In addition, my short brown hair was stuck to my head, flattened by gravity and a sheen of other passengers’ bodily fluids that hung wordlessly in the cloying cabin air.

      One thing that had happened in my absence was that Heathrow loos had got better, with working locks, an abundance of paper and no handle to flush. Now when you were done, you simply waved your hand in front of a black dot on the wall. I hung my bag on the off-white plastic hook, checked its back pocket to ensure my wallet and passport hadn’t made a break for it and sat down, sighing with tiredness.

      Now I was back, the UK didn’t seem quite as thrilling as it had back in Sydney. Now, suddenly the Australian city seemed like the exotic destination and London a place of defeat, where my family were, where I had no money, job or home.

      I had a quiet word with myself as I washed my hands with pink liquid soap and squinted in the mirror, scanning my grey eyes for signs that landing back in the UK was a positive move. They were giving nothing away.

      Once I’d passed the dead-eyed customs staff, I pushed my trolley through duty-free, out of the sliding doors and into the waiting throng beyond the long metal railings. As I was swept along I saw my parents standing near the end of the crowd in matching jumpers they’d bought from Debenhams – I remembered the phone call telling me this news. The jumpers were green and beige with jarring angular patterns that gave you a headache if you stared at them too long but were, according to my mother, super-warm and washed up a treat.

      “Jess!” Mum yelped, seemingly more excited with every step I took towards her. Despite my reservations, I felt a huge surge of warmth flood through me. It was the feeling of knowing that whatever else, I’d be safe here.

      My mum swallowed me up in a flurry of excitable hugging and as I kissed her cheek I smelt her familiar floral perfume. At 5ft 3 she was a couple of inches shorter than me but we shared the same colouring and she’d passed on her blotchy skin tones to me too, something I never failed to thank her for. What’s more, at 58 she was wearing well, her brown hair coloured with red to hide her grey, her smile untattered by age.

      My dad gave me a more manly hug, squeezing me just a little too tightly so that I staggered slightly when he released me from his grip. Dad still had his slight paunch but also, amazingly for a man nearing 60, a full head of hair, with grey fighting his natural dark colourings for omnipotence. I surmised the grey was winning.

      “How was your flight?” he asked, reaching past me to grab the handle of my trolley. We were on the move, my mum linking her arm through mine and grinning at me manically.

      “It was fine, my legs are just about recovering.”

      “Well, you look great,” Mum said, somewhat surprisingly. “I mean, your hair would look better if you let it grow but I’ve been telling you that for the past ten years…”

      “Shirley…” Dad said.

      “I’m just saying. Anyway, she knows we’re thrilled to have her back. You know Maureen’s son went to Australia for a year and never came back.”

      “He died?” I said.

      “No silly! He met a girl and got married. Now she has a grandchild that she never sees, tragic. But she’s on Facebook all the time and showed me pictures. She’s going to teach me. You’re on Facebook aren’t you?”

      I nodded.

      “We can be friends!”

      “Can’t wait,” I lied. There was about as much chance of Mum mastering Facebook as me turning straight.

      “Oh, and I’ve got something else to tell you. Remember Phil?”

      “Phil?”

      “Yes, you know –your Phil…”

      Phil was a guy I’d gone out with some 13 years previous, my last serious boyfriend before edging out of the closet for good. Mum still spoke fondly of him, as if he were the last hope of me ever settling down and having children. I didn’t tell her that it’s still possible to have children if you’re gay – children with another woman wasn’t on her roadmap and might just send her tiny mind into a tailspin.

      “I think the statute of limitations on him being ‘my Phil’ might have run out years ago…” I said.

      “Yes, well he called – lovely phone voice, you know – and he wanted your number.”

      “And you gave it to him?”

      “No!” she said. “But I told him you were due back in the UK this week and told him to call back then.”

      “Great. You do remember I’m gay don’t you, Mum?” My voice was sing-song. It didn’t disguise my irritation.

      “Of course! I just thought it might be nice to have a drink with him, that’s all. No need to be so touchy about it.”

      What a lovely thing to look forward to – a phone call from Phil. Even if I hadn’t turned out to be a card-carrying lesbian, I’m sure I would have split up from him given the fact that while he was tall, solvent and not bad looking, he was also crushingly dull.

      I felt an old surge of annoyance that even though my mum had known my preference for Martha rather than Arthur for over a decade, it didn’t stop her stockpiling men for the rainy day when I realised my true heterosexual calling.

      We trundled on and out into the airport car park, the trolley rattling along the uneven concrete and my parents having an argument about which bay they’d left the car in, but Mum ultimately being correct.

      So I was home – but had I done the right thing being run out of town by a broken heart? As I settled into the back seat and the English motorway spread out on either side of me, I felt at once at home but also like an imposter in my own country.
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      I’d left England three years earlier and landed in Australia with only $5,000 in my pocket and a phone number on me. The $5,000 dollars lasted just long enough; the phone number got me a job selling advertising space with a local newspaper. I was soon spending oodles of Aussie dollars up and down the gay bars of Sydney’s Oxford Street and Newtown, the bright lights burning a hole in my pocket and the Aussie dykes lasering my heart with their promises of a far-off future.

      The first woman I met was Teri, an engineer from Newtown who doubled up as a drag king by night, airing twice a week as Butch Cassidy. Our relationship didn’t last long; she dumped me when I took exception to her fucking other willing cowgirls waiting in the wings. Turned out, this was one cowgirl who couldn’t be tied down.

      After Teri came Alex, a truck driver who didn’t consider it a day’s work unless she had an oil stain on her clothes. I spent two consecutive nights in her multi-coloured sheets in Beverley Hills before sliding out on morning three. I left quietly with her cat Toby ushering me out the way I’d come in, a satisfied look on his grey, bony face.

      My third conquest was Pat who worked in radio and was big on the Sydney lesbian scene. Pat was a hipster and no slouch in the sack, but when I gazed into my crystal ball it wasn’t Pat I saw kissing me in the hall after a hard day, so we split after a couple of months, the search for love still on. First to apply successfully and have her application rubber-stamped was Karen.

      Karen, who was a major part of the reason I’d fled Oz and flown back to England. Gorgeous, blonde-haired, blue-eyed Karen, who crept up on my heart like some lesbian poster child. She’d painted a picture-perfect vision of our future together on a huge canvas in my head, before casually setting fire to it in a flaming haze of betrayal.

      We were together for just over a year, time enough for me to buff up my heart for her and offer it as a shiny prize. She accepted without hesitation and together we embarked on a year-long love mission – we were astronauts, floating in our self-made bubble.

      During the time I had Karen to myself I thought I’d never been happier. We spent the usual first three months in bed, both enthralled by the new body beside us. After three months in which I kissed every part of her countless times, we began to venture into civilisation, going to art exhibits, the cinema and sharing dinners out. After four months, I declared my love and she hers. Our friends got on, we were in love. With Karen, there was no standing on ceremony: I fell hard, with a dramatic and decisive thud.

      We delayed the tried and tested co-habiting route, wanting instead to cherish our freedom as well as our relationship and not fall into the trap that so many of our friends had. So I kept a flatmate and so did Karen, only she ended up shagging mine and having an affair, breaking my heart into a thousand fragile pieces.
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      After the ‘unfortunate birthday incident’, as my friend Tom christened it, Paula had the good grace to move out the next week, only her temporary home was Karen’s. I assured Karen this was not a good move if she wanted to continue our relationship. She assured me she had no intention of doing that, and perhaps I shouldn’t stop by our favourite haunt that Friday night because she’d be there with Paula and I might feel a bit uncomfortable and, well, single. I took her advice.

      In the weeks that followed it suddenly became devastatingly clear that my happiness and Australia didn’t appear to be compatible. Every time my heart and head fizzed into action, galloping towards a magical realm, an axe would fall elsewhere cutting the blood supply and killing the plan stone dead.

      It was only after six weeks of drinking and heartache that I arrived home one night and realised what I was craving: home. Proper home. There was nothing to keep me in Sydney anymore. I’d tried the Aussie girls, we didn’t seem to click and with Karen still fresh in my system I simply didn’t have the energy to play the scene. So I’d fired up my laptop, looked up cheap flights to the UK and decided to alter the course of my life.

      I began the farewell process, having goodbye parties with my workmates, my book club, my gay boys and finally my best friends – Tom and Tess. They were the first two I’d told my plans to three months previous and both had been aghast, doing their best to talk me out of it.

      “All it ever does is rain!” protested Tom – he was originally from Manchester, so he knew.

      “Who am I going to talk sport with now?” Tess had asked. But in the end, they knew they were fighting a losing battle and that my heart was made up.

      The night before I flew they both came over to my now empty flat armed with sparkling wine, Chinese food and a goodbye playlist created by Tom. As Kylie played, Tom proposed a toast.

      “To Karen. When I see you, you’d better hide because I’m going to slap you for running our girl out of town,” he said.

      I spat my drink out and smirked.

      “You have my permission.”

      “To our girl Jess,” Tess said, giving Tom a stern look. “I can’t believe you’re leaving us in February and not staying for Mardi Gras – what kind of a gay are you?!”

      I laughed – Tess knew very well my contempt for all things Pride.

      “You know, I saw Karen and Paula out at Love Lounge last week – I didn’t know whether to tell you,” she added. I shrugged with what I hoped came across as indifference.

      “It’s fine,” I lied.

      “Anyway, they didn’t look happy – I flung them a death stare on your behalf.”

      “Good girl,” said Tom.

      We’d finished the evening with shots of Russian vodka and Tess reiterating she didn’t know what she’d do without me. But there was no looking back now: the die was cast. I was 32 and going home with only a rucksack on my back and a wealth of memories and friendships to show for my time in Oz.

      When the plane took off, I wondered what Karen was doing, if she was happy, if she knew I was leaving or wanted me back. Whatever, it was too late now.

      I was gone.
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      My brother Jack was waiting at the family home when we arrived, along with his wife Vicky and their two sons, Luke and Freddie. The kids had no idea who this dishevelled woman their dad was so pleased to see was, being aged three and two and never having met me before.

      “Meet your best new babysitter, boys!” was Jack’s introduction as I kissed them both hello. Luke was the older of the two by 13 months and had fair hair, while Freddie was a walking shock of blond.

      “If you’re paying, I’m available,” I said, scooping Freddie up in my arms. To my surprise he acquiesced without a murmur, looking at me quizzically with his big blue eyes.
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      Jack had met Vicky at university ten years earlier. Drawn by her way with a hockey stick and her frankly cracking tits, he’d successfully wooed her and somehow managed to persuade her to marry him four years later.

      I’d been a reluctant bridesmaid, mainly because it involved wearing a lilac dress and slingback heels, both of which had no regular place in my wardrobe. My concerns were doubled by Vicky’s sister Kate, also a lady of lavender and unaccustomed to wearing flowing gowns. Particularly when they had to be worn in front of a crowd and Jesus nailed to a cross.

      “You do remember who you’ve asked to be your bridesmaids, don’t you?” Kate had asked Vicky when she’d presented us with her choices at the first dress fitting. “Lilac isn’t really my colour.”

      “Nor mine,” I’d chipped in, both of us behaving like sulky teens, starkly out of place amongst the pearly white interior of the bridal shop.

      “Just try the dresses on, play nicely and I’ll buy you both lunch afterwards – deal?”

      Since then, Team Bridesmaid had been a regular duo on the London scene pre-Sydney and I was looking forward to catching up with Kate now I’d returned.
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      “So how does it feel to be back?” Jack said as we sat down on our parents’ cream leather sofa. Jack worked in the city doing something terribly clever with numbers and had inherited Dad’s thick head of dark hair, which he kept very short. He was dressed in black jeans and a Ralph Lauren polo shirt, his feet encased in jauntily striped socks. His style was what the Americans would call preppy.

      “Surreal,” I said, taking in the new addition of a glass coffee table and numerous dried plants around the room. “And after a day on a plane, I’m feeling super.”

      “And how are you after Karen – Kate told us,” Vicky said. She winced slightly.

      She too was wearing jeans along with a cream lacy top that had slid down one shoulder, revealing her tanned skin. I shrugged.

      “Okay, you know.”

      She gave me a concerned look as Freddie finally wriggled free from my embrace and toddled over to sit on his mum’s lap. Vicky smoothed back his fine hair and kissed his head.

      “Well, Kate says to call her for a drink very soon. She also mentioned that she knew someone who had a room near her. Have you got her number?”

      “I do, thanks.”

      “And whatever the reason, we’re very glad you’re back,” Vicky said.

      “Thanks. But can you do something about the weather?”
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      A few hours later Jack, Vicky and the boys were gone, Mum and Dad were being happily entertained by some Sunday murder-mystery and I was lying in the guest room, exhausted but unable to sleep with my mind working overtime.

      So I was back in London, seemingly for good. Plus points: roof over head, far away from Karen, back with family. Minus points: back with family, freezing cold, missing friends. You have done the right thing, I told myself. This is absolutely the best course of action. It makes total sense and this is the next chapter of your life. I lay having a pillow-fight in my mind for a couple of hours before it eventually shutdown and I drifted into a fitful sleep, dreaming of Bondi Beach, sharks and Karen. No need for a dream diary to untangle that one.
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      The next morning my mum woke me at 9am, jetlag be damned. She also made me a bacon sandwich and chatted non-stop – all that was required from me was the odd nod and smile throughout mouthfuls of food and slurps of tea. Did I want to come with her to pilates later? What about bingo this evening? How about a slice of apple pie? I politely declined all three, which left her muttering into the washing machine as she filled it. I stacked the dishwasher and disappeared upstairs to call Kate.

      “The wanderer returns with a broken heart. How’s being back in the bosom of your family, girl?” Kate said.

      “Strangely normal. How are you?”

      “Same old same old – three years on and that’s still the case.”

      “That’s what everyone keeps saying.”

      “That’s because it’s true. People who do adventurous things make us all feel bad when they return and nothing in our lives has changed.”

      “Adventurous. Okay, I’ll go with that.” I paused. “Listen, Vicky said something about a room. Is it still going?”

      “Unfortunately not. But come out for a drink later and I might have another option.”

      “Sounds intriguing. Okay, where should I meet you?”

      “Athena in town, just off Greek Street. Google it if you’re not sure. I finish here at 6, so let’s say 6.30?”

      “Perfect. And I don’t have a phone yet so don’t be late.”

      “Yes, miss. And wrap up warm. Remember, no thongs, you’re not in Bondi anymore.”

      “Har de har.”

      My first foray back into London lesbian life. I put my parents’ cordless phone on the bedside table and lay back on the guest double bed, the sheets still comfortably creased from my night’s sleep.

      The radio alarm told me it was 10.21am. I worked forward in my head to where they’d be in Sydney right now – 8.21pm, time for TV or Monday night beers. Tom would be out on Oxford Street, jeans fresh from the wash and tight T-shirt hugging his just-worked-out torso. Meanwhile, Tess would be sinking a schooner of beer in Newtown after a hard day teaching. The thought of Newtown made me feel sick.

      That was what I knew and now it was my old life, in the past. I’d given it all up to come back to live with my parents in a magnolia room with my mum inviting me to bingo. I closed my eyes. I needed a plan of action to combat these thoughts and take my mind off the fact that I’d lost the love of my life and that, at 32, I was sleeping in a room with patterned pelmets. It was temporary, never forget.

      My mum broke my maudlin thoughts with a timely knock on the door.

      “Jess, can I come in?”

      She poked her head round the door before I could answer, as was the pattern of my childhood. When she saw me still lying on the bed, she recoiled.

      “You’re not dressed yet! I’m going to the shops in a bit and wondered if you wanted to come too?”

      “Into town?”

      “No, Sainsbury’s. Why don’t you come with me and we can buy you some food. I don’t know what you like to eat anymore and I want you to feel at home.”

      “Okay,” I said.

      “Jump in the shower then – half an hour?”

      She closed the door and I knew she was right. I had to start moving and getting on with my life, not lying flat and procrastinating. I swung my legs off the bed and propelled my body upwards. First step in the process, food shopping.

      I looked out the window to check on the weather – compared to Sydney, it looked like the ice age had cometh. I dressed appropriately in thick socks, T-shirt and my favourite red hoody. However, as soon as I stepped outside the front door and saw my breath running away from my body, I dashed back in and rescued my old work coat from the spare room wardrobe. It didn’t really go with my casual attire but right now warmth was my priority, not fashion.
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      I was early in town to meet Kate, full of the lasagne Mum had cooked and wearing a jacket that I’d forgotten I had. I was looking for some shoes when I came across it and it immediately took me back to working at the call centre and late-night drinking sessions in Soho with my mates. There was even a stain on the side that was testament to my amazing durability back then.

      Getting on the tube again was an experience too, having done it every day for six years and then not at all in Sydney. But now I was back in London, I’d have to get used to it again – the crowds, the smells, the elbowing. As we pulled into Oxford Circus I was sucked into a swathe of commuters and swept along towards the neon way out sign. A minute or so later I was spat out into the swirling central London winter air, infused with the smell of cigarettes, traffic fumes and hot nuts sold from tiny metal carts.

      Being 20 minutes ahead of schedule, I decided to find the bar first. Once inside, I ordered a Heineken from a surly bartender in a black vest top who wasn’t as cute as she thought she was. I sat myself down at a table near the door so I wouldn’t miss Kate, but it was also good for people-watching. I was curious to discover what, if anything, had changed in my three years away.

      I dimly recollected that London dykes had been more standoffish than those in Sydney, with hair and attitudes that could do you some serious damage. Sydney women had been more welcoming – or perhaps I’d thought that because I’d got a shag within ten days of landing there.

      But today was a different day, a different time and perhaps my luck was about to change. My mind flicked through my Karen album as I thought this, so I took a swig of beer in a bid to cleanse the images.

      If I was looking for evidence of a better scene, this bar was proof. It was cool but charming with a smart wooden bar and they’d got the lighting spot-on, keeping it low and intimate. I shifted in my seat, watching a couple of lesbians walk by hand in hand in the early evening sun. I smoothed myself down in an effort to ensure I was presenting a positive face of lesbianism through the bar window.

      I clearly was, because two minutes later a cute, dark-haired woman walked in wearing a T-shirt that said ‘Treat Yourself: Take Me Home Tonight’. She flashed me a killer smile as she walked to the bar and I returned the favour. By the time Kate arrived 15 minutes later, I’d nearly finished my beer so I accepted her offer of another, along with a welcome hug.

      “Great to see you – how are you?” she said. She set down two beers on the table before unwinding her enormous black scarf from around her neck. She slung a thick lumberjack-style jacket on the back of her chair before sitting opposite me.

      “Surprisingly unjetlagged for now. How was your day?”

      “Another day in publishing,” she said.

      Kate was tall, slim and boyishly handsome. I’d seen pictures of her in her teens with the same flowing locks that her sister possessed but that was in the days before she realised she was a dyke. As soon as she’d acknowledged that, she’d chopped it off. Her hair was now stylishly cropped and peroxide blonde, framing her stand-out cheekbones and piercing green eyes perfectly. She was wearing dark blue jeans, a green shirt and white Converse boots.

      “You’re looking well anyway – heartbreak obviously suits you. Or perhaps the Aussie climate? Whichever, give it a month and you’ll soon be looking pale and grey like the rest of us.”

      “Try another week with my mum,” I said.

      “How is the lovely Shirley?”

      “She’s well. She sends her love by the way.” I shifted in my seat. “And you must have done something right because she was not-so-subtly telling me earlier that I could do worse than you – you’re a catch in my mum’s eyes.”

      “She fancies me – I knew it!” Kate said.

      “I think she might. If I went home tonight and told her it was on, she’d be thrilled.”

      “Well, I have a plan to tease her beyond her limits – her and our delightfully coupled siblings. Ready?”

      I nodded.

      “You can come and live with me.”

      “Okay — but you already have Roger the lodger if I’m not mistaken. And shouldn’t we at least have a drunken shag before I move in?”

      Kate grinned.

      “You’ve seen through my dastardly plan. Yes, at the moment I do still have Roger – but not for long. Dear old Rodge has been saving like a demon and bagged himself a shared ownership place. He didn’t think he’d have it for at least a few months but it’s going to be ready in five weeks. So if you can wait that long, the room’s yours.”

      I thought about it for a millisecond.

      “Sold, you’re a lifesaver. I’m sure I can cope at Mum and Dad’s till then,” I said. I pushed back my chair and stood up.

      “Something I said?”

      “Just nipping to the loo – beer runs straight through me.”

      “Some things never change.”

      When I got back, the cute T-shirt wearer I’d smiled at earlier was on her haunches chatting to Kate. When I sat down, she put her tanned hands on her thighs and stood up. She had short, dark hair, lucid hazel eyes and a transfixing smile. She was around 5ft 6 inches tall and wearing jeans that clung to all the right places.

      I tried to stop my eyes assessing her too obviously but I think I failed. I was gratified to notice that she seemed to be doing the same to me too, lingering on my breasts before raising her smile to my face. Kate made the introductions.

      “Jess – this is Lucy. This is my mate Jess who’s just traded in sunny Sydney for freezing London.”

      “Nice to meet you. You’re from Sydney?” Lucy asked. I shook her outstretched hand.

      “No – I’m a returning Brit.”

      “Well, good to have one back here – there are far too many Aussies in London hitting on our women and drinking our beer.” She paused, then wrinkled her forehead. “Not that I’m complaining, some of them have been gorgeous…”

      “Don’t worry, there are plenty of Brits in Sydney doing the same thing.”

      She laughed at that.

      “How long you been back?”

      “Just landed yesterday.”

      “Really? God, you’re doing well – I’d still be too jetlagged to even breathe.”

      I smiled at her. She was so animated when she spoke and I felt an instant pull towards her.

      “I’ve just moved back to my parents’ house so it tends to propel you into getting out and about a bit quicker.”

      “I’m going in a few days, so maybe I can get some tips from you?”

      “To Sydney?” I said. To say I was surprised was an understatement.

      She nodded and her grin showed up a cute dimple in the side of her cheek.

      “Absolutely,” I continued. “I can tell you where to go and, more importantly, where to avoid.”

      “Excellent,” she said. A satisfied smile.

      There was a slight pause in the world for me right there as I considered how she said ‘excellent’: it was warm and inviting.

      “Anyway, I better get back to my friends,” she said, turning, breaking me from my train of thought and flicking her head towards a bunch of women at the bar.

      “I’ll catch up with you later,” she added to Kate, “and get the Sydney lowdown from you,” switching her gaze to me. “Nice to meet you, Jess.”

      “You too,” I told her, to which she beamed.

      I followed her retreating figure to the bar and she turned to smile at me, which made my stomach lurch. Recovering my poise, I took a swig of my beer and tried to adopt my poker face to Kate.

      “So, how do you know her?” I asked. I wasn’t sure it was working.

      Kate crossed her legs and assessed me.

      “She’s a friend of Caroline’s – we’ve been out for drinks quite a few times.” She smiled at me before stroking her chin.

      “She seems nice.”

      “She is. Single, too. And very available from what I remember her saying.”

      I held up my hand, lying before I could stop the words tumbling out.

      “I’m not looking – I’m off women, they’re poisonous.”

      “Uh-huh.”

      “No uh-huh about it.”

      “Sure,” Kate said.

      “Anyhow, crashing on, I have a message for you from your sister. She told me to tell you to stop being a dick to this new woman you’re seeing, who I take it is Caroline. I said I’d pass on the message.”

      “She did, did she?”

      “She did. So spill?”

      “I think you know most of it. She’s called Caroline and she’s a nurse.”

      “Handy for bedside manner.” I put my elbows on the table. “Where’d you meet?”

      “Bijou – a monthly night just off the Strand. Vic thinks we’re serious just because I took her to babysit the boys last week but it’s early days. So just because I haven’t proposed marriage yet, she thinks I’m being a dick. I tell you, she’s so desperate for me to get married since it’s allowed now. I told her not everyone necessarily wants to do that but she doesn’t listen.”

      “And how was the babysitting – did you get to first base?”

      Kate rolled her eyes.

      “Don’t you start. I had Vic and Jack giving me wide eyes when they got back. I think they expected ruffled beds and hickeys. We actually watched CSI and had a takeaway.”

      “Did you touch her tits at least?”

      “Enough! So anyway, you’re on for the flat then?” The subject of Caroline was officially closed.

      “How much?”

      “£500 a month all in.”

      “Sounds fine.”

      “To us then?” Kate said, holding up her beer.

      “To us,” I replied.
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      The next morning I slept through till 11, lulled by alcohol and the knowledge I’d left a note for Mum telling her not to wake me. Amazingly she complied so I awoke refreshed, if a little hungover. Kate and I had stayed at the bar till around 11 and Lucy had joined us for the last hour after her mates had left, where I’d discovered she was an optician by day and a wannabe drag king by night.

      I told her about the Sydney shows and my ex and she was amused at the stories, although assured me that UK drag king shows weren’t quite as advanced. Unbelievably, she was heading out to Sydney for six weeks for an extended holiday and to take in Mardi Gras – bad timing on our part if we wanted to get to know each other better. She seemed pained when she told me that both her evenings before she departed were already accounted for, but she promised to look me up when she was back and fill me in on her time in the Harbour City.

      I hoped she wasn’t lying as I could seriously get used to the way she looked at me, her gaze unerring as she listened intently to my stories, settling momentarily on my lips before looking me directly in the eye. Her raw intensity made me swallow down. Hard.

      “Where are you staying?” I’d asked as Kate had got up to get the final round in as last orders rang out.

      “I’ve got family near Bondi so I’m staying there at first, then meeting up with some friends and we’ve hired a flat for two weeks in the city. I’m really excited – never been before and I’ve always wanted to do Mardi Gras.” She’d paused to drain her beer.

      “Is it as good as everyone says?”

      “Mardi Gras?” I’d asked, stalling.

      She’d nodded.

      “Fantastic,” I’d said. This wasn’t the time to tell her I hated dressing up, parading and being proud. Instead, I’d described the Sydney party atmosphere, the vivid colours, the drink, the women. Actually, not so heavy on the women part, that was on a need-to-know basis.

      “It’s a shame you don’t still live there. Maybe we would have met anyway,” she’d told me, her dimple standing out as she’d flashed me that smile again. She was intoxicating.

      “Perhaps we would. At least, I hope we would have.”

      Kate had arrived back with the beer, curtailing our flirting although Lucy’s eyes carried on surveying me. When it was kicking-out time, we’d made promises about meeting up when she was back and had exchanged numbers. Her hug goodbye was firm and I knew I wanted to see her again.

      “Keep in touch – and see you in six weeks I hope,” I’d told her softly as we pulled away.

      “Count on it,” she’d told me, kissing me on the cheek. Her breath that close had made my blood race and we both knew something had shifted as we stepped slightly unsteadily out of each other’s space, our gaze steady, our brains scrambled. I let out a deep breath remembering it even now.

      As I lay in the guest room on day three of operation UK, the move somehow didn’t feel so catastrophic. Thanks to Kate I now had somewhere to live and had received a timely ego boost from a sexy woman – how my mother would swoon over an optician. Actually, who was I kidding? I’d swoon too, although perhaps not so much over her occupation and more over her. My mother would have swooned over Karen’s TV exec badge too, but that was not to be.

      I reminded myself to concentrate on the present and not the past as I went downstairs for breakfast. As my self-help ahoy friend Kevin used to say, if you’ve got one foot in the future and one foot in the past, you’re pissing all over your present. I certainly didn’t want to do that.
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      For my next trick I had to find a job. Before I left for Sydney I’d been working in a call centre, having left my teaching career and then managing to drift with no clear plan. However, going back into teaching was the last thing I wanted to do, as were sales or being cooped up as a call-centre chicken. I wanted to propel my life story forward, not send it into reverse. 32-year-old graduate, own hair and teeth seeks gainful employment that won’t lead to thoughts of topping herself. How hard could it be?

      Seeing London through fresh eyes always made me wonder about its beauty. When I first arrived back, the city looked far too hectic, an oppressive haze of bodies, cars, buildings and sharp edges. But as soon as my senses became acclimatised after a few days, all the ragged lines, crime and poverty seemed to belong to elsewhere as the vibrancy, energy and architecture filtered into my being. It was a bit like Sydney in that respect – people from the country just couldn’t understand what the pull of noise and concrete was. But somewhere beneath them was the buzz of life that just didn’t happen in the suburbs and beyond.

      Today, London looked lopsided, colourful and pulsing as I walked along the Euston Road, shivering even inside four layers of clothing. I hunched my shoulders and tucked my scarf in closer around the front of my neck as the wind razored through my clothing, slicing my skin. Cars glinted in the crackly February demi-sunshine, boxy red buses ground along noisily and black cabs buzzed in and out of traffic with the cocky swagger of those that own the road.

      When I’d first spoken about coming home, Mum had been full of all the new properties being built and how I should put my name down for a shared ownership scheme as soon as I was back. However, all the flats were outside zone four, outside the protective barrier of the inner city. In the sprawl where the grey concrete stopped sparking with life, where art was a dirty word, where being gay wasn’t quite as revered. Jack and Vic had taken the plunge when they got married and moved out to be able to afford a house. But with two kids and an estate car, they’d been welcomed with open arms and nosy neighbours. When you’re a friend of Dorothy, different priorities came into force.

      All of this contributed to the fact that I was planning a move inwards when all of my straight mates were branching out in search of gardens and sash windows, married up with two-hour-long commutes. Not that I didn’t covet all of those things – apart from the commuting. I was in my 30s after all, where thoughts traditionally turn away from beer and all-nighters to cocktails, wine and dinner parties. For now, though, a job was the starting point that headed towards that goal.
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      When I got home my mum had a surprise for me – a mobile phone with £30 of credit on it, telling me to contact my mates and give them this number.

      “I saw Julia in the High Street today and she said she’d love to see you!”

      For some reason, I’d been stalling on contacting my old mates. Kate was safe: she wasn’t going to judge, plus we had family to laugh at together. Deep down, I knew all my other mates wouldn’t judge either and would be happy to see me – they were on my side, after all – but my own judgement wasn’t so forgiving.

      I’d sailed off to Australia three years ago full of optimism about how my life might turn around out there. I celebrated my 31st birthday in a new lesbian strip club in Surry Hills with Karen on my arm, full of hope for the future. But by the time she’d rinsed my heart dry, I realised nothing was changing fast. Now here I was back home, living with my parents and somehow that felt like I’d failed. And my mum knew that. Perhaps she’s wiser than I give her credit for. She was right about my friends, of course. And it wasn’t true that I’d learnt nothing – I’d definitely learnt that you couldn’t run away from yourself, no matter how hard you tried.

      My old friend Julia was thrilled to hear from me, cancelled her plans for the next day and told me to come and meet her for lunch in town, her treat. Sarah, my mate from uni, booked me up for a night on the lesbian tiles on Friday, telling me that she’d round up the troops.

      After that I called Adam, my best mate from my former dull job and the one good thing to come out of it. Adam was a straight-acting gay man at work, but once in Soho he got in contact with his inner glitter and had no trouble sparkling. Adam was still at the firm, although he was now bossing people like us around and still hating it.

      “You did the right thing getting out – I can feel my soul withering by the hour,” he told me.

      He offered me some work which I politely declined, but he let me know the offer stood if nothing else came up. I asked about his love life and he told me he’d been laying off the scene of late. He’d just bought a flat in Tufnell Park and was busy nesting, spending every weekend either visiting Ikea or tending his balcony herb garden.

      “A herb garden? I’m impressed,” I said.

      “Don’t knock it. If you’re trying to cook all of Jamie’s meals it’s a godsend to have all these herbs on hand.”

      “Are you turning camp in your dotage, dear?”

      “I’m thinking of getting one of those lacy dolls to cover my spare loo rolls. Since turning 35, I see the point.”

      “I’ve got all this to come,” I said. “All you need now is a husband to pick your herbs for you.”

      “Now that would be lovely.”

      Another few more calls and arrangements later, and it felt like my social calendar was booked up for a year. I prepared myself to tell the same stories of love, loss and surf over and over, then offered to make dinner which Mum readily accepted. She settled herself in front of the telly with tea and cake, watching a show about adult children coming home to live and how they bleed you dry.

      “You can stay as long as you like,” she said as I began chopping onions and garlic for my Bolognese. I told her she was too kind.
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      The next day at lunch Julia launched herself at me as soon as I walked into the fancy French bistro she’d chosen. She was taking a break from her job as a high-powered lawyer and her 5 foot 7-inch slim frame was suitably attired in a stylish grey skirt and jacket with a lilac shirt. Her face was done in that clever way where you make it up to look completely natural when it’s actually caked with slap. Her dark hair cascaded over her square shoulders, her toned ankles barely supported in 3-inch shiny black heels. In short, she looked professional and stunning, and I told her so.

      “Oh I’ve missed you and your lezza charm!” she said. “And I can’t believe you’ve been home since Sunday and it’s taken you this long to call – I thought your flight had been delayed or something.”

      My chair made an awful screeching sound as I pulled it out from under the table, making us both recoil slightly.

      “No, just me working up the courage to come out of hiding. Plus it’s so bloody cold here, I was thinking about just doing what tortoises do and asking Mum to wake me up when May arrives.”

      “You great berk,” she said, helping herself to the basket of bread and butter on the table and offering it to me.

      “You look fab anyhow – even a bit tanned. And I like your hair that length – suitably dykish. You’re coming round for dinner soon so you can see Tom. Plus I have this friend I’m so setting you up with!”

      “Can I catch my breath before you start your dating service on me again?”

      I’d known Julia since secondary school where we’d become close friends due to our love of music and drinking. When school ended, Julia and I went on to the local sixth-form college to do A levels and had kept in touch through university, pooling our shared experiences over summer and Easter drinking sessions.

      Julia had met Tom at uni, had moved in with him six years ago and she was succumbing to marriage in a few months’ time. She had one of the sharpest minds I knew and, to top it off, had those elusive qualities that I failed spectacularly on – drive and ambition. What Julia wanted, Julia got.

      I, on the other hand, came out, graduated, hated teaching and then proceeded to drift from job to job, going through a belated adolescence where I actually wanted to sleep with people before I eventually settled down with a blonde named Maria. We’d lived together for three years before drifting apart a year prior to my Sydney jaunt. She’d since married some woman called Abby – I’d been invited but declined from the other side of the world.

      “So how are the wedding plans coming along?” I tilted my head to one side like a question mark.

      “Nightmare – let’s not talk about it. I’m boring myself so I’m sure it’s thrilling for everyone else around me.”

      “That’s what you’re meant to do though, isn’t it – bore the pants off everyone? Two girls in my office in Sydney were getting married last year and it’s all they talked about for 12 whole months. In the end, I had to hand it to them – their persistence was impressive.”

      “Let’s just say it’s all done as far as I can tell. Apart from the huge pile of stuff that I keep ignoring. Tom’s parents are still peeved it’s not happening in a church and he keeps wilting, until I remind him that it’s our wedding and not theirs.” She breathed out an exasperated sigh.

      “Then there’s my mum and her constant bleating about a theme – what is it with weddings and themes? I told her the theme was us and wasn’t that enough? I think she’d be happier if I announced we’d both be dressing as Elvis, expected the guests to do the same and hired an Elvis tribute artist to perform. I honestly think it’s more trouble than it’s worth but it’s too late to pull out now, as I keep reminding Tom. I’m a hopeless romantic, what can I say? You’ve saved the date, right?”

      She tugged on her cufflinks as she asked me, smoothing her shirt on her right arm.

      “Logged in my brain. I might even buy a new tie for the occasion.”

      “Oh, splashing out!” She paused. “I tell you though, I’m certainly only doing it once – it’s tedious in the extreme and bloody expensive. I’m sure if we’d just called it a party and not a wedding we could have slashed the cost in half. As soon as the W word is mentioned, companies start painting zeros on the end of their bills and they know you’re going to pay for it because that’s what you do.”

      “Glad it’s such a time of joy,” I said.

      “There’s the honeymoon though – I’m looking forward to that. Three weeks on safari – it’s the only thing that’s keeping me going.”

      I leaned back as the waiter brought our starters – butternut squash soup for me and goat’s cheese salad for Julia.

      “Fantastic, I’m starving. No breakfast this morning, just a hugely dull meeting,” she said, tucking in with gusto.

      “So how is the world of lawyering?” I said. “Have you turned into Ally McBeal yet?”

      She shook her head sadly.

      “I still feel let down – it was the only reason I became a lawyer. But when I got there nobody wanted to do karaoke and nobody wanted to have sex on a desk or lick my wattle.”

      We both laughed, knowing this was half-true – Ally McBeal really was Julia’s inspiration for being a lawyer.

      “It’s good to see you – I missed this,” I said. I took a mouthful of soup and winced as it burnt my tongue.

      “Me too,” she replied.

      “So is this a regular haunt?”

      “Yeah, it’s good for lunches – and by the way, this is on me. Or rather, on Hall & Turner.”

      I picked up my glass of wine.

      “Well here’s to Hall & Turner.”

      Julia chinked and we both drank.

      Half an hour later we both had our mains of salmon and a refilled glass in front of us, and I’d filled in Julia on my heartbreak. She was stoic about the whole situation, claiming I’d had a lucky escape discovering Karen’s spinelessness so early on.

      “It could have happened five years in and then you’d have felt much worse. Better to get it out of the way within the first year if it’s going to happen, right?”

      “Is that looking on the bright side?” I said.

      “No such thing as a bad experience, just an experience,” she said, a sage look on her face.

      “So says the woman who’s never had her heart broken.”

      “I’ve read books!” Julia said. She paused to take a swig of wine.

      “By the way, have you heard about Maria?”

      “Maria Maria?” I said.

      “The very same.”

      “No. What?”

      “Pregnant.”

      “What?” I almost shrieked, before recalling where we were. “But she hates kids!”

      “Not anymore.”

      “I can’t believe it.” I shook my head, disbelief coating my mouth. “I at least thought she’d get the other one to do the dirty work. Still not tempted?”

      “To be a lesbian or have kids? I think Tom would say no to both, unless he could watch of course.”

      Myself and Julia had always been steadfast in our ambition to avoid having children, if for very different reasons. Julia was a lifelong child-phobe and so had spent her entire adult life pumped full of hormones designed to stop the joining together of her eggs and any errant sperm. Injections, IUDs, pills – you name it, she’d used it.

      For me, the story was more one of ‘it’s not likely to happen by accident and I haven’t met anyone who’s changed that view’. Our lives had continued on a path of spare income, dinner parties, nights out and weekends away with no thought given to babysitters or child-friendly venues.

      “Anyway, back to you and your single status – I have a woman for you and she’s perfect!”

      I thought about Lucy from the pub the other night and wondered if she’d be as perfect as her, but then put her out of my mind and forced myself to concentrate on the here and now. Besides, she’d probably meet the woman of her dreams in Oz and decide to stay there for good. She might even meet Karen. Oh god, don’t let her meet Karen…

      “Hello? Earth to Jess?” Julia was snapping her fingers in front of my face.

      “Sorry,” I said. I put myself firmly back in the room.

      “I was talking about setting you up on a hot date with the perfect woman and you drift off…”

      “Didn’t you say that about the last two?” I said.

      “This one is for real though. Tom and I both fancy her but we’re leaving her for you.”

      “For a supposedly straight woman, you know an awful lot of single dykes.”

      “She’s not a dyke, honey – she’s a lesbian.”

      “The difference being?”

      “About 50 grand a year.”

      “I’m a dyke right now then,” I said.

      “It’s fine – everyone likes a bit of rough every now and again. As for knowing so many, what can I say? Moths to a flame, I’m like a lesbian pied piper. Perhaps they’re all drawn to something they know they can’t have,” she said.

      When it came to lesbians Julia certainly did seem to be some sort of siren, towing along a never-ending conga line of ladies all willing and eager. I wasn’t complaining, though – if she considered them a prospect and the timing was right, she set me up with them instead.

      Julia had succeeded twice with me. Once with a mind-blowing three-night-stand with a Kiwi named Helen; and once with a two-month fling with Gwen, who claimed to be a Russian princess. Gwen was so tall she kept banging her head on my doorframe every time she left my bed to go to the loo.

      On the plus side, mine and Julia’s taste in women was astoundingly similar so I trusted her judgement – looks-wise at least. Personality-wise, she’d got it wrong on a couple of occasions but her batting average was still fairly healthy. After all, I’d never have shagged a princess if it hadn’t been for Julia.
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      Later that day after a slightly boozy lunch, I was once again left to my own devices in the big city. Julia hadn’t left before booking me in to meet up with her new matchmaking prospect who was called Angela. I’d baulked at the name but she’d assured me she wasn’t like Angela from our school who used to stutter and pick her nose in class.

      “As far away as can be – open-mindedness is the key,” she told me. Easy for her to say. “Plus, Ange is a lawyer,” Julia added. “So if nothing else, think of the money, honey.”
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