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Chapter 1

‘Guys, you ever get tired of being told you’re too much? I swear, it should be my middle name, Abi “too much” Akingbade. But look at me. I’m eleven stone and five foot four. I’m not too much. I’m compact!’

Pause for a laugh. The crowd’s a bit uptight tonight but it comes – eventually. Then I always find the skinniest guy in the audience and give him a wink, a little topper that supplies another ripple. I look down from the stage at my mark.

‘Honestly, babe, with these thighs, I would break your back.’

A double-pronged win. I make a fat joke before they can, plus I enjoy watching my target squirm. His pal gives him a ‘you’re-in’ nudge. Trust me, mate, you’re not.

‘Thing is, I want a man that can handle all of me, and I’m not just talking about my magnificent rack.’

That doesn’t get its usual cheer though two women applaud like they’ve just seen a marvellous rally at Wimbledon. What is up with this crowd? I push on.

‘No, guys, I’m not just talking about my incredible, curvalicious bod. FYI, you English girls should be grateful God gave me this Nigerian behind. If you had it, you’d topple over. And you definitely couldn’t handle my Nigerian parents. My mum is so strict, if she met royalty, she’d get them to bow to her!’

A tittering but nothing substantial. Jeez, they’re making me work tonight. Well, they won’t be able to resist my best Nigerian accent. Guaranteed crowd pleaser.

‘My mum would be like, “Get down, Your Highness! A crown and sceptre does not make you special, special. Prostrate yourself!”’

Okaaay… Clearly not pleasing this crowd. Maybe somehow they know in reality my mum’s posher than the front row at Ascot and my dad’s so quiet, half the time you don’t even know he’s there. Ah, who am I kidding? Audiences aren’t bothered about the truth. They just want funny.

I look back at my mark who’s quivering under the hot glow of my attention.

‘No, babes, if you want this, you got to want aaaaalll of this. I’m not just a snack, I’m all three courses!’

No cheer – again. Fine. Tonight’s crowd are so chin-scratchy and right-on, they’re probably worried laughing at this big, black beaut isn’t PC. Honestly, political correctness’ll be the death of comedy.

‘Anyway, that’s all from me. My name’s Abi Akingbade because I’m – bad aiiiye!’

Some laughter, some half-baked applause but as it’s all that’s on offer, I’ll take it. I hand the mic over to Dina, the MC, and I’m done. Even though this is an unpaid, open-mic gig, she usually pulls in a decent crowd at the Comedy Cabin so I’m pretty sure tonight’s stuffy vibe is a one-off. At least I hope it is because playing good rooms like this is what’s going to ultimately get me where I want to go – walking out on stage at the Athena Theatre. In all its three-thousand-seat glory, the Athena is where dreams are made, the comedy Olympus only true stand-up gods grace; and it’s where the BBC shoot ShowTime at the Athena, which even my humour-free mother has heard of. From international superstars like Yolanda B. Rockwell to homegrown heroes like Mark McGuinty, when it comes to the Athena, only the greats need apply and one day, someday, I want to be up there too – making that huge crowd bust out laughing. That’s the dream, anyway, but until then, I’ll keep singling out skinny guys in the front row of open-mic nights all while juggling gigs, my temp job and, of course, dating. Sheesh. That whole area has been a long ting. Trying to meet someone who gets me and isn’t just looking for salad-munching arm-candy, someone who’s into the whole package, not just the wrapping; it’s no joke – especially when you’re a busy babe like me, so tonight I’m multitasking. I’m on a date and I’ve brought him to the gig so he can hear my routine, a shameless declaration that he needs to accept me for who I am. No subtlety or subtext with Abi. What you see is what you get. I just hope Sam, my date, was taking notes. I see him lurking towards the back of the room looking hella cute, a stocky Damson Idris, his ebony complexion glowing like a polished gem, gorgeous eyes set to a permanent smoulder. I’ve never dated a smoulderer. Well, I nearly did once, but turns out he had a squint and just needed glasses. I grab my stuff and head over to him. Man, his hotness should be illegal.

‘All right,’ I say, trying to match his smoulder with a smize.

‘Hey,’ he says, eyes swivelling to me before being drawn back to the next act on stage.

She’s funny and thin. I glare at Sam, wondering what’s captivating him more, her material or her thigh gap. For my own sanity, I stopped trying to compete with size tens years ago but the idea he finds someone else funnier, man, that pricks at all my insecurities. I work hard to force them down and instead wait patiently for him to bring his attention back to me and, you know, our date!

‘Shall we sit?’ I say, ’tude pushing through, not that he notices.

‘Sure,’ he replies, finally coming back to Planet Abi.

We squeeze onto the end of the comedians’ bench, him taking a long, slow drink from his beer. Me, just … waiting. I’ve been off stage a whole eight minutes. Isn’t this where he tells me ‘well done’, ‘interesting ideas’, ‘nice lighting’? Something, anything. Us comics may look all-conquering on stage but in real life we’re fragile AF. Finally, I cave.

‘So, what did you think?’

‘I’m no comedy expert,’ he says, shrugging.

Okay, let me help you out. ‘You know how sometimes comedy has, like, a message …’

He looks at me. ‘Oh that. Yeah, it was a bit …’

Come on, man, spit it out.

‘… much,’ he says with a half frown, before his gaze flits back to the stage.

Urrrgh. This is the story of my frigging life. From my mum to my teachers, bosses to boyfriends, I’ve been told the same thing a million times. I want to collapse in on myself, my Spanx the only thing holding me up. I mean, have any of these people ever thought, maybe I’m not too much? Maybe they’re not enough! I should screech this in Sam’s stupidly gorgeous face but instead I bury it. Yes, I’d love to blast him with a keynote speech Michaela Coel would be proud of about how he needs to appreciate me for who I am but for some reason I’m still clinging to the hope there might be something between us so instead I smear on a smile. ‘Why don’t we have another drink?’

At the bar, I regroup, ordering Sam a zero-alcohol beer, the best low-key clapback I can think of that won’t actually derail our date. Though it’s on life support, I’m not calling time of death just yet. But I’ve already done the most. I’ve let him see me perform, got a banging outfit on, I’ve even done a bikini wax because, well, you never know. He needs to do some heavy lifting now.

Returning, I plant myself and our drinks down. Sam leans in, eyes on the skinny girl who’s approaching the end of her routine, and he whispers, ‘To be fair, you were funnier than her.’

And just like that, Sam Agyefong, you’ve earned yourself a reprieve.






Chapter 2

I stare at the four outfits laid across the pull-down bed in my tiny Islington studio. Renting in these ends was a feeble attempt to prove to my mum I’m a success but, in reality, this place is so small, I’m scared to put the front door key in too vigorously in case I smash the kitchen window.

In the background, as always, my laptop browser is on the Comedy Buzz channel where reruns of ShowTime at the Athena play on a loop. Every second or third act pulls my attention as I watch in awe, jealousy, but mainly bewilderment, wondering how my comedy will get me there when I’m still struggling to get my first paid gig. However, before the pity party club classics start up in my head, I go back to the task at hand, picking my get-up for tonight’s date with Sam.

Truth be told, as it’s a Monday, I should be gigging – maybe testing out a new joke I wrote about how my thigh gap has slipped down to my knees (I came up with it after watching skinny girl so, silver linings and that) – but on my deathbed, will I regret trying out a banger or banging a hottie and finding love?

After multiple changes due to make-up smudges and a popped button, I make a dash – well, fast walk – for the bus and an hour later am standing next to Sam in the lobby of the Disraeli private members’ club. Seeing him again, and in a place as plush as this, I can’t help feel excited. This is a proper date and I almost want to kick myself for bringing him to that open-mic night. Anyway, no time to sweat it. We’re here now and those fancy cocktails aren’t gonna drink themselves.

‘Hey, Sareeta,’ Sam says to the supermodel receptionist as he proffers a slick, matte-black card.

Without even looking at it or her computer screen, she smiles. ‘Welcome back, Sam. Go right on in.’

As Sareeta greets more guests, I notice her almost computerised, transatlantic accent. Maybe this place is so boujie they have robots. I want to poke her face to see if she’s real but before I can Sam ushers me up the spiral staircase and into the club. On the first landing a ceiling-high mirror confirms to me that my outfit choice of glittery gold top, leggings and black mini was on point. We slide into a velvety two-seater with a view of the bar and Sam smoulders, whispering, ‘You look incredible.’

‘Thanks,’ I smile, feeling hella validated.

The last time I wore this top, my mum said I looked like gold bullion. The woman is cold. Shaking her from my mind, my eyes drift to Sam’s shoulders, his crisp, pale blue shirt, sleeves folded twice revealing lean, strong forearms, his solid jaw and oh, that mouth. Man, I wanna lips him so bad but I guess when we finally kiss it’ll be worth the wait. And though he’s not that much chattier than the other night, his body language is speaking volumes. This is the Sam that made me swipe right. Clearly he needed to be in his own habitat to feel comfortable and that is fine by me. Just as I start to visualise those arms wrapping around me, a waiter comes over to drop off our menus, tearing me from my fantasies.

Sam and I glance through the selections making small talk while I try not to blanch that there’re no pence on any of these prices. It’s just deconstructed whatever – twenty quid. La-de-dah bavette – forty-five quid. No messing. And what the hell’s a burrata? I thought that was some type of gun. The last time I went somewhere with a pence-less menu was when we celebrated Dad’s retirement from the university.

‘Ready to order?’ the waiter asks.

I look up with a cheeky, conspiratorial grin. ‘Can’t lie. I’m fully baffled. How’s about a bit of a taster menu?’

Sam’s expression turns to concern. ‘They don’t really do that—’

But before he can finish, the waiter’s face breaks into a grin too. ‘I’ll see what we can do.’

And he heads off.

‘Impressive,’ Sam says, with a surprise I choose not to be offended by.

‘Oh, you know, if you don’t ask and all that,’ I say, as I let my hand gently brush against his.

His smile widens and I reply with a flirty wink before settling back, assured. No one can resist my Classic Abi charm.

On cue, five minutes later, the waiter returns with drinks and lets us know a taster menu is on the way.

‘Aaaaayyyyyy, ayyyyy!’ I grin, sashaying in my seat.

‘Yeah, result.’ Sam raises his glass, edging closer to me. ‘To getting what you want.’

I feel his magnetism draw me in. Oh, mate, it is on. And even though my lacy thongs are slicing me up like a block of Edam, I’m so glad I wore them. I clink my glass against his, a little louder than I mean to but, hey, nothing’s dainty with me. Then, following Sam’s lead, I pretend to savour the wine in the way people do on Saturday morning cooking shows.

‘Mmmm, you can actually taste berries,’ I say with a discerning head tilt.

The waiter hears this and looks well pleased, like this plonk is from his own personal vineyard.

‘At what point do they actually add them?’ I ask and the waiter’s face falls – as does Sam’s.

‘Joke!’ I say, giving Sam a nudge, and he exhales a relieved laugh.

‘Funny,’ he says, wagging a finger at me. ‘Funny.’

I smile to myself, quietly pleased. I am crushing this date. I’ve been charming, witty, and by the way Sam’s hand is now softly grazing my shoulder, I must be giving off pure hotness. Peak peng, baby. My tummy flutters as I realise I don’t want to blow it with this handsome, dark-skinned brother with moonlit pool eyes and a laugh as smooth as his skin. Yeah, it’s only our second date but I’m thinking – he might be a keeper.

Soon, an array of dishes arrives and as we pick at them, fork-pointing in approval at the really delicious ones, Sam asks, ‘So, tell me about this comedy thing. How do you write your sketches?’

Hmmm. I love that he’s asking about my life but the question makes me bristle. My comedy is a routine, it’s stand-up or a bit, as American comics say. It’s not a sketch. It’s not four middle-class Oxbridge pals in women’s wigs, corpsing at in-jokes during a student cabaret night. But I can’t be mad at Sam for not knowing that, especially as tonight is going well. At least he’s interested. I’ve been on dates where the only question the guy’s asked is how I want to split the bill. So I shake off the light irritation and tell him about the open-mic circuit which I hope to soon graduate from, about coming up with material but how performing is my strong suit and, of course, about the gig I run.

‘It’s called Wisecrackers.’ I beam, filling with pride at just saying the name. ‘Me and a couple of mates set it up. Guarantees us stage time, every Tuesday.’

‘Makes sense,’ Sam says. ‘So on top of that and your other gigs, you work full-time?’

‘Yeah …’ and my heart dips as I remember my daytime Clark Kent existence, ‘but it’s a temp job, month by month, just until I get enough paid gigs to go full-time as a comic and get off this open-mic tip.’

‘Cool,’ Sam nods. ‘So how many paid gigs have you had?’

I congeal as I tell him, ‘None.’

And he nods again. ‘You know what you should do, that BBC Athena show.’

My toes curl into a foot fist at hearing yet another person say this – like it’s as simple as applying to be a contestant on Pointless. Silly me for not thinking of that before. But I’m polite as I set him straight. ‘You get invited to do that show. You have to earn it, basically.’

‘I see, so what are your prospects with stand-up?’ he asks, spoken like a true city boy.

Though I’ve fantasised every possibility, I swirl my glass, trying to cherry-pick the answer I think will impress him. ‘Well, if you get a break, sky’s the limit: TV appearances, your own sitcom, tours, movies but … since I was a kid, all I’ve wanted is to make people laugh, make them … happy.’

My eyes fall to the linen tablecloth as an unwelcome image floats into my mind, of the one person I’ve never managed to crack. My dad laughs at pretty much everything I say, at times just to be encouraging. But Mum, she’s a much tougher nut …

‘Well, nuff respect, putting yourself out there with no idea if it’ll work out. I’d need a clear path of progression, know where I’m heading,’ Sam says, his free hand jutting towards his inevitable future success while the other pumps my shoulder. ‘Must be rough.’

I’m sure he doesn’t mean this to be condescending but it really is.

‘Well, rough would be not putting myself out there,’ I say, attempting to rally, but it feels like I’m trying to convince myself more than him.

Bill paid, Sam slides out of his seat to standing, and seeing him head to toe sets my pulse racing again. His trousers fit close, in a way only expensive designer clothes can. His shirt skims his body just enough to reveal he’s hench but not so tight that buttons are straining – and those arms. It’s a chore to drag my eyes back to his face but I have to because I think he’s speaking.

‘Do you want to head upstairs?’ he repeats, eyebrows steepled into a suggestive arch.

I flush as thoughts of undoing those buttons crash around my mind. I was down for waiting to have sex but he’s hot, has been giving me signals all evening – and if they’ve got rooms on the floors above, who am I to stand in the way of our obvious natural chemistry?

‘Do you have a condom?’ I vamp, smizing to the point I can barely see.

Sam’s grin evaporates. ‘There’s a bar upstairs. I meant, we could have a nightcap.’

‘Totally!’ I blurt, grabbing at my jacket, to hide my embarrassment.

‘I mean … let’s see where the night takes us, yeah?’ Sam adds, an attempt, I’m guessing, to be gallant and breeze past my humiliation.

I get my shit together and we head up yet another flight of stairs, going deeper into the Disraeli. Finally having shaken off my cringe, I wonder to myself where this night is going. Obviously doing the wild thing is off the cards, but as Sam takes my hand, it does feel like a kiss might still be in play. He leads me through to the bar and I allow myself a coy smile.

‘And may I scan your card?’ a new waitress asks.

I think she might be AI as well because like Sareeta on the front desk, she too is stunning – in a robotic, man-made way. Sam hands over his card and we settle into a cosy corner sofa. Once again he slips an arm along the seat back and I shuffle into its crook. Observing all the beautiful people having beautiful people tête-à-têtes, I wonder if they’re looking at us thinking we’re beautiful people too. Sam and I share a simmering look, and I realise his gaze keeps dipping to my mouth. Man’s looking at me like he’s thirsty and I’m the only thing he wants to drink. This is it. I close my eyes, and lift my lips to his. But just at the moment of magic I hear, ‘Sam!’

He pulls away and as he looks towards the source of the voice, a group of guys at the bar, I feel him stiffen, and not in a good way.

‘Friends of yours?’ I ask.

He gives an ‘Mmmm,’ that would take a Bletchley Park code breaker a month to decipher.

‘If you need to say hello …’ I offer, gesturing towards the group, one of whom is beckoning Sam with a tumbler of something syrupy and, no doubt, expensive.

I look down. Sam’s hands are no longer on me and somehow there’s now a gap of several inches between us where before you couldn’t slip his fancy membership card. Sam gives his friends a half-wave. An ambiguous ‘go away’ or maybe a ‘give me a minute?’

‘It’s fine,’ he says, distracted.

But now I’m distracted. I look over at these guys, all various versions of Sam. A hive mind of shredded city types wanting to kick it with their boy who, since their appearance, is somewhere else. I take a deep breath. I’ve been here too many times. Neatening my skirt, I look at Sam.

‘Are you embarrassed?’ I ask, listening for the answer I don’t want to hear.

It’s not even the answer, more the quality of it. We all know the sound of a true, say-it-with-your-chest response or an apologetic gurgle hiding an unwanted reply.

‘Course not,’ he says, holding my gaze, and I really want to believe him. ‘It’s just …’ He peels his gaze back to his friends, ‘You’re not what I’d normally go for. They won’t understand. It’s … you’re different … in a great way.’

‘Different?’ I say, my arms crossing tight.

‘Thing is, Abi,’ he says, trying to hold my hand with both of his, ‘you’re more … effervescent than other women I’ve dated.’

‘Effervescent – what, like a Berocca?’

‘It’s a good thing!’ Sam insists.

‘Soooo, I’m fizzy,’ I say, eyebrow arched. ‘What else?’

He lets go of my hand. ‘It’s just, you can be a bit pushy. You know, the taster menu and … asking if I had protection.’

‘That was a general enquiry!’ I bleat with indignation.

‘It’s just all a bit … much.’ And if that wasn’t enough Sam waves his hand in a circle, putting me firmly in the centre.

Over at the bar, his friends are getting impatient, one mugging confusion that Sam hasn’t already come over.

‘Look, it was nice to meet you, yeah. You’re fun, but this isn’t for me. Sorry. See you on ShowTime at the Athena!’ Sam says, rising.

He pats my shoulder with commiseration but before I can tell him I hope the bottom falls out of his stock portfolio, he’s over with his mates. Unbe-frickin-lievable, I seethe, my body pulsing with hot anger as Sam clinks glasses with his cohorts, disappearing into the bowels of the group like the absolute shit he is.






Chapter 3

Still reeling, I down my drink and gather up my stuff. I need to get away from Sam – to where, I haven’t got a clue. I’m about to march off when I spot his abandoned bar card. Without hesitating, I stuff it in my bag and stomp towards the stairs. Tears blister but I will not let them fall. And I have to fight to swallow a scream I feel rising in my chest. Why did I suggest a second date when he’d all but called me ‘too much’ at my gig? What was I thinking?

The Disraeli is a warren of staircases and in my urgency to put distance between me and Sam – and locate the nearest loos – I find myself stumbling into a rooftop bar. Its open skylights let in warm, summer evening air which I gratefully inhale to steady myself. Around me, aside from some Shoreditch types debating the morality of commercial space travel, the bar is all but empty. I spot a velvet corner-couch and flop onto it, eyes drawn to a waiter clearing glasses on the outdoor deck. Beside him a gaggle of smokers congregate by an ashtray. As their smoke billows up, a morose cloud descends over me. Is this as good as it gets? Forever braced for the ‘You’re a lovely girl but …’, ‘You’re stunning, it’s just that …’, or whatever line the guy comes up with to do the backtrack slide. Either I’m too loud, too funny (er, that’s my job, nobhead!), I’m too big (I curdle remembering the fella who told me if I lost a few pounds he could really fancy me), or, of course, when I get angry, surprise, surprise, I’m too emotional. Why do men get to decide what’s too much?

And how did my kid sister Kemi and my mum find their person, their other half, who loves them as they are? Knowing those two, it damn sure wasn’t by shutting up and being less than. If anything, it’s Kemi’s husband Felix who’s done that. And it’s got to be how Dad’s survived thirty-four years married to my mum. I sink even deeper into the couch. I can’t keep jumping through hoops only for next man to chat ’bout how I’m too big, too black, too whatever. Because then, irony of ironies, my too-muchness means I’m never enough. I turn Sam’s card over in my hand, still wanting him to want me yet knowing I’m already old news, tomorrow’s anecdote over scoffed sushi with his stupid, city-boy mates.

With no other salve to hand, I scan the menu. It might be time to try that pence-less Châteauneuf de Surf de Boeuf courtesy of Sam Agyefong’s bar card.

‘I recommend the wings.’

I take my gaze from the menu to the floor and see a pair of pristine black Converse, ones I’ve noticed all the staff wearing. So, this joker is suggesting chicken wings – because I’m black? I’m about to give him both barrels for racially profiling me when I look up and see a mixed race guy with short twists – the waiter from the smokers’ deck. He wipes my table and smiles.

‘Er … good, are they?’ I ask.

He gives a playful nod before putting down a bowl of fancy nibbles. ‘Wouldn’t recommend them otherwise.’

I take him in, towering over me with his dusting of stubble, long face and story-filled eyes.

‘What else would you suggest?’ I ask, literally feeling not just my pupils dilate but my whole damn self.

‘Live your best life, take each day as it comes and never trust a bruddah in socks and crocs.’

I bust out laughing, not expecting that. After four hours with humourless Sam, it’s a blessing to laugh again. This guy laughs too and though it’s just shy of midnight, it feels like the sun came out. But then I come to my senses. He isn’t hitting on me. He’s doing his job. Charm is part of the package here, along with their ‘welcome backs’ and ‘lovely to see you agains’, all done to make guests feel like esteemed old friends. I withdraw to the menu and the business of running up a mahooosive bar bill for man-like Sam.

As I seek out the most expensive cocktail, my waiter says, ‘I’m Will, by the way.’

I smile despite myself, replying ‘Abi,’ while trying to ignore his cuteness.

‘I haven’t seen you here before.’

‘I’ve been … I’m not … Prison,’ I blurt, flustered by his attention.

Thankfully he laughs then asks, ‘What were you in for?’

‘Grand awesomeness,’ I reply, composing myself.

Lightly crossing his arms, he nods with pretend gravity. ‘Yeah, my cousin got a few years for that. Let out early for bad-ass behaviour.’

I mirror his serious nod before we both giggle which eventually melts into an easy quiet – not an awkward, brain-whirring search for something to say, just stillness. This is the most relaxed I’ve been all evening – so much so, I don’t notice Will pick up the bar card from the table. Before I can stop him, he’s tapped it on his reader. My stomach spirals.

Deadpan, he says, ‘So, what’ll it be … Samuel … Agyefong?’

Shit. My career as an identity thief, over before it’s begun.

‘The thing is …’ I blabber, braced to plummet through the riff-raff trapdoor this boujie joint must have under every seat.

In fact, there’s probably a security guard watching my every move, fist poised over a fat red knob that will open a chute, dumping me outside the nearest Matalan. Will turns the card over in his hand and I notice how slim and delicate his fingers are.

‘I know what’s going on here,’ he says.

I’m so tense even my eyebrows feel rigid, prepared for whatever punishment a private members’ club metes out to blaggers like me. Is tasering off the table?

‘I suspect,’ says Will, ‘you and Samuel got your cards mixed up. Happens a lot.’

I study Will’s face. Is this a trap? I give a noncommittal, ‘Mmm-hmmm.’

‘So why don’t you order and we can figure this out tomorrow? Everything’s always clearer in the morning.’

‘Yeah,’ I sigh with relief.

‘Let me fix you something special,’ Will smiles and heads to the bar.

I flump back into my sofa, its big velvety cushions enveloping me as I unscramble tonight’s events; a disastrous date, shocking identity-theft fail and now this last-minute curve ball – Will, who’s defo a solid nine and a half. He’s tall too. Much taller than me so, side-by-side, we wouldn’t have that ‘perfect’ ratio thing going on like you see in movie posters and old postcards of Charles and Di. No, if we stood next to each other, we’d look like a lower case d. And there’s something delicate but not wilting about him. He’s strong but in a way you don’t see in many men, like he’d totally cry at Waiting to Exhale but his favourite movie is probably Training Day.

Before long, Will returns with my drink and shortly after that, a plate of wings.

‘Enjoy,’ he winks, and I raise my glass.

But, sitting here alone, in this emptiness, it doesn’t feel like a win.

‘Why don’t you come sit at the bar?’

I look up and Will has taken a few steps back towards me. ‘That’d be great,’ I say and he scoops up my drink and food, leading the way. I settle in at the marble counter and take a sip of my cocktail. It’s delicious and, most importantly, plenty boozy. Will glances over, his face breaking warmly. Though I want to deny it, it sure does look like he’s into me but even if he is, eventually won’t he be yet another guy to give me the you’re-too-much talk? A heavy sigh billows from me. Why can’t I be me? Why are my options either being rejected for who I am and facing a life of chronic singledom, or dimming my light for someone else’s benefit? And what will that get me – ending up like my mum and dad, two satellites orbiting each other, paths barely crossing?

Will takes off his apron, folds it into a neat triangle on the bar and scoots round onto a stool next to me.

‘Wait, did you just quit?’ I joke.

‘Oh, I’ve got something way more spectacular planned for that. You seen Jerry Maguire?’

‘I love that movie,’ I beam.

‘Well, I’m taking all the fish!’ Will declares and we crack up, bouncing quotes back and forth.

I’m shocked that he does a surprisingly good Tom Cruise impersonation. His Renée Zellweger isn’t too bad either – which is weirder. Eventually, after barrelling through multiple movie moments about being shown money, the weight of human heads and who’s completing who, we land into a comfortable chat.

‘Can I tell you something?’ says Will after a while.

I’m not sure. If it’s Jerry Maguire-related, I’m down, but from the tone of his voice, I don’t think it is.

‘Sam’s a regular and … he’s really not worth it.’

I say nothing but my shameful, thin smile speaks volumes. Sam’s got form but I’m the last to know. Will’s hand hovers before he softly places it on mine.

And once again, I’m fighting tears. ‘He’s my third date in as many weeks and it’s been the same story every time.’

‘Well, he needs his brain and his eyes tested,’ Will says, sitting back to take me in. ‘You’re gorgeous.’

My cheeks flush. ‘You’re a joker, innit.’

‘If Sam doesn’t see it, he’s the joker. Serious.’

‘Or maybe I’m the joker, sitting here by myself,’ I reply.

‘But you’re not by yourself,’ says Will as he gently, so gently, strokes my hand. This guy …

I look around as wait staff in their civvies bundle through the employees-only door and nod goodnights to Will.

‘Are you closing soon?’ I ask.

‘Up here closes in ten but downstairs is open till about two,’ he says peering at his black-strapped watch. ‘Staff stick around for drinks cos Monday is our Saturday night.’

I watch Will, enjoying his quiet, fluid glide. It’s there in everything he does – including making a move on me. And I’m torn, wanting to brush off his advances, certain this will go the way things always do but wondering, could this be different? Will adjusts, resting his elbows on the bar. ‘So come on, what’s the deal? What’s a funny, gorgeous woman like you doing with a wasteman like Sam?’

My chest compresses at the memory of being discarded earlier with barely a backward glance. ‘I thought he was special but, same beat, different dancer. All my life I’ve been told I’m too much and it’s getting to be a lot, you know.’

Will nods but I doubt he, with his neat put-togetherness and natural ease, would understand.

‘You know what, yeah, if you’re too much then so am I.’

As sweet as it is, my eyes roll at the idea. ‘You think I’m gassing. Trust me, fam. This is real. I get told it all the time.’

‘I’m gonna need empirical evidence.’

‘Well, we can go downstairs and doorstep Sam,’ I say with Annalise Keating levels of side-eye.

My brittle edge glides off Will, as it would someone so smooth.

‘Serious, give me examples and I’ll let you know.’

What? He’s gonna rate my very being? This guy’s clowning me, hard.

‘Come on, try me,’ he says, swivelling on his bar stool.

My eyes narrow. So, instead of going on a date with this character where, at the end, he tells me I’m too much, I’m offering it up on platter before we’ve even WhatsApped a time and a place? Fine. Bring it.

‘When I was a kid, wherever I went, I was always the loudest – at home, at school, at Brownies. When Mum picked me up, she said she could hear my voice from a hundred paces.’

I cross my arms, more than satisfied with my opening offer.

‘Pah!’ Will smirks. ‘In the school choir, I was so loud I was the entire tenor section.’

My crossed arms tighten. I’m irritated but also impressed.

‘Okay,’ I say, with a metaphorical finger crick. ‘When I was a kid, I had so much energy, one school lunchtime, I ended up dancing, on my own, in the assembly hall for the whole hour, sweat dripping off me as my entire year group lined up for afternoon classes. I was busting such crazy moves my mate thought it was a dare.’

Will gives an appreciative nod, then says, ‘Well, in my twenties, I was always the first on the dance floor.’

‘Ha, that’s not too much. That’s a public service. You’re getting the party started,’ I say, with a dismissive wave.

‘Oh, I didn’t dance on the dance floor … I did backflips, caterpillar, the works.’

‘Whaaaat?’ I squawk, going in for a high five. ‘That’s a lot.’

We laugh as I feel my defences slip away. And that icky, high-school memory suddenly doesn’t feel so bad after all.

‘So, is that all you’ve got?’ he says, beckoning my reply like he’s in The Matrix dojo.

‘Okay. I was obsessed with Blackstreet. I listened to “No Diggity” on loop for two months straight. My sister had to hide the CD.’

Will lets out a big, joyful laugh, clapping his hands. ‘I love it but check this out. One time, I saved up for a drum kit but could only afford a bashed-up snare, kick and old cymbal. Played the riff from “Fight the Power” until I had blisters. Drove my mum and dad crazy!’

I rock in my seat, laughing hard, picturing a young Will, teeth pressed into his lip, thrashing out his beats. As I lean back, my stool wobbles and, impulsively, Will reaches out to stop me falling.

‘I’ve got you,’ he says, eyes fixed on mine.

‘Thanks,’ I say, feeling his firm arm around my waist. ‘I think we’re neck and neck – can you handle any more?’

Will moves closer with a gaze that penetrates my soul and a smile that could melt ice caps. ‘My stomach muscles may hate me for this – but yeah, Abi, give me more.’

We never make it downstairs to the staff drinks, instead staying in the rooftop bar swapping more stories. It’s amazing to laugh about things I’ve always felt so judged for. And I love that Will has his own too-muchness inventory although he soon concedes I’m the champ. We mark it with a shot.

‘Nothing like the burn of sambuca at one thirty in the morning to make you feel like a winner,’ I say, proffering my glass.

‘Too much?’ he says with a cheeky wink.

‘Not enough!’ I declare as we clink glasses and down the sugary liquid.

Our faces contort in playful regret as the sambuca scorches our throats and it takes a minute for all the giggling to subside. But eventually it does and we land in a place I don’t recognise. Now what? My mind whirs. As much as I can feel us drawing closer, him making a proper move still feels a long way off. I mean, if I had my way we’d be back at mine an hour ago – why waste a good bikini wax – but I’m not sure that’s his vibe.

‘It’s getting late,’ Will murmurs, an ambiguous smile dancing on his lips.

‘It is,’ I say softly, hoping to draw him in …

‘Can I call you a cab?’

The offer feels more practical than passionate.

‘I … er … It’s fine. I’ll get the night bus,’ I say, disappointment cascading through me.

Will frowns. ‘At least let me walk you to your stop.’

And with that, hope flickers.

Outside the Disraeli, the Soho streets are all but dead as Will and I head towards Charing Cross Road. We’re close but not touching, quiet but not silent – communicating something; maybe the shared desire to ask, What next?

We reach my stop. The indicator says my bus is coming in … two minutes. Damn you, TFL for scuppering a girl’s love life.

Will leans against the shelter, hands wedged into his pockets.

‘Your jeans are cool,’ I say, reaching to fill the void and instantly cringing.

I might as well have just told him I carried the watermelon, like that girl in Dirty Dancing.

My bus is one minute away, this can’t be how we leave it.

‘I had a great time tonight, Abi,’ Will says, taking my hand.

‘Me too,’ I flush.

Chrrrrist, I wanna kiss him. Screw it, I’m going in. I plant my free hand on his solid chest, a timpani drumbeat within. I lift up onto my tiptoes. His lips part but as I’m about to make touchdown he says …

‘Abi, uh, I need to … I’ve got to get back – I haven’t finished my shift …’

I adjust, mid-manoeuvre, and pick at some invisible fluff on his shirt.

‘Totally! I was just … you had something on your … there. I think I … got it,’ I fluster, covering.

‘Great, cool – thanks. Look, let me get your digits, yeah? Maybe we could link up?’

I see the silhouette of my bus approaching as Will pulls out his phone.

‘Sure,’ I say, plastering on a laid-back expression, tapping in my number.

‘I’ll text you,’ he smiles, squeezing my hand.

‘Cool. I’m down. Whatever!’

And before I can gabble anything else, my bus pulls in, I get on and the doors close. Will waves and as I watch him jog back to the Disraeli I wonder if I’ll ever hear from that drummer boy again.






Chapter 4

I’m doing my best not to think about Will but failing miserably. Thank God it’s Wisecrackers night so I can distract myself with laying out chairs, sorting petty cash tins and all the other unglamorous tasks no one tells you about when you set up your own comedy night. Though, in theory, I run the weekly gig with my friends Frank and Cassie, I usually do most of the graft. I swear, Frank times it so he arrives just after this preshow faff but it’s cool, I guess. He has a grown-up job and Cassie’s got that and kids to worry about. I flick the lights on as my nasal passages adjust to the pub’s backroom ‘aroma’. Thea, the landlady, says she misses when people smoked as it masked many foul-smelling sins. She’s not wrong.

I get stuck into moving tables as another wave of embarrassment hits at last night’s failed kiss attempt. It’s probably good that I haven’t heard from Will. If my oversharing didn’t put him off, me being a Kathy Keen probably did. I practically #MeToo’ed the guy. Best to forget about him and focus on the gig.

It’s 6.45 and Cassie’s now also late, which is standard. Knowing her, she’s probably got stuck in traffic heading to the wrong show or lost track of time yarnbombing her local park. Truthfully, the lateness does vex me sometimes but the upside is, at least I’m doing this with mates and I get all the compering time I want. Who’s gonna argue when it’s me doing the lion’s share? Plus, it was my classic Abi charm that bagged us this venue in the first place. And seven years on, here we are, still going.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ Frank says, giving me his usual three air kisses. ‘Oh, you’ve already moved the tables. I would have helped.’

‘’S cool,’ I say with a quiet kiss of my teeth.

Frank puts his leather satchel in the tech booth at the back, then slips off his jacket, shedding his work persona with it – strict teacher at a fancy South London girls’ school.

‘Wow. Preppy teacher to youth group leader in one move,’ I tease as I watch him loosen his tie.

‘Daytime casual is for the work-from-home brigade, Abi,’ Frank says, clipped and posh, not a glottal stop to be heard. ‘They’re all, pressed shirt up top—’

‘Jammies down below?’ I say.

‘Exactly, or worse,’ Frank eye-rolls and I giggle.

He takes ‘dry’ to Saharan levels.

I carry on setting up as Frank undoes his top button, surveying the near-completed set-up. We pack the punters in nice and close. That’s key for a good comedy room. Low ceilings, no lighting on the crowd so they feel uninhibited, and easy access to booze. I lay out the last few chairs and the microsecond they’re in place, Cassie rocks up. A mass of bulging tote bags and wild hair, she’s the polar opposite of Frank. Where he’s all first-day-on-the-job clean angles, Cassie always looks like she’s just been made redundant – even though she’s self-employed.

‘Sorry I’m late,’ she coos with her usual fluster. ‘Horatio had his HPV booster this afternoon and projectile vomited over half his maths class.’

She takes in the room with an approving nod before turning her attention to me and her flustering gives way to a massive grin.

‘Who is he?’ she says, beaming.

‘What?’

Frank, who’d been scribbling new joke ideas in his notebook, stops, becoming a pointer detecting a scent.

‘Spill,’ he demands.

‘She’s had sex,’ Cassie declares.

‘No, I didn’t!’ I shoot back, not sounding convincing at all.

Truth be told, after me and Will went our separate ways, in my head we did. It’s all I could think about the whole way home. Cassie’s probably picking up on my frustration, unrealised illicit thoughts only therapists like her could notice. I haven’t spilt the tea about last night with anyone – and can I even say there is tea given nothing happened? It’s been a whole twenty-four hours and I still haven’t heard from him. I throw them a titbit, hoping it’ll satisfy.

‘There may or may not have been some flirting yesterday.’

‘I knew it!’ she squeals.

‘No, you didn’t,’ drones Frank. ‘You thought she’d had sex.’

Cassie shushes him, pulling up a chair and pointing for me to sit too.

‘So … was there a kiss?’

‘Not exactly.’

‘Ha! Sensors are way off, Cass!’ Frank laughs.

‘What do you mean, “not exactly”?’ she presses.

I shrug. ‘I leant in and … he leant back.’

Frank snorts, ‘Ehhhh macarena.’

Cassie gives Frank a reprimanding tap and he zips it as I slump into my chair, desperate to decipher Will’s behaviour. I guess if there’s anyone I can talk to about it, it’s our in-house therapist. And so, without much more prompting, words tumble from me as I describe this beautiful man I felt so at home with, and seen by; who walked me to the bus stop then walked away. ‘I felt like there was something but I’m worried he might have ghosted me.’

Cassie bobs her head sagely while I pick at my sleeve. But the snap of Frank’s notebook closing pulls my eyes up.

‘Abi, it’s been a day!’

‘I know – but that non-kiss,’ I say, covering my face.

‘Maybe he really did have to go back to work, maybe he didn’t want to get swept up in the moment and then have to leave,’ Cassie says, eyes misting at the romance of it all.

‘Or maybe he’s waiting until you’re married,’ Frank offers.

‘Frank,’ Cassie scolds.

‘I’m sorry, but she’s worrying over nothing. As per. He’ll call. Why? Because you’re fabulous. You know it, we know it, and if he doesn’t then – “New phone, who dis?”’ Frank says.

A little chuckle escapes me and I start to feel better.

‘It’s a full moon – decision-making can be a bit skew-whiff around now. Give him a couple more days before writing him off,’ Cassie adds.

‘And, one last, important thing …’ says Frank.

I look to him, buoyed by these Will-positive affirmations.

‘Can we straighten these damn chairs so it looks like a comedy night in here and not one of Cassie’s support groups?’

‘Francis!’ Cassie laughs, taking a swipe at him.

Frank dodges and with little enthusiasm to chase him, she instead pulls me in for a hug, which I savour.

Just then, a punter pops her head through the door, a confused look on her face at the sight of us hugging.

‘Is this … the comedy night?’

‘See!’ Frank barks.

‘Yes! Sit anywhere you want,’ Cassie says, ushering the punter in before quickly turning back to me. ‘You know, it could be he didn’t run away from you, he ran back to his job after sneaking out to be with you.’

‘Huh …’ I say as Cassie scoots off to show more people to their seats. There’s a thought …

‘It’s busy tonight,’ I say to Frank as we get ready to start the show.

‘Yeah, I uploaded a vid to lolz.com and they made it clip of the week,’ he says, casually, when actually it’s huge.

‘Explains why we’ve got almost twice as many in!’ Cassie beams.

I congratulate Frank but can’t help think about the hustle hyperdrive I went into just to get our gig listed on lolz. And just like that his stand-up is on the landing page of UK comedy’s online home? Jeez. Plus, even though half the crowd are here for him, happy to enjoy his banker material, he’s still scribbling new ideas? Frank’s grind puts mine to shame, always looking for ways to level up. I do have joke ideas and occasionally even write them down, but then I think, why unpick my solid routine for the sake of squeezing in a couple of new punchlines?

‘So, what are you going to talk about tonight?’ I ask.

Frank completes the biroed notes he’s writing on his wrist before answering, ‘Kids. They end me.’

He can be dramatic. All it takes is some corridor backchat from a pupil and they’re all Rosemary’s Babies. Cassie shifts on the spot, never entertained by Frank’s brutal take on children. With five of her own, who can blame her.

‘We spent the weekend at Callum’s sister’s,’ Frank expands. ‘They left me with all four of her litter while they nipped to the shops and the youngest headbutted me in the balls.’

‘On purpose?’ I ask, not sure if I’m allowed to laugh.

‘Yes, on purpose!’ seethes Frank. ‘But when Callum and his sister came back, he started crying saying he hit his head on my bollocks! Kids, I just don’t see the point of them.’

‘“The point of them”?’ Cassie parrots. ‘There’s no point. They’re simply a glorious expression of life – in motion!’

Cassie plasters a smile on her face but can’t mask the insult felt. I put myself in reverse and back the hell away from this convo. I don’t have kids, I’m not pregnant (unless dreaming of sex can get you up the duff) and I’ve no plans to have them any time soon.

‘All I’m saying is, things would be easier without them,’ huffs Frank.

‘Without them – have you seen Children of Men?’ Cassie pales.

‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ Frank mutters, probably also realising it’s best to back away from this before he gets in any deeper.

It’s not unusual for him to be this ice cold but normally he’s funny with it. And I start to wonder if something’s happened, aside from getting nutted in his man-berries. Maybe school’s wearing him down. I would ask, but with a restless audience keen for some comedy, now’s not the time for a heart-to-heart.

‘Shall we start the show?’ I say, hoping to shift both Frank and Cassie’s attention, at least for now.

Off their mumbled agreement, I crank the music to clear the funk between them and get the audience focused. Then, completing my pre-show ritual, I plump my boobs, top up my lip gloss and head to the stage, grateful I’m compering so I can swerve any lingering atmos from that hypothetical discussion which felt anything but.

‘Hey, guys! How you doing?’

That draws a decent cheer, letting me know they’re up for a good show – not always the case.

‘Make some noise if you’re in a relationship.’

There’s the usual semi-enthused sound from the audience.

‘OK, give me a cheer if you’re single.’

The room seesaws to pure delight as the singletons pipe up. Laughter follows instantly. I briefly wonder to myself, if people are so happy being single, why do we spend so much time chasing relationships? And when I say we, of course I mean me. But there’s no time to ponder and after ten minutes of crowd banter, I introduce Frank.

‘What’s up, mother funsters!’ Frank hollers in a heavy South Korean accent and the crowd are immediately onside.

After speaking to him in his regular voice, this switch always jars. Frank gets better with every gig but sometimes it feels like he’s cheating when these big laughs he gets come from what is, essentially, a gimmick. Yes, his mum and dad are from Busan but he’s as London as tutting a two-minute wait for the Tube. Then again, I don’t blame him. After a year ticking along on the circuit, one night he adds a Korean accent and boom, he’s away.

‘He’s good, isn’t he?’ whispers Cassie.

‘The best,’ I reply, secretly wishing I could tease that same gasping laughter he draws from the crowd.

Frank wraps up, leaving to rapturous applause. I let the excited murmuring you always get after a great comedian die down before bringing Cassie up. The audience are going to need to adjust.

‘Hellllllllo, citizens,’ she begins, and the energy in the room seeps away like a slow puncture. ‘You know when you’re contemplating the perfection of a flower and suddenly comprehend the oneness of all things …’

I wince, thanking the gods Cassie is, at least, a great therapist.

In the darkness, my phone emits a dim glow and I peer down at it.


You free on Thursday? Would love to see you again. Will x



And I literally combust with excitement.






Chapter 5

I see Will searching for me among the South Bank crowds but I stay half-hidden behind an ice-cream van. Man, I haven’t had butterflies like this in a minute. It’s only two days since he texted me at Wisecrackers but that’s been more than enough time for my nerves to go into overdrive. Just then he spots me, and comes striding over.

‘Abi!’ He smiles, face golden in the setting sun’s light.

From behind his back he pulls a posy – tiny pink and purple flowers crowding into a dome, and presents them to me like we’re in Bridgerton or something.

‘I wanted to get you these but, fun fact, the florist is on the other side by Embankment station. I’m not late, am I?’

He glances at his watch, brow furrowed.

I step fully away from the Mr Whippy van, taking the flowers. ‘You’re bang on time and these are gorgeous. Thank you.’

And then, to calm the fluttering in my tummy, I suggest we walk.

‘Great idea,’ Will says, and we head off. ‘By the way, sorry it took a sec to get back to you.’

‘No worries,’ I shrug, a casual mask for the somersaulting doubts.

‘I had to switch nights.’

‘You were on duty?’ I ask, flattered he’s changed his work rota for me.

‘Something like that,’ Will says as we reach our destination.

The BFI bar is moodily lit, stylish and way swankier than any cinema bar I’ve been to. I want to say as much but don’t want to sound like a heathen so I just go, ‘Nice.’

‘Drink?’ asks Will, as he catches the bartender’s attention.

‘Whatever you’re having,’ I say, burying my grimace when he hands me a bottle of fancy IPA.

‘Eyes, eyes, eyes,’ Will says, as we toast.

The plink of our glasses connecting is satisfying. I take a sip and am surprised this IPA stuff tastes all right though I hate that I’m concerned it isn’t lady-like enough. I’m a lady that likes it and that’s all that should matter, but what if drinking beers makes him see me more as a mate, someone to discuss Arsenal’s right flank problem with, or which barber does the best fade, rather than seeing me as his new boo?

‘You okay, Abi?’ Will asks.

‘Yeah, it’s just …’

‘You eyeing up where to have a cheeky lunchtime dance?’

I slap his knee. ‘I don’t share those stories with everyone, you know.’

He catches my hand, sending those butterflies into a frenzy.

‘Me neither,’ he says, his grasp becoming tender, as though he already knows his touch floors me.

I try to extract my hand but instead of letting go, his clasp becomes firmer, the exchanged body heat making my head spin.

‘I’ll let go if you promise to be gentler with me,’ he says, the corner of his mouth arching upwards.

Gentler? I want
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