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REMY

Future MILFs group chat

 

Me

Nova, how many times do we have to tell

you to stop changing the group chat name

 

Lin

And profile picture

 

Me

Are those your boobs?

 

Melissa

Yes, they’re definitely hers

 

Lin

You can tell???

 

Melissa

You can’t?

 

Nova

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

 

Me

Are we still on for tonight?

 

Lin

Duh! Every second Friday of the month

 

Lin

You put it in all our calendars

 

Me

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

 

Nova

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

Nova has changed the profile picture

 

Nova has changed the profile picture

 

Lin

LOL fuck’s sake

 

Me

Nova, that had better be yours!

 

Melissa

I can’t tell from the angle

 

Nova

hahahahaha

 

 

 

‘Ahem! Ahhheeemmmmm!’

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

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

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

‘Bad luck!’ Melissa interjects.

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

‘Cheers!’

We each raise our glasses, clink and toast until—

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

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

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

‘Who’s Kelly?’ Nova asks.

‘Kelly Grant. From school!’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

They all try not to laugh.

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

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

‘A librarian!’ Nova cackles.

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

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

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

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

‘Promise me something, Mel,’ says Lin.

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

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

‘I don’t have any siblings either.’

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

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

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

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

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

Nova tuts. ‘Your notes were like homework.’

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

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

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

‘Already?’ Nova whines.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

 

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘I know. I know.’

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

‘I’ll tell them soon. I promise.’

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

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

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

‘Huh?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘So, I’m twenty-four?’

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

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

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

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

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

‘Rem!’

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

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

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

 

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

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

‘When?’ Melissa asks.

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

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

‘You knew about this?’ Nova asks.

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘It’s only eleven.’

‘You think peppermint tea will help this one?’

I down the shots in one.

‘Feel better?’

‘No.’

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

‘And you?’

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

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

‘Leonardo da Vinci?’

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

 

Future MILFs group chat

 

Me

Are we still on for dinner tonight?

 

Melissa

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

and Felix is in surgery.

 

Lin

I have to work late!

 

Nova

Fan fuckin tastic





REMY

Now

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

I warn my gut to leave us alone.

 

I lose Nova last.

A week before Melissa’s move, Nova’s cousin Jackie died in a car accident; her cousin who taught her how to braid hair and inspired her to start her own business. When Nova was failing school, it was Jackie who told her that the education system was flawed; that some kids were better suited for school than others and those who weren’t were unfairly disregarded as stupid, difficult or lazy. She told Nova to find something she was good at early, then build on it.

We’d all known and loved Jackie, so we all attended the funeral. Days after, it was just me and Nova. I’d bring her food because she hated to cook; I’d clean her flat and wash her face because she was exhausted. I unravelled each one of her three-month-long braids, watching the dried flakes of her untended scalp collect on my knees. I deep-conditioned her hair and plaited it into sections like she’d taught me, playing Fantasia’s album on repeat.

I did all of this because I love Nova and, selfishly, I was glad to be needed by her. But grief can have two specific effects: it slows life down to the point of lethargy and depression – or it speeds life up, causing avoidance energy, recklessness and a sudden devotion to the mantra ‘You only live once.’ After existing within the former, Nova quickly adopted the latter, and was back with David before any of us knew what had happened.

Six days later, Lin signed her New York contract.

 

I now know my mistake was attempting to crack the art of being alone instead of addressing my loneliness.

Melissa and Felix moved out of London on a brown leaf-strewn day in November and we all reunited to drop Lin off at the airport a fortnight after. Instead of processing my sense of loss, I spent the cold and rainy depths of the following months fighting against the drowning feeling, and trying to enjoy being someone with more time on their hands. I didn’t think it’d be hard. As soon as I started writing full time, I curated the perfect routine and could go days and even weeks without physical company. But what I hadn’t considered was that my ability to be alone hinged on never feeling lonely. With Nova, Mel, and Lin, I knew I could FaceTime any of them at any time of day and their voice would instantly fill the silence of my flat. I could send a text in the afternoon and have plans for the evening. I could leave my house and be on someone’s doorstep without switching trains. It was this knowledge – this faithful, ready-and-waiting connection – that made being alone easy.

After Mel and Lin left, and Nova began prioritising her relationship with David, my routine started to fall apart. Turns out, it wasn’t my discipline that had made it work in the first place, but the mechanical assembly line it consisted of: wake up, exercise, shower, write, lunch, walk, write, phone, emails, Nova/Lin/Mel time. Now that one step didn’t function correctly, the entire system was rendered useless.

The clock would creep to 5 p.m. and I’d text Lin, but she’d be in the thick of her work day in New York; I’d call Nova and it would go straight to voicemail. I’d message Melissa and she’d respond quickly, but with news of the new house, ultrasounds, moving her interior design business predominantly online, and maternity leave. Soon, there was nothing in my life but the sound of the TV. My brain started to process the evening as ‘numbing time’, making it impossible to do anything but stare blankly at whatever show was playing.

This goes on for weeks, until one evening, I decide to upload my profile onto a dating app.

The one I join is relatively new and questionnaire-based, allegedly designed for those looking to make a connection without the meandering small talk. A person’s profile features fifteen yes, sometimes, no questions, and if at least twelve of their answers match yours, your profile is shown to them as compatible.

Questions are wide-ranging and selected from a list by the person behind the profile. I match thirteen out of fifteen for a guy called Ishir whose profile questions range from: Are you environmentally conscious? Do you go to therapy? Are you happy with our current Prime Minister, to lighter questions like: Eating out is better than eating in? Clubs over museum dates? Eight one-hour episodes over an eight-hour movie marathon? He then has to answer my fifteen questions and he scores a twelve.

It’s one of the most time-consuming apps but that works for me. Really, I just want someone to talk to and, as desperate as it sounds, almost anyone will do.

Out of the four of us, I have the least consistent interaction with partners. Melissa thinks this is because I haven’t found the right person yet, and it’s just that the second piece to my puzzle is too unique a shape to fit with just anyone. I personally don’t feel as if a part of me is waiting for completion, but I don’t say so out loud. Although it feels perfectly normal to me, I know I am the anomaly. Thirty years old, with no history of long-term partners and most shockingly, no intention of finding one. I’ve felt this way for as long as I can remember and only started dating in college because everyone else around me was.

I convinced myself that no one truly enjoyed the act of dating, and that dating was like paying your taxes: you don’t want to, but you have to and you should. Approaching adulthood, I could no longer block out the constant noise around making the most of your younger, irresponsible years. In order to properly live, you had to spend your nights in clubs, even if it triggered your claustrophobia and you already had the ear sensitivity of an eighty-year-old woman. You had to hop from job to job before you found the one that would comfortably carry you to retirement. You had to travel around the world before you had children, and before that you had to date, sow oats, kiss frogs, until you found your person and settled down.

So I did. Well, I tried. After emerging from the worst of a depressive episode that had kept me fairly house-bound for months, I threw myself into dating to the point where my late teens and early twenties were filled with short-term dalliances. I dated Matt: tall, dark, handsome (think Denzel Washington in the eighties, not Ben Affleck in the nineties) and enjoyed collecting stamps; Karina: blonde, cheekbones strikingly visible under her eyes and an unconfirmed allergy to gluten; Phillip: old money, an alarming (or charming, if you were his mother) collection of bowties, with cousins who were married to each other (‘but they’re second cousins, so it’s all above board!’); Njeri: rarely without winged eyeliner, fluent in Spanish, Swahili and English, ethically non-monogamous; and Steffen: sweaty palms, mop of curly hair, loved black-and-white films, attended synagogue every Shabbat.

At twenty-six I’d ended my last relationship having realised something mind-blowing: I didn’t need one. I had people to talk and listen to, and people to laugh and cry with. I had all the companionship I needed.

The effort I put into my friendships is anything but effortless. It takes a lot to understand and keep track of what Lin does at work; it takes a lot to empathise with and encourage Melissa’s dream of a nuclear family; it takes a lot to deal with Nova’s lows, even with the knowledge that the highs make it all worthwhile.

So, I decided I’d much rather devote time and emotional energy to my friends, rather than to a romantic partner. It had never fully occurred to me that someday, my friends would not do the same.

 

The first person to ask me out for a drink on the app is Ishir, the man who scored twelve out of fifteen. His profile picture shows black hair, thick tufts aimed in different directions, brown eyes and a subtle cleft in his chin. He’s a journalist working for the BBC and, whilst he was born here, his parents are from South Asia. As messages fly back and forth between us, I hear questions the girls would ask filtering through my head.

Melissa: does he have any siblings, especially sisters?

Lin: does he have the medical all-clear?

Nova: how much money does he make? Does he know you come with expensive friends?

Well, that’s what they would say if they knew. They’d typically be the first people I told – especially since we had so much fun when Nova was (briefly) on dating apps, casting her phone onto my TV, eating pizza and swiping through her options. That was before she met David.

That was before the group chat went silent.

 

A few days later, Ishir and I meet at a bar, and after almost two hours of talking he asks how long I’ve been on dating apps. I answer with the truth: thirty-six hours. He blows air out of his mouth and says that’s impressive, compared to his six weeks. He’s looking for something serious and I tell him I’m looking for a friend.

‘That’s what partners are, right?’ He smiles, a dimple digging a crater into his right cheek. ‘They’re best friends,’ he adds. I smile and we cheers with our cocktail glasses.

 

At mine, Ishir’s hair smells sweet, his tongue tastes of rum and Coke and my margarita that he’d asked to try; his body feels strong and heavy, and it’s a reminder of how long it’s been since I was with someone.

I sleep through the night and in the morning he’s gone. I know he had to be up early for work, so I reach for my phone to see if he’s left a message but then remember we’d communicated solely through the app’s chat function. Still in my bed, I fall on my back and open the notes app on my phone. I craft what I hope is the perfect message, one that perches delicately between eagerness and nonchalance.

 

Hey, Ishir. I’m glad we got a chance to meet last night. Let me know if you’re free this weekend and we can catch that exhibition at the Tate you mentioned. R x

 

I stare at the message. It’s hard to convey what I want from him in so little words. My assumption is if you join an app like the one we did, it’s because you care about making a genuine connection. Besides, hadn’t he said he was looking for something serious?

Ready to send, I log into the app, only to find that his profile has disappeared along with our messages. A quick search online tells me this means he’s unmatched our profiles. My heart sinks as I look around the empty room unsure of what to do next.

For the first half of the day, I move on. I’ve been ghosted before . . . but this one I didn’t see coming. I lock the events of last night in a box somewhere and in order to keep that box closed, I stay busy.

I clean my flat from top to bottom. I have lunch when I realise I forgot about breakfast. I take a shower and then go for a walk with my headphones on and an audiobook I don’t really listen to. I go through the park until my feet are tired and I turn back. When I get home and face having nothing else to do, I begin to slow down. If I had a car, I could jump in and drive somewhere. I passed my test months ago and decide now is a good time to look up second-hand cars for sale, but the sheer volume of options freezes me. I close my laptop and stare at the TV’s blank screen. Eventually, my mind returns to Ishir. It returns to the fact that we had sex and then he left without a word.

Everything he said about wanting something meaningful, someone real, was a lie. Why say that unprompted on a first date? Had his deception been obvious but I didn’t notice because I’d had my own personal agenda? I tell myself it’s probably for the best. What would have happened if we’d continued to date and reached the point where I had to tell him I didn’t want the average relationship: I wasn’t looking for sex? What I wanted was a friend who would always be there; I wanted laughter over in-jokes, conversations that started one day and were picked up seamlessly the next; I wanted dinners with multiple sharing plates, and festive holidays with secured plans. I had no intention of confessing that to someone I’d just met. But in the back of my mind, I’d thought, well, in exchange for all that I want, we could have sex. It wouldn’t be unpleasant, after all; I may not feel sexual attraction, but my body can still respond to what feels good


























A YEAR LATER





EPILOGUE

Simone

Our launch party is held at New Beacon Books with Clyde at the helm. I’ve been pulled into a conversation on the other side of the room with a couple of fellow industry people when I need to use the toilet. I excuse myself and walk past Ada placing tarot cards in front of Nova, who rubs her hands together and says, ‘Gimme something good!’ whilst my mother clutches the cross pendant around her neck and scowls at the cards saying, ‘Is this not witchcraft? I hope you are not summoning the dead.’

I pass my father saying, ‘We are all writers in the family. Me more academically so. I published a lot of papers when I was in school, but Simone is our first novelist. Have you got your friends their copies? Not yet? Unacceptable. The register is only over there, and copies are everywhere for you to buy. Three each, yes?’

Jenni is taking her turn holding toddler Isaiah, sitting at a table with Lin, Melissa and Felix. I wave as I pass them and overhear Tara saying, ‘Yes, it was my idea they co-write. I know it’s not too common in the genre, but I saw the potential. Yes, the hits do keep coming. The Midas touch? Ha! Hardly. Stop, you’re too much!’

I pass Clyde and he throws me a thumbs up. I smile back at him because if not for his patience and understanding, I would never have returned to his bookshop, and if not for my routine with Clyde on Sunday mornings, I would not have run into Remy the second time. It makes me wonder: what might I do today that will be responsible for something extraordinary next year?

Before I can reach the bathroom, someone I wasn’t expecting to see enters the bookshop. Cillian. He’s cut his hair shorter, which suits him, and he wears a dark jumper with jeans, a beautiful bouquet of flowers keeping his hands full.

We stare at one another for a while before he says, ‘Hello, Simone,’ and his gaze softens. ‘These are for you.’ He hands me the giant pink and purple bouquet.

‘Cillian,’ I say, surprised. ‘What are you doing here?’

‘Remy invited me.’

I turn to see Remy behind the makeshift bar, laughing and showing off the remedial cocktail tricks she’d learned in Mexico City. She catches my eye and beams before she notices Cillian. Her eyes widen and she ducks behind the bar. Unfortunately, her three months away failed to teach her the subtle art of grace and in her attempt to hide, she takes two tumblers, three flutes and a bottle of wine down with her.

We hear the sound of smashing glass before a loud, ‘Fuck!’

‘Remington, your language!’

‘Sorry, Ma!’ Remy apologises . . . to my mother.

I turn back to Cillian, having to cradle the flowers just to see him. ‘Remy invited you? How did you two even meet?’

‘Via Instagram,’ he answers, rubbing the back of his neck. It may be the first time I’ve seen him even vaguely nervous. ‘When the news of your book dropped, I saw you’d written it with Remy,’ he explains. ‘I sent her a DM, just to check how you were.’ He takes a breath. ‘I want you to know, I threatened to quit Linwood unless they hired you back, but they said you didn’t want your job back? They said you told them to stick it where the sun doesn’t shine?’

I smile. ‘Actually, Remy said that.’

‘Ah, of course. Well, you not wanting to return makes sense.’ He gestures around the room. ‘You’ve clearly been busy this past year. Too busy to respond to my messages as well, I think?’

‘In my defence I had to change my number,’ I confess. ‘I was getting a barrage of nasty messages every day. Lin – a friend of mine – her sister found that they were coming from Lara and her friends.’

Cillian visibly winces.

‘You were unaware?’ I ask.

‘Of course!’ Cillian sighs. ‘She must have taken your number from my phone that day. I’m so sorry. We’ve since signed divorce papers.’

‘Oh.’ Oh. The flowers suddenly weigh with significance. I don’t know how to explain my feelings about Cillian’s news. I offer something tried and tested. ‘I’m sorry to hear that.’

Cillian folds his arms. ‘Are you?’

Thrown, I focus on the flowers. ‘Regardless, it’s the polite thing to say.’ I suddenly reach my hand out to grasp his arm. ‘Tyler. I’m sure it’s unprofessional to ask but . . . how is he doing? He’s moved on from Miss Tamsin’s class, so I don’t receive any more updates.’

‘Don’t worry, he’s doing well,’ Cillian soothes. ‘I’m keeping an eye on him.’

I sigh with relief. ‘Thank you.’

‘Of course.’

I had never found his eye-contact to be so unnerving before. Maybe because now it feels like I’m no longer the one in charge. ‘What?’ I ask him.

‘Are you upset that I’m here?’

I consider what Cillian is really asking me. Am I glad he’s here? I’d like longer to assess how I’m feeling, but Cillian is standing only inches away, waiting for an answer. I try to expedite my thought process. I’m not unhappy he’s here . . . but what does that mean? Maybe it doesn’t need to mean anything right now. It isn’t lost on me that the last time I decided to take a leap of faith was when I accepted Tara’s offer. Because I said yes to something risky, something I wasn’t entirely convinced I was ready for at the time, I’m now a published co-author alongside my best friend. Maybe there are pros to just seeing what happens.

‘I’m not upset you’re here,’ I eventually reply. Then, I can’t help myself. ‘However, I don’t think I can involve myself with a freshly divorced man.’

Amused, Cillian asks, ‘But a married one was fine?’

‘Openly married,’ I correct.

‘You didn’t know that when we met.’

‘It wasn’t my job to know.’

Cillian sighs again. ‘Do you think we could argue about this later?’

I nod and he smiles. ‘Congratulations, Simone.’ I hear only warmth in his voice. I thought that was something only Remy could pull off sincerely. ‘I can’t wait to read it,’ he adds, nodding at the stack of books next to us. ‘Pre-ordered my copy, of course. I’ve heard so much about it already . . . I have to ask. Am I in it?’

I bite the inside of my cheek. ‘Let’s argue about it later.’

 

When I finally catch Remy on her own, she holds her hands up in surrender immediately. ‘Okay, yes, I invited him! Don’t hate me!’

‘Calm down,’ I tell her. ‘This isn’t an interrogation. That will come tomorrow. As for now, I’m just curious to know why.’

Remy shrugs and rests her back against the wall. ‘Firstly, I didn’t think he’d actually come, so kudos to him. Secondly, I don’t know . . . the way you wrote about him? That scene in the Soho hotel room where he held you all night? Even his wife who was spying on you in the lobby could see there was something between the two of you. That’s why she snitched to the school; she was clearly feeling threatened. I guess I thought there might be something real there. And if not, well, no harm done, right?’

I narrow my eyes at her. ‘Do you remember when you used to be afraid of how I’d react to something like this?’

Remy only smiles widely in response. ‘I know! Funny how things change, huh?’ Her phone rings. ‘Oh, Cassandra’s outside. I’ll be right back!’

‘Convenient escape,’ I call after her.

 

When Remy returns, she’s accompanied by two very important persons.

Cassandra, a Black woman in her late thirties, is wonderful; warm, friendly, and always pleased to see you. Remy’s mother claims Cassandra’s aura is sunshine gold, and somehow, motherhood has only brightened her hue. She wears oversized jeans, a navy silk blouse and loafers with her hair cropped short. When I’d first complimented her new hairstyle length a few weeks ago, she’d said, ‘She’s started to grab and hold on so I thought, why not? I’ve always wanted to try the Big Chop!’

Cassandra’s smile was the first thing Remy and I saw when she opened the door to her home in Notting Hill. A casual meeting before the official adoption interview.

Cassandra has wanted children since she could remember, but was told it would be biologically impossible for her. Rather than use a surrogate and donor eggs, she wanted to adopt. She didn’t have a partner and so decided to go solo, but was constantly getting pushed down the adoption list because she was single.

Then Remy came along.

After leaving Cassandra’s home, Remy had turned to me and said one thing: ‘She reminds me of Melissa.’

And I knew that was that.

Remy discussed her decision with Ishir who was relieved, of course, and the process began.

Since that day, Remy did not waver once, because apart from Cassandra’s genuine desire, bubbly personality, and financial stability, what set her apart was that she had no intention of hiding the fact that her child is adopted and was happy to have Remy be as involved as she felt she could.

I greet Cassandra first before looking down at the baby in her arms. Amelia, at six months old, stares up at me. Then she sneezes and laughs, so delighted by the ordinary.

Like mother, like daughter.

‘May I?’ I ask Cassandra, holding my arms out.

‘Of course!’ Cassandra gently deposits Amelia into my arms and the weight is welcome. ‘I’ve been desperate for the toilet.’

With her mother gone, Amelia immediately jerks backwards to stare up at me. I look into her eyes, so dark and so deep you’ll believe you’re falling, and I’m further convinced they have only two settings: squeezed to laugh or cry, or wild and bright with curiosity. Today I’m blessed with the latter.

She has Remy’s gaze, as if when looking at a person, she’s skipping your features in order to search for something deeper; as if every person she looks upon undoubtedly has something non-surface level to offer.

I dip my neck to smell the curly top of her head and, when she finally grows tired of staring, Amelia blinks slowly and then flops her head with wild abandon onto my chest. I hold her tighter, and whilst my ovaries do not burst or even stir, my heart certainly expands, and it does so because she is of Remy and I love her deeply.

Whenever I hold Amelia, I can’t help but think of the path that led me here, with my family all in one room, new friends, and unimaginable career prospects: the day I met Remy. It had been such an ordinary day. I had followed my routine perfectly; nothing was out of place, nothing that would hint at what was to come . . . but then again, that was Remy: special enough to disrupt the ordinary without realising.

‘One day,’ I whisper to Amelia, ‘I’ll tell you all about how I met your mother.’

 

From: Taraagent@LandGagency.com

To: RemyBaidooauthor@gmail.com; SimoneBeduahauthor@gmail.com

Subject: S&R

 

Congratulations! You’ve both done it. S&R is officially a bestseller! Numbers coming soon.

 

Tara x

 

P.S. I miss S and R already. Possible sequel?
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‘Prepare to fall in love with Maddie. I did!’

BONNIE GARMUS, Sunday Times bestselling author of Lessons in Chemistry
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Dear Reader,

We’d love your attention for one more page to tell you about the crisis in children’s reading, and what we can all do.

Studies have shown that reading for fun is the single biggest predictor of a child’s future life chances – more than family circumstance, parents’ educational background or income. It improves academic results, mental health, wealth, communication skills, ambition and happiness. (OECD, ‘21st-Century Readers: Developing Literacy Skills in a Digital World’, 2021, https://www.oecd.org/en/publications/21st-century-readers_a83d84cb-en.html)

The number of children reading for fun is in rapid decline. Young people have a lot of competition for their time. In 2024, 1 in 10 children and young people in the UK aged 5 to 18 did not own a single book at home. (National Literacy Trust, ‘Book Ownership in 2024’, November 2024, https://literacytrust.org.uk/research-services/research-reports/book-ownership-in-2024)

Hachette works extensively with schools, libraries and literacy charities, but here are some ways we can all raise more readers:

•Reading to children for just 10 minutes a day makes a difference
•Don’t give up if children aren’t regular readers – there will be books for them!
•Visit bookshops and libraries to get recommendations
•Encourage them to listen to audiobooks
•Support school libraries
•Give books as gifts
There’s a lot more information about how to encourage children to read on our website: www.RaisingReaders.co.uk

Thank you for reading.
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