
		
			[image: Main Characters by Bobby Palmer. A man in a black t-shirt with arm tattoos holding close a woman with short blonde hair, in a white blouse. Their lower bodies are in a red pencil sharpener, with pencil shavings spiralling out]
		
	
		

		
			About the Author

			[image: headshot of Bobby Palmer]

			Author photo by Nina Palmer

			 

			Bobby Palmer is an author and journalist. His critically acclaimed debut novel, Isaac and the Egg, was a Waterstones Paperback of the Year in 2022; his second novel, Small Hours, was published in 2024. Bobby co-­hosted the podcast Book Chat with Pandora Sykes and his writing has appeared in GQ, Esquire, Men’s Health and Cosmopolitan amongst others. He lives with his family in Sussex.

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			Also by Bobby Palmer

			 

			Small Hours

			Isaac and the Egg

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			main characters

			 

			 

			bobby palmer

			 

			[image: Headline Review logo]

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			Copyright © 2026 Bobby Palmer

			 

			The right of Bobby Palmer to be identified as the

			Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance

			with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

			 

			Jacket design by Debs Lim

			 

			First published in 2026 by Headline Review

			An imprint of Headline Publishing Group Limited

			 

			Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law,

			this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form,

			or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the

			case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences

			issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.

			 

			All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance

			to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

			 

			Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library

			 

			eISBN: 978 1 0354 3536 4 

			 

			Ebook by CC Book Production Limited

			 

			Headline Publishing Group Limited

			An Hachette UK Company

			Carmelite House

			50 Victoria Embankment

			London EC4Y 0DZ

			 

			www.headline.co.uk

			www.hachette.co.uk

		

	
		
			

			Contents

			 

			 

			 

			 

			About the Author

			Also By

			Title page

			Copyright page

			Dedication

			part | one

			the photographer

			Her boss

			The barista

			Her boyfriend’s friend

			His friend’s girlfriend

			The woman at the next table

			Her upstairs neighbour

			His bandmate

			His agent

			The reader

			

			A commuter

			A jogger

			The guy marking papers

			A statue

			Her flatmate

			The woman in seat 13C

			A pianist

			His dad

			The shopkeeper

			His friend’s new girlfriend

			A passer-­by

			A director

			Her downstairs neighbour

			Her brother-­in-­law

			A smoker

			An estate agent

			Their new neighbour

			The maître d’

			A fan

			His cousin

			Her producer

			A pharmacist

			The casting director

			A delivery driver

			A nurse

			Her editor

			Her friend’s student

			A hopeful

			A season ticket ­holder

			

			An actor

			A veterinary nurse

			The make-­up artist

			Another actor

			The grip

			part | two

			Her sister

			A wrong number

			Nora, 0

			Her ex

			Nora, 1

			Her therapist

			The sunbather

			Her brother

			Nora, 2

			The guy with the van

			The father of the groom

			The moderator

			The chef

			A personal trainer

			His girlfriend

			Nora, 3

			His mum

			A pair of prying eyes

			Another estate agent

			A passenger

			

			Another passenger

			A fellow guest

			A builder

			Nora, 4

			Her friend’s wife

			An exec

			His best friend

			The bartender

			The landlady

			His godson

			The porter

			Nora, 5

			A dog walker

			An old friend

			A journalist

			A drummer

			The audience

			A stranger

			Acknowledgements

			Discover more from Bobby Palmer

		

	
		
			

			

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			 

			For Lola

		

	
		
			

			part | one

		

	
		
			

			

		

	
		
			

			the photographer

			He’s looking at her, but she’s not looking at him.

			She sits on a flat stone bench in the corner of Golden Square, a sketchbook balanced in her lap. You wouldn’t guess that they are only a stone’s throw from the thrumming billboards of Piccadilly Circus, the scene kids shrieking in chorus outside the Oxford Street Topshop. Here, quiet. A pocket universe in the centre of Soho. Though everyone else is enjoying the late-spring sun, which filters through the trees and glints off high windows, she sits in a patch of shade as if she alone exists in a different season. He imagines that she lives like this: in oppos­ition. She’d look like an Old Hollywood actress, if it weren’t for the hoodie and the leather jacket and the thoroughly modern scowl. The cable of a single headphone hangs from one of her ears. Behind the other, she tucks a few strands of white-­blond hair. The hair, frazzled by bleach and just short enough to resist confinement, falls back over her face. She tucks it away again. It falls again. In her other hand is a pen. Or pencil. Her fingers are black with ink, or charcoal. He’s too far away to tell.

			He plays with the zoom, the focus. His days are spent in an office, but everyone in this square wants to be someone else, and he wants to be a photographer. Through this viewfinder, he can see his whole life laid out before him like developing photographs hanging from pegs on a line. He allows himself to imagine her in one, her eyebrows darker than her hair, freckles dusting the bridge of her nose. Then someone shouts, and the light in his imaginary darkroom flickers. Two men in sleeveless fleeces slap each other on the back. The girl stares silently towards the centre of the square. A statue of some king or another. Covered in moss, its face eroded by the rain. It could be anyone. But she isn’t looking at the statue. She’s looking at the man beneath it.

			

			There’s something statuesque about him, too, something that invites looking. He sits almost at floor level, on a low stone wall in front of the flowerbeds. From the angle of his knees, it’s clear that he’s tall. Broad-­shouldered, too, with a tanned forehead over which falls a tangle of thick, dark hair. His eyebrows are just as dark, just as heavy, and his eyes are almost black. He wears a pair of black jeans and a band T-­shirt with the sleeves rolled up. He has tattoos on his arms, hints of more where the neckline of his T-­shirt meets his chest. Beneath a pair of heavy black headphones, his face is serious. His jaw is flexing. He’s eating a sandwich, thick and Italian, cured meat and sliced cheese squeezed between two towering slices of focaccia. For every bite he takes, he tears off another and feeds it to his dog. The small, scruffy creature is a mirror of its owner. Bushy black eyebrows over intense eyes. It sits by his side and licks its wiry chops, staring from sandwich to owner with an anticipation that vibrates from its whiskers right down to its softly treading paws.

			

			The photographer sweeps his viewfinder back to his subject, finds a hint of humour in that furrowed brow, a smirk in one corner of those pursed lips. She’s enjoying the scene. So, she begins to draw, committing it to paper. Once her sketch is done, she’ll approach the man with the dog, cause him to lower his headphones. All that is to come. For now, the photographer watches her watching, one hand gliding across the page, the other tucking hair behind ear, hair behind ear.

			He takes a breath. Then he takes a picture.

		

	
		
			

			Her boss

			‘Some creep just took a picture of me.’

			Clara says this, matter-­of-­factly, sitting down in front of her computer. She removes a can of Diet Coke from the pocket of her leather jacket and pops the ring-­pull.

			‘What?’ says Ren, who is sitting at the computer opposite, hammering the backspace button. ‘Like, from the bushes?’

			Their too-­small table has been divided down the middle into two de facto desks, the backs of their monitors pressed up against one another. Across the top, they paddle conversation back and forth, questions lingering like shuttlecocks in the air.

			‘Yeah,’ Clara says, her lower lip pushed out. ‘Well, no. From the street.’

			‘So, a street photographer?’ Ren says. She stops typing, black nails hovering over the keyboard. ‘Like a street-style thing?’

			Elizabeth watches them through the open glass door of her office. ‘Crazy’ by Gnarls Barkley is playing on the radio, turned down to a level she mandates as non-­distracting. Clara is supposed to be her PA, and these flights won’t book themselves. Elizabeth had even left a Post-­it note on Clara’s desk, with words to that effect. She can see the can of Diet Coke resting on top of it.

			

			‘No,’ says Clara. ‘Just some guy. He wanted to post it on his blog.’

			Elizabeth watches Clara pick up her can and take a swig. The Post-­it note, now wet, clings to the bottom. Clara pulls it off without reading it and discards it in the bin beneath her desk.

			‘What did you say?’ Ren asks.

			‘Absolutely fucking not,’ Clara says, proudly.

			Elizabeth considers heading over there, reminding Clara and Ren that she doesn’t pay them to chat. But she doesn’t want them to think she’s fusty. She remembers what it was like to be a thwarted creative. Before they entered the world of ad production, Ren wanted to work in fashion, Clara in films. Or was it the other way around? Elizabeth can only half-­remember their CVs, preferring to hire on general vibe. She tries her best to bring in renegades and right-­brained thinkers, but they never seem the right fit. Ren had recommended Clara – and it would be the last recommendation of Ren’s that Elizabeth would take. She turns to her computer, now, and types out an email.

			To: Clara.

			Subject: Flights.

			She adds a word: URGENT.

			Ren sighs. ‘What were you doing when he took it?’

			A pause. ‘Drawing.’

			‘What were you drawing?’

			‘It doesn’t matter.’

			God forbid Elizabeth gets out of this godforsaken country. God forbid she gets an assistant who actually assists her, rather than one who makes it her mission every lunch break to get as far away from their Belgravia office as physically possible. Clara says that she walks to ‘clear her head’, that she only draws ‘on her own time’. But it’s called a lunch hour, not a lunch hour-­and-­twenty-­minutes. Clara’s ‘art’ is an aimless habit for restless hands.

			

			I’ve been there, Elizabeth wants to say. I grew up.

			‘I’m just saying,’ Ren is saying. ‘If you’re drawing strangers, you can’t get annoyed at people taking pictures of strangers.’

			Clara is holding the now-­crumpled can in her hand, arranging it like a sculpture. ‘It’s not the same.’

			‘It’s exactly the same! He’s a photographer,’ Ren says. ‘They take photos.’

			‘Of women?’ Clara says. ‘Without permission?’

			‘Did you get this guy’s permission?’ Ren says. ‘To draw him?’

			‘A drawing is different.’ A pause. ‘And I didn’t say it was a guy.’

			Neither of them says anything else for a while. They have a habit of talking without speaking. The pair of them live together, arrive at work together, leave together. Elizabeth sometimes wonders if they’re conspiring against her.

			‘I’m interested in people,’ Clara says.

			And something flickers over her face, as if looking like she cares is a cardinal sin. Elizabeth’s co-­founder had once described Clara’s look as one of ‘studied disarray’, a high-­minded way of saying he wanted to sleep with her despite her being twenty years his junior. Everyone wants Clara, because she’s beautiful, and because she makes it known that she doesn’t care about anything, including the fact that she’s beautiful. How unprofessional, to turn up to the office every day in scuffed Vans and faded jeans, a slacker hoodie and a jacket which, vintage or not, looks like it’s falling apart at the seams. Elizabeth supposes that Clara is trying to be edgy when she dresses like a boy. When Elizabeth had invited her to a glitzy industry do, Clara had turned up in a baggy white shirt and men’s trousers. Elizabeth, in sequined dress and stilettos, had felt like Clara was mocking her.

			

			‘So, what did he say?’ Ren says, without looking up from her screen.

			‘Who?’

			‘The guy you drew.’

			The song has changed. Elizabeth has already stood up, smoothed out her blouse and taken her first steps towards the telling-­off she’s about to give Clara. But just then, Clara glances over at her, those bright eyes holding her in place. At the same moment, Elizabeth notices the plane tickets in her in-­tray, accompanied by a handwritten note. Clara’s handwriting. Elizabeth falters, sits back in her chair.

			‘He asked me what I was going to do with it,’ Clara says.

			‘And what did you say?’ Ren asks.

			‘Nothing.’

			‘And him?’

			‘He asked if he could have it.’

			‘And?’

			‘I said, sure.’

		

	
		
			

			The barista

			Growing up, the barista had always assumed that living in London would be like a romantic comedy. She’d sat cross-­legged as a child in her mother’s apartment in Prague and watched Four Weddings and a Funeral; she’d seen Notting Hill as an impressionable teenager at Cinema City. By then, she’d known that love looked like London, and that London was the place to find it. Five years here, and she’s still looking.

			‘Two cappuccinos for . . .’ She frowns at the writing on the cup. ‘Lawrence?’

			‘Right here,’ he says.

			Lawrence has a long neck with a pronounced Adam’s apple, hair thinning on top. She imagines him in a You’ve Got Mail scenario with the woman sitting at the end of the counter, adjusting her thick-­rimmed glasses as she types on a sturdy laptop. The barista likes to do this, to make up stories about her patrons. She spends her days working in a franchise café on Tottenham Court Road, and she’s thankful for anything that helps pass the time. When she looks at her customers – this portly businessman tapping away on his BlackBerry, that paint-­spattered woman with the artist’s satchel, rolling her eyes – she makes matches, sees love stories waiting to happen. Lawrence leaves the café. The woman with the glasses goes her own way. Sometimes, it just isn’t meant to be.

			

			As the barista cleans the spout of the milk frother and gets to work on her next order, her eyes alight on a man standing on the other side of the window, taking the last drag of a rolled-­up cigarette before grinding it into the pavement with the heel of his Converse. Could he be a romantic lead? The only thing he has in common with Hugh Grant is that his hair is floppy, though it is almost jet black, tamed only by a pair of heavy black headphones. She can’t imagine him having much to say. He looks too taciturn for impassioned monologues about affection and yearning and being bewitched, body and soul, in the beating-­down rain. The man ducks through the doorway, leading his dog to the counter and knitting his dark eyebrows together as he reads the menu above her head. He’s the kind of tall that makes you stop what you’re doing and look up.

			‘Cappuccino for . . .’ She drags her eyes downwards, to the cup on the counter in front of her. ‘Clara?’

			A young woman steps forward. Could she be the one? She’s neither an Andie MacDowell nor a Julia Roberts. Her hair is so blond it’s almost white. She reaches out to take the coffee, rings on every finger of her hand. Each of her ears is pierced all over. Her nose is pierced, too, and it twitches like a squirrel’s when she smiles. There’s something skittish about her, like she’s already caffeinated enough. But the smile is disarmingly genuine. It seems at odds with the rings, the studs, the armour.

			‘Thank you,’ says Clara.

			

			But the barista is once again looking at the tall man, because the tall man is looking at Clara. His eyebrows have relaxed, and suddenly, his face does indeed look like one that could yearn, one that could find itself bewitched. As if automatically, he pulls off his headphones, leaves them dangling around his neck. Could it be?

			‘It’s you,’ says the man.

			Clara looks surprised, at first, to be approached. She stiffens. She tilts her head, narrows her eyes.

			‘Thank you for the picture,’ he says.

			Suddenly, she seems to remember. Her freckled cheeks flush red. ‘Oh,’ she says. ‘My pleasure.’

			There’s a silence between them. Not an uncomfortable one, but a silence, nonetheless, filled with the sounds of churning coffee machines and chattering customers. If the man is doing his best to look cool and carefree, his dog is giving the game away. It stares up at Clara, its intense little eyes bulging out of its matted black fur as if it’s really, truly, fallen in love. Clara crouches, makes a fuss of saying hello, scratches the dog under its scraggly chin and strokes it on the top of its rough head. The man mouths something to himself, something that seems to say, what am I doing? He takes up space, and everyone who walks past jostles him, finds him in their way. By the time Clara straightens up, he looks like he’s come up with a question. But when she pierces him with those eyes, it seems to escape him.

			The barista has been so caught up in the ‘will they, won’t they’ of it all that she forgets she’s holding a coffee, until she sees her colleague at the till looking at her with a face that says will you, won’t you get on with your job? So, when the man finally goes to speak, the barista ends up interrupting him.

			

			‘One double espresso for . . .’ she says, hurriedly, trying her best to read the illegible scrawl on the cup. ‘Jed?’

			Both of them turn to her, the moment punctured.

			‘Seb,’ he says, politely, taking the coffee. He turns back to Clara, extends a hand. ‘Seb.’

			She raises one of her dark eyebrows a little, shakes his hand lightly. ‘Nice to meet you again.’

			There’s another silence. The barista looks down, pretends to neaten a stack of paper napkins as she waits for one of them to speak.

			‘What are you listening to?’ Clara asks, eventually.

			Seb touches the headphones around his neck. ‘Oh,’ he says. ‘Nothing much.’

			‘Is that the name of a band?’

			‘Ha,’ says Seb, a single bark of a laugh. ‘No.’

			Clara, meanwhile, speaks with a little more ease. ‘You’re taller than you seemed,’ she says. ‘On the floor.’ She hesitates. She flushes. ‘That sounded weird.’

			Seb is the one to save her, this time. ‘Not at all,’ he says, quickly. ‘You’re shorter than you looked, up there.’ A pause. ‘Not that that’s a bad thing.’

			They laugh awkwardly.

			‘Do you work around here?’ he asks.

			‘Kind of,’ she says. ‘You?’

			‘Something like that,’ he replies. ‘Auditions.’

			‘Are you an actor?’

			‘Trying to be.’ He winces a little at the admission.

			

			She nods. She looks him up and down, as if studying him in light of this new information. ‘I’ve wondered about you,’ she says. ‘These last few weeks.’ Her fingers travel to her mouth, as if trying, too late, to stop the words.

			‘You have?’ says Seb.

			The barista hears in his voice what he wants to say. I’ve wondered about you, too. But he doesn’t say it. Clara just smiles, then turns to leave.

			On her way out of the door, she casts one last glance over her shoulder. ‘See you around,’ she says. Then, as if committing the name to memory: ‘Seb.’

			And she’s gone, already on the other side of the glass. Seb stands for a while, looking at his own hand in disbelief, flexing the fingers like he’s trying to work out why a man in his right mind would ever have decided to shake her hand. He clenches his fist, sets his jaw, shares a look with the barista. He moves quickly, putting his coffee down, taking one of the paper napkins and pulling a pen from his jacket pocket, scribbling a number and departing the café with such velocity that his dog is practically dragged along the floor after him. His double espresso is left, steaming, on the counter.

			The long, wide windows look something like a panoramic movie screen. Through the glass, with the ambient noise of a silent film viewed in a packed cinema, the barista watches Seb catch up to Clara, touch her lightly on the elbow. She turns. She looks up. Lips move, though the words are lost to the cacophony of the city. Against a backdrop of red buses and hurrying commuters, he hands her the napkin, shrugs almost apologetically. He walks away before he can see her reaction.

			

			If he’d stayed, he’d have seen this: a smile, a disbelieving shake of the head. And a napkin, folded, put away safely in the back pocket of a pair of ripped jeans.

		

	
		
			

			Her boyfriend’s friend

			Boom. Boom. Boom. Three pumps on the heavy door knocker and they’re in, Tristan rolling off the street and on to an antique Anatolian rug, then straight up the narrow stairs of Pippa’s parents’ townhouse. Her folks live in Primrose Hill, but they’re spending the summer in Cap d’Antibes, so this is where the party is, where the parties have been all summer long. Tonight, Tristan enters to a bevy of jeers, Basshunter rattling the floorboards. Ludo is bouncing around the cluttered living room, swigging from a bottle of Malibu, wearing an oversized pink shirt with a popped-­collar yellow polo underneath it. Freddie is sporting a large and itchy-­looking jumper, fiddling with the aux cable. Pippa is taking pictures with a digital camera, while Liv is passed out in a minidress, draped across a pouffe beneath a mantelpiece of precariously teetering busts. Tristan heads for the fridge with his plastic bag of tinnies. He squeezes past Ren in the hallway, fringe over her eyes, not talking to anyone.

			‘It’s style over substance,’ Jacob is saying, in the kitchen. ‘Not to mention self-­indulgent.’

			‘Just because you don’t like something—’ Clara begins.

			

			Jacob cuts her off. ‘No one actually wants to watch anything in black and white.’

			‘The greatest films of all time are black and white.’

			‘Because they had to be,’ Jacob says. ‘You know they’ve invented colour since then?’

			‘You’re such a wanker,’ Clara says.

			‘Is it going to be silent, too?’

			‘If it shuts you up,’ she says.

			Clara slouches, standoffish in denim shorts and a black waistcoat, eyes smudged out with angry eyeliner. Jacob sits on the kitchen counter in a white shirt and a thin scarf, smoking out of the window even though Pippa keeps popping her head in and telling him to stop. Tristan gets to work stashing his cans before the argument starts. He’s spent enough time around Clara and Jacob to know it’s a when, not an if.

			‘You think I’m going to be in it?’ Jacob says, smirking around a drag of his cigarette.

			‘That’s not what I meant.’

			‘Because I’m not going to be in it if it’s black and white.’

			‘I’ll find someone else, then.’

			‘Be my guest,’ Jacob says, dropping the cigarette into a half-­full beer can. ‘I’m busy, anyway.’

			‘You’ve got, like, two roles,’ Clara says. ‘You’re no busier than anyone else.’

			‘I’m busier than you,’ he says, matter-­of-­factly. ‘You got fired.’

			‘I didn’t get fired,’ Clara says. ‘I was made redundant.’

			Tristan unloads the last of his beers. If they’ve noticed that he’s here, they haven’t acknowledged the fact. He opens a can, risks a look. Jacob, as ever, is spotlit. The under-­cupboard bulb illuminates his hollow cheeks and marble skin like a statue’s in the British Museum after-­hours. Clara’s back is against the polished granite counter, her arms crossed. Jacob reaches out, twists a lock of her silvery hair between his long fingers.

			

			‘Don’t be like that,’ he says. ‘You hated that job.’

			‘I need the money,’ Clara says.

			‘Do you?’

			‘Yes, I do,’ she says. ‘We can’t all have our parents pay our rent.’

			 ‘Yours could, though,’ Jacob replies. ‘If they wanted to.’

			Jacob likes to push Clara’s buttons. He likes to say that Clara’s true passion is feeling sorry for herself, that the only thing Clara loves more than a fight is losing one. Were they always like this? Those university nights blur together, but Tristan can remember one of them very clearly. He and the boys ditching the RADA bar for an old pub on Goodge Street, being rewarded for their efforts with a crushing crowd and two Central Saint Martins’ girls who didn’t seem overly fond of aspiring actors. Ren, the would-­be fashion designer with the fringe and the all-­black outfit, warning Ludo that he decisively wasn’t her type. And Clara, the fine art student who couldn’t keep her eyes off Jacob as he did his thing, the thing that everyone else had already seen him do a million times before. Like a light switch, Jacob flicked on his charm.

			‘A Fellini fan?’ he said, green eyes glinting and hair like spun gold. ‘Let me guess. You’ve only seen La Dolce Vita.’

			She couldn’t help but bite. The conversation is still ongoing. Clara and Jacob, always the last two awake, still talking and drinking and making grand plans for a future that leaves everyone else behind. Jacob and Clara, who don’t just argue about films, who have spent all the time that Tristan has known them either off or on, broken up or breaking up, getting back together or trying to get their own back on one another. By the time Clara dropped out after her first year at Saint Martins in favour of film studies at King’s, she and Ren were a permanent fixture in the RADA crowd. That was four years ago, and Tristan still doesn’t know if Clara and Jacob have ever actually liked each other, or if they’re both just attractive and ambitious and addicted to their own uniquely dramatic form of mutually assured destruction.

			

			‘Tristan,’ Jacob says.

			Jacob is looking at him now, and Tristan feels a warmth spreading through him, like he’s been caught in a hiding place and accidentally wet his pants.

			‘Hm?’ Tristan says. ‘What?’

			‘What do you think?’ Jacob says. ‘Is Clara going to reinvent the film world by shooting in black and white?’

			Tristan looks from Jacob to Clara. Her eyes are cold, defiant. She’s daring Tristan to come to her aid.

			‘It’s a bit played-­out,’ Tristan says, meekly.

			‘Played-­out!’ Jacob says. ‘Exactly. The worst thing you can do is try too hard.’

			Clara is glaring, so Tristan averts his eyes. He can see Ren through the doorway, still in the corridor, fiddling with her Motorola Razr. He understands her desire to be anywhere but here. Ren never makes eye contact with anyone. When Clara stares at you, she waits for you to look away.

			‘The script is good,’ Jacob says, hopping spryly off the counter. ‘I have some notes,’ he adds. ‘Let’s run through it this weekend.’ He kisses Clara on top of her head. ‘No black and white.’

			

			Then he heads for the door, not looking back, knowing that she’ll follow. Knowing that they’ll dance, then fight again, then end up in the same taxi after all of it. Like clockwork: Clara’s running mascara, Jacob’s rolling eyes. Here in the kitchen, Clara turns away for a moment, and Tristan catches a glimpse of the freckles across her bare shoulder, the porcelain skin beneath her armpit, the hint of a black lace bra peeking out under her waistcoat. Ren has arrived in the doorway, soundless as ever. She’s looking at Tristan, amusement and judgement mingling on her face. He flushes at both, buries his own face in his beer. Clara hasn’t noticed. She was reaching for her bag, from which she has pulled a BlackBerry and begun to type furiously.

			‘What are you doing?’ Ren says, crossing over to her.

			From the other room, the opening salvo of Cascada’s ‘Everytime We Touch’, and a raucous cheer to accompany it, Jacob’s voice right at the centre. Clara doesn’t answer. Ren lifts herself on to the counter next to her, stares over her shoulder at the phone screen. She pushes her dark fringe out of her eyes, furrows her brow.

			‘Who’s Seb?’

		

	
		
			

			His friend’s girlfriend

			Seb is one of the boys in the band. But the band aren’t playing tonight. No one is. So Seb is just Seb, and the boys in the band are just the boys. There’s her boyfriend, Ryan, who looks like Carl Barât and dresses like Johnny Borrell, holding court about the relative merits of Babyshambles versus Dirty Pretty Things. There’s Smudge, in a flammable-­looking bomber jacket, dishing out noxious-­smelling shots of sambuca from a teetering tray. There’s Nimesh, a vegetarian with his hair backcombed into a bird’s nest, refusing a shot on account of having to be up for work in the morning. And there’s Seb. She has a soft spot for Seb because, unlike her boyfriend, Seb doesn’t talk much. Nobody ever knows what he’s listening to in those big black headphones, and nobody will tell you what any of his tattoos mean, not the melting vinyl disc, nor the alien in the cowboy hat, nor the letter ‘E’ with the sun rising out of it. Seb doesn’t have a girlfriend. He does have a very cute dog.

			Ryan trails off, follows her eyeline. He nods. ‘Don’t you think he looks like Animal from The Muppets?’

			‘Jasper?’ she says. ‘Or Seb?’

			‘Both,’ Nimesh says.

			

			Seb scratches his thick beard in contemplation. Jasper, who is sitting diligently on his owner’s lap, glances up as if asking him to explain the joke. Technically, this isn’t the kind of pub that allows dogs. It’s the kind of pub where the walls sweat and the musicians crumble, where the windows are blacked out and the old carpet squelches like a beer-­soaked sponge with every step you take. But Jasper is always on the guestlist, because Seb works behind the bar. He’s a fixture of this place, polishing pint glasses with his sleeves rolled up over sturdy forearms, or staring into space with his elbows on the bar while a drunken punter tries to attract his attention over the din of the music. She can’t help but wonder, in these moments, where it is that Seb goes.

			‘I think they’re both adorable,’ she says, leaning over to scratch Jasper’s chin.

			‘He appreciates that,’ Seb says. ‘As do I.’

			They’re in their usual booth, her legs over Ryan’s lap and his trilby on her head. Ryan leans over to take a sip of his beer, the feather-­shaped pendant that dangles over his low V-­neck tickling her shins. She’s studying abroad in the UK, and Hoxton is a long way from Duke, all of this a far cry from North Carolina. She’s intoxicated by the usual things: the accents, the red phone boxes, the fact that the boys all look underfed or underslept or a little bit of both. She’s baffled by other things, like their obsession with soccer, the way they’d all hurled their beers in the air earlier that summer when Beckham had scored the goal that sent England through. It’s coming home, they’d said, and she hadn’t understood what they meant.

			This isn’t their home, either. They’d all moved down to London from somewhere further north, somewhere she’s never heard of and Ryan says she shouldn’t trouble herself to visit. Smudge still lives there. He’s supposedly visiting for the weekend, though they all know he’ll be crashing on one of their sofas well into next week.

			

			‘It’s not on,’ Nimesh is saying to Seb.

			‘When are you going to stop going on about this?’ Seb replies.

			‘I’m not going on about it,’ Nimesh says. ‘I’m doing my duty as a vet.’

			‘Are you a vet?’ Smudge chips in. ‘You never mention it.’

			Seb stays on topic. ‘People have been giving dogs human food for thousands of years.’

			‘Scampi Fries haven’t existed for thousands of years.’

			Seb and Nimesh remind her of a married couple. Ryan says that they’ve been inseparable as long as he’s known them. Both only children, both second-­generation immigrants, both sons of fathers who own restaurants and aren’t convinced their sons are up to the task of inheriting them. Jasper is like their child, adopted by Nimesh only a few weeks into his first placement when the dreadlocked little creature had been dumped on the doorstep of the practice. Since Nimesh’s landlord didn’t allow dogs and Seb still lived with his parents, Seb got the dog. Jasper’s true paternity doesn’t matter any more, because the three of them now live together in a two-­bed flat above this very pub, a space so small that you can’t unfold an ironing board in it. Seb making hearty bowls of budget pastas amatriciana and puttanesca for Nimesh to come home to after his late shifts at the practice; Nimesh reading lines for Seb’s auditions from behind a dented camcorder. Before London, the pair of them had planned out a trip to Sri Lanka, the land of Nimesh’s forefathers. They were going to work at a sanctuary for street dogs, had no imminent plans to come back. Then Nimesh got accepted on his course, and Sri Lanka was deferred. He’s got his practice now, his patients. What does Seb have?

			

			Bzzzz.

			She checks her phone. Ryan checks his, too. Seb is allergic to technology, so no one ever expects the noise to be coming from his already-defiantly old-­school Nokia brick. Alas, this time it is. And when he reads the text, he does something she’s not sure she’s ever seen him do. He smiles.

		

	
		
			

			The woman at the next table

			‘I was surprised,’ he says. ‘When you texted.’

			His date is defensive. ‘Why were you surprised?’

			He takes a moment to answer. The woman at the next table listens, half ­watching, as she waits for her own date. A date who is keeping her waiting.

			‘I thought I’d been too forward,’ he says, eventually. ‘I assumed you’d throw my number away.’

			‘I admire your humility.’ His date takes a sip of her gin and tonic. ‘It’s refreshing, in an actor.’

			‘I shouldn’t have told you I’m an actor.’

			‘You shouldn’t have,’ she says. ‘It might have put me off.’ She observes him for a moment. ‘You don’t exactly seem the type.’

			The young man considers this. ‘Why?’

			Why? A one-­word question which lingers in the thick air of the busy pub on Kingsland Road. On the other side of the stained glass, proto-­hipsters light cigarettes pulled from behind their ears. In here, the dark wood interior is a welcome relief from an evening which is still stiflingly hot. The girl had arrived like a thundercloud of anxiety, denim shorts over black tights scribbled with ladders, bleached hair swishing this way and that as she glanced around at each unfamiliar face in turn. When she’d selected a table, she’d slid a sketchbook from her bag and begun to draw the people at the bar, one by one. A hobby or a nervous tic? She’d hidden the sketchbook away when her date had arrived, had assembled an aura of calm and composure. The boy is tall and tanned, curly black hair over eyes like olive pits. He’s wearing a shirt, and he looks uncomfortable in it. The sleeves are rolled up over tattooed forearms, a thick tangle of chest hair emerging from the open collar. He isn’t a boy at all. Young man. Young woman. First date.

			

			‘Seb,’ the young woman had called.

			‘Clara,’ the young man had said in response, suppressing a smile.

			Now they’re talking over first drinks, his stance guarded, eyes straying every so often to her restive hands and the distance between them and his own. They’ve already talked about his dog, about how he’s left the dog with his flatmate, about how she’s disappointed because it was the dog she’d really wanted to see. Now they talk about acting.

			‘You don’t have the . . .’

			‘Charisma?’

			‘Arrogance,’ Clara says, with a smile. ‘I can’t imagine you wanting the attention.’

			‘I usually do modelling.’ Seb winces. ‘I definitely shouldn’t have told you that.’

			‘You definitely shouldn’t,’ Clara says. ‘And you definitely don’t seem the type.’

			‘I don’t look the type?’

			She grins. ‘I didn’t say that.’

			

			‘I fell into it,’ he says. ‘Not that I don’t like it. It’s more fun than sitting at a desk.’

			They don’t seem like an obvious match, these two. Seb seems the type to hold back, Clara more inclined to put everything on the table. If she’s a barrage of waves, he’s a cliff face. A rock. What does he see in her? Her eyes are the blue of the Arctic Ocean, and they haven’t once left him. The woman next to them heads to the bar for another drink. When she returns to her table, Seb has changed the subject.

			‘What about you?’ he says.

			‘I sit at a desk,’ Clara says. ‘Adverts. Production. It’s not what I want to do.’ She waves a dismissive hand. ‘It doesn’t matter,’ she says. ‘I’m kind of in between jobs, anyway.’

			‘And you draw strangers,’ Seb says. ‘In public.’

			Clara seems aware that she’s being teased. ‘You make me sound like a pervert.’

			Seb leans back, more relaxed now he isn’t under the microscope. ‘I don’t know,’ he says. ‘I thought you might ask me to life model next.’

			The joke hangs in the air for a little too long. Seb looks down, then up again, as if worried he’s overstepped the mark. The woman at the next table looks away. She’s older than the two of them. She remembers what it was like to flirt without shame. Her date will not go like this. Her date may not happen at all. When she glances back, Clara is trying to hide her expression by finishing her drink. She places the glass down carefully, licks her lips.

			‘Did you just lick your lips?’

			

			‘No!’ Clara says. ‘No.’ She screws up her face. ‘My lips were dry,’ she says. ‘So I licked them.’

			 ‘Sure,’ Seb says. ‘Sure.’

			‘Can we stop talking about my lips?’

			Seb laughs self-­consciously. Then he goes to fetch another round of drinks from the bar. In his absence, Clara catches the eye of the woman at the next table. They share a short, polite smile. But Seb is already back, and this time, he’s talking first.

			‘What do you want to do?’

			Clara looks a little surprised. ‘Tonight?’

			‘You said you’re not doing what you want to do.’ He takes a sip of his Guinness, foam gathering on his top lip. ‘What do you want to do?’

			Clara looks even more surprised, as if no one has ever asked her. ‘Funnily enough,’ she says. ‘I want to make films.’

			And suddenly, it’s like he’s wound her up and let her go, like she couldn’t stop talking even if she wanted to. She talks about the kinds of film she loves, the kinds of film she wants to emulate, the worlds she’s one day going to create. Not an if, but a when. Her voice is not exactly low, but pleasantly throaty, like she spends her nights shouting from rooftops, like she’s paying the price of every conversation featuring a barrage like this. She’s talking, now, about the next short film she wants to make, and Seb is listening intently, his dark eyes betraying nothing. He doesn’t interrupt her. Clara closes her own eyes, peels them open to look at him. It’s like she’s worried she’ll have put him off.

			‘You don’t think it’s self-­indulgent?’ she says, when it’s clear that she hasn’t.

			

			‘The greatest films of all time are black and white,’ Seb replies.

			‘Because they had to be,’ she says. ‘Then they invented colour.’

			‘Colour isn’t just colour, though, is it?’ he says, with the confidence of a second pint. ‘You put the colour into it. Whether it’s black and white or not.’

			When Seb speaks, his voice is deep and coarse, with an actor’s resonance. And though what he’s said doesn’t strictly make sense, Clara doesn’t seem to mind. It’s clear that he’s not what she’d expected. That she hadn’t expected to feel like this.

			‘You could be in it,’ she says, quickly, into her drink. She looks up just as quickly, tries to read his expression.

			Seb thinks about this. ‘You deserve better,’ he says. ‘I should have been born in the silent era. I’m best when I’m not talking.’

			‘You don’t want to be in it?’

			‘I’d be honoured, if you’d have me,’ he says. ‘If not, I’ll just be happy to watch.’

			‘You’ll never be famous with that attitude.’

			‘That suits me just fine.’ He studies her. ‘You want to be famous?

			‘I want to make people happy,’ she says. ‘Or sad. Angry. Elated. The emotion doesn’t matter, really. If you make people anything, you’ve made something that matters.’ A pause. ‘Isn’t that what it’s all about?’ she says. ‘Making something great?’

			Seb considers this carefully. ‘I think life is about more than making great things.’

			He sits back in his chair, one arm outstretched, his fingers drumming lightly on the table. Clara looks at his hand, at the divide between them.

			

			‘I can’t wait to see what you make,’ Seb says.

			He offers to buy another round, but Clara rejects his suggestion in the name of equality. While she’s gone, Seb clasps his hands together on the tabletop. Behind him, Clara stands at the bar, staring back in his direction. The woman at the next table casts her eye over the constellation of stick-­and-­poke tattoos on his forearms. Then she heads for the toilet, balances her bag on her lap in the stall. She checks her Plenty of Fish page. She checks that the date they’d decided is, indeed, today. She considers messaging. She doesn’t message. Instead, she rakes her hands quickly through her hair, staring at her reflection in the speckled mirror above the sink. She returns to her table.

			‘I can’t place your accent,’ Clara is saying.

			‘Leicester,’ Seb replies, through his first sip. ‘The Midlands.’

			‘I know where Leicester is,’ she says. ‘I mean, I couldn’t point to it on a map.’

			‘Of course you couldn’t,’ he replies, smirking into his pint glass. ‘You’re from London.’

			‘I’m not from London.’

			‘It’s all London.’ A pause. ‘How long have you been here?’

			‘A while,’ she says. ‘Uni. Two unis, actually.’ Something flickers over her face, but she banishes it quickly. ‘So I can tell you all the places that are far too tragic to go to for a night out.’

			As the night rolls on, as a third round turns into a fourth, their conversation takes on a different timbre. Disbelief, as if the pair of them can’t believe how easy it is to talk and keep talking. That they’ve never met before, and that they’re lucky enough to have met now. The sun is setting outside, and a karaoke host has started setting up in the corner. A drunken businessman takes the first song and the woman at the next table is grateful for something to watch, something to make her seem like she’s here for a reason. It’s begun to dawn on her that her date isn’t coming after all, but she won’t bear the indignity of leaving, so she will stay and she will drink and she will close her eyes and she will listen. Next to her, Clara is becoming even more animated, talking loudly, gesticulating so wildly with her ring-­strewn fingers that it’s a wonder she doesn’t knock over their drinks. And while ‘animated’ is not a word you’d use to describe Seb, a transformation has taken place in him, too: a shift in his posture, an unknotting of those broad shoulders.

			

			Clara talks and talks, saying she quite likes being tragic, actually. That she chose this pub because she loves the old places in this city. That she’s prone to wandering around like a tourist, neck craning to peer at every blue plaque, sketchbook filled with the most obvious, everyday things. Big Ben as seen from the river. Carnaby Street when the Christmas lights are up. Trafalgar Square on an unbroken blue day. She talks about the concept of cringe, says if it’s cringe to find awe in the obvious things, then one should wear their cringe like a badge of pride. That she knows she’s a hypocrite for saying that, when she cares far too much what people think. She talks about how she probably talks too much.

			The woman at the next table is lost in her words, barely aware that she’s nodding along. Seb is, too. He hasn’t taken his eyes off her.

			‘Can I tell you something?’ he says.

			Clara looks suspicious. ‘You can.’

			

			‘You know those open-­top bus tours?’ he says. ‘The ones that take you around to see all the sights?’

			‘I do.’

			‘Every time I see one, I want to hop on and do it,’ Seb says. ‘On my own.’

			A beat. Then Clara starts laughing. Seb grimaces, but only for show. He’s happy to have amused her. He holds up his broad hands, makes a face of surrender.

			‘Why on your own?’ she says.

			‘Fewer distractions,’ Seb says. ‘Less chitter-­chatter.’

			‘Did you just say chitter-­chatter?’

			‘I did.’

			She’s shuddering with laughter now, struggling to breathe.

			‘What?’ he says. ‘I’m serious.’

			She manages to collect herself, then snorts into her drink. She struggles to find the straw with her tongue, affects a comically low voice. ‘You’re very serious.’

			He chews his lip. ‘Well, you’re very . . .’ He looks around the table, as if he might find the right word floating in the foamy residue of a half-­empty pint. ‘Silly.’

			She shakes her head. ‘Is that the best you can do?’

			‘I was struggling to think of the opposite of serious.’

			It continues like this. They’re giggling, because they’re young, and the way that they giggle makes them seem even younger than they are. They look like they’re desperate to touch each other, as if they’re holding back for fear of static shock. Arms graze arms, fingers brush and pull back. Legs meet under the table, linger a while. Clara points to the karaoke singers. She speaks in a conspiratorial voice, her face close to his.

			

			‘You wouldn’t do that,’ she says.

			‘You think you know me, don’t you?’

			‘I think I’ve got you sussed out.’

			It’s an unspoken dare, then, or just the kind of silly thing one does when one is young and giddy and wants an excuse to be close to someone else, to make bad decisions with them. While Seb returns to the bar for yet more drinks, Clara slips off for a word with the karaoke host. By the time he’s returned, she’s back at the table. A moment of sobriety. She might have lost her nerve.

			‘Look, I should say—’ she begins, stopping suddenly. ‘I have a—’ she says. ‘I had a—’ She can’t find the words. ‘I’m kind of between—’

			The woman can sense that she isn’t going to say ‘jobs’, but she seems to be struggling to find the right word for what she does want to say. Instead, she lets the sentence fizzle out, stares hopelessly across at him.

			‘Don’t worry,’ Seb says.

			His simplicity seems to confound her.

			‘Don’t worry?’ Clara repeats.

			Seb shrugs. ‘Don’t worry.’

			She covers the smile that rises to her mouth. ‘OK,’ she says. ‘Don’t worry.’

			And suddenly, the karaoke host is calling Seb’s name, and Seb is turning from her, then turning back, his mouth dropping open a little. He’s looking at Clara, and he’s shaking his head with a face that says he can’t believe she’s done this.

			‘It wasn’t me,’ she says, with an exaggerated shrug.

			It’s an older song. The woman at the next table recognises it from its opening chords, a seductive twang of acoustic guitar. Echo & The Bunnymen. ‘The Killing Moon’.

			

			Seb knows it, too. ‘How did you know I liked this song?’

			‘I took a guess,’ she says. ‘I thought it would suit your voice.’

			He sounds distant. ‘Good guess.’

			She stares back at him. ‘Must be fate.’

			The word ripples out from her, washes over him. And it’s as if the air between them is thrumming now, as if the table itself and the drinks upon it are vibrating with the frequency of what is happening here. It’s been a long time since the woman at the next table last fell in love, but she’s sure that it looks something like this: a young woman rising from a table and heading towards a stage, reaching out a hand behind her and beckoning. A young man, rising to meet her, knowing he wouldn’t do this for anyone else.

			‘Are you coming?’ Clara says.

			As if there was any question. They stand close as they sing, hopelessly out of tune, not caring one bit. They share one mic, their lips almost touching. By the time they’re done, their fingers are interlinked, and they move as one through the busy pub and out into the dark night. The woman at the next table watches them go, watches them linger on the pavement. Under an enormous moon, anything could happen.

		

	
		
			

			Her upstairs neighbour

			So much of her life spent squeezing past. Squeezing past passers-­by on tube platforms and in tube carriages on the way to see her daughter north of the river, most of these strangers taller than her, all of them acting like she isn’t even there. Squeezing past her husband behind the stainless-­steel counter of her brother-­in-­law’s takeaway, customers bellowing orders through the steamy air. Squeezing past her neighbours in these narrow corridors, the ones that form the nervous system of this block on this Stockwell estate where she’s lived for her entire adult life, this narrow corridor leading to a narrow staircase, which leads to the narrow hallway beneath this one, and so on and so on until you’ve zig-­zagged your way to the post boxes and the electricity meters and, finally, the door to the outside world. The building in which her children grew up, until time squeezed them out.

			Yesterday, traipsing home from a long day in clothes smelling of fryer oil, she had squeezed past the cyclist who lives two floors down, struggled to move for the folding bike that took up all the available space. The day before that, laden with straining plastic bags of bok choi and baijiu, daikon and doubanjiang, she had squeezed past the young solicitor who lives on the top floor, his umbrella dripping rainwater on to the slippers she’d changed into at the front door. And tonight, on
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