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Chapter One

	 

	 

	I tried to be positive when I worked morning shifts at the hotel, but I always slept badly. Waking up was even worse. Sometimes I took the bus to work, but more often I missed it, like that Tuesday morning. My hair was still wet as I left the flat, and I knew that a mad restyle was inevitable in the wind. Then, my best jacket snagged on the front garden gate, ripping a pocket, so my expectations for the day were set low from the outset.

	It was early May, and the cold, easterly gusts around my ears seemed totally unjustified — immoral, in fact. I was walking quickly in fury, not out of conscientiousness, to get to work on time. My job had long since become expendable, and I chose to leave its fate in the lap of the Gods on days like this. As I stormed across the pedestrian lights towards the High Street, I nearly choked on a cereal bar. A coughing fit finally forced me to calm down. I passed Badger, our local street guitarist, who smiled and waved. I barely managed to smile back. Badger fully embraced his nickname, with his close-cropped hair dyed black and white. I was a regular contributor to his woolly hat, and I couldn’t just ignore him, despite my irritation.

	Our High Street here is like most others now, full of mobile phone outlets, charity shops and boarded-up windows. A few independents are hanging in heroically, but you feel like it’s only a matter of time for them too. The shops were just opening as I reached the main drag, with their shutters clattering up around me. A cleaning cart beeped nearby. The pedestrianised square was filled only by pigeons, strutting about the pavement. In fact, I thought that I was the only living person around until I spotted Luke in the distance.

	People say that you get a gut feeling when you first meet the important people in your life. I don’t want to sound like a village hall spiritualist, but I really did. That strange sense of anticipation soon passed when Luke turned sideways. I could see that he was distributing leaflets or conducting some kind of survey or something. I was the only potential victim in sight, and he was directly in my path.

	I stopped walking and pretended to check my phone. Was he insane? What idiot would start canvassing this early? My first piece of luck of the day presented itself: I had stopped outside Boots the chemist. Boots the chemist has two entrances, one on the High Street side and another at the rear, leading to the multi-storey car park. It was a slight detour, but still a passable route to the hotel where I worked. Fortunately again, Boots’s door was unlocked as I pushed it. Ignoring the staff’s barely disguised disgust at my early entrance, I wandered through the store, feigning interest in the meal deals for a few minutes, before heading out the other side.

	Luke was standing directly in my path. 

	He had obviously circled around the block, past M&S, to intercept me. He was breathing heavily, so I knew that he must have run. Luke was around six feet tall, with a slim build. His eyes were blue, framed beneath a dark fringe, pushed messily to one side. There was short stubble covering his chin. Quite good-looking, I thought. I was drawn to the stupid grin on his face above everything else.

	‘I knew you’d try it,’ he said.

	‘Sorry?’

	‘The Boots manoeuvre. Textbook avoidance.’

	‘Oh…’

	Don’t engage, I told myself. Never engage with a canvasser. Before you know it, you’re signing off a direct debit that you’ll snarl about for the rest of the year. He was smiling, though, and I always find it difficult not to smile back at smilers.

	‘Can I ask you a few questions?’

	‘Sorry, I don’t have time.’

	‘Well, there are only three, and you’ve just answered one of them already. That didn’t take long, did it?’

	‘I have to go…’

	I was looking around now, checking to see if there were witnesses. The sucker spotlight was shining brightly on me.

	‘My name’s Luke.’

	A poor move on his part. It wasn’t a question, and it was easier to ignore. I swivelled away, pointing my toes towards the road.

	‘I’m really sorry…’

	‘How’s your love life?’ he asked as I began to move. Surprise checked my steps, and he noticed. Luke was grinning now, challenging me to take offence at the question. The problem is I don’t ever take offence, so the best I could do was raise my eyebrows. It wasn’t a great reaction, though, weak and theatrical. ‘There is a good reason that I’m asking,’ he continued, reaching for the satchel hanging from his shoulder.

	‘I’m really late for work,’ I replied, trying to sound officious now.

	‘Last question, I promise. Did you know that science can help you find your ideal partner?’

	‘Why do I need to find my ideal partner?’

	‘Maybe you do, maybe you don’t. It’s interesting though, right?’

	I don’t know why I had instantly become defensive. Well, that’s a lie, I do. The one thing that unites my family is their fascination with my love life, or lack of it. Being single is some kind of disease in their eyes. It was as if Luke had conspired with them beforehand and stage-managed the entire meeting. Also, I object to people saying “right” at the end of a question, as if I am too stupid to provide the answer unprompted. Finally, it was technically a fourth question, so I felt positively scammed by this point. It was incredible how much he had triggered me in such a short space of time. He was taking a leaflet from the satchel now. I could feel my face flushing.

	‘You might find the answers you need here… Evelyn,’ he said, reading the badge on my lapel. He was grinning again as if he knew that he had rattled me, and saying my name aloud just compounded the irritation. To my frustration, I was smiling back, though.

	‘I’ll pass, thank you.’

	‘It’s only a leaflet. Dump it straight in there if you aren’t at least a little bit curious,’ he said, nodding to the concrete bin outside Boots.

	‘Actually no,’ I said, taking it from his hand. ‘I always recycle.’

	The comeback was a minor victory that allowed me to walk away with a shred of dignity intact. I was curious, despite myself, but there wasn’t a chance in hell that I was going to look at that leaflet while Luke was still in view, and I stuffed it in my bag without looking back. The smile began to slip from my face as I reflected on our conversation. It disappeared entirely when I imagined him having that same conversation with every other woman he bumped into that day. I started to walk faster again. Luke was an arsehole, I concluded, but that wasn’t my last encounter with him by any means.

	 

	The hotel I worked at was beside a roundabout at the edge of town. It used to be a Holiday Inn, but the new owner, Frank, bought it a few years before. His timing couldn’t have been worse, opening just as Covid hit. He weathered the storm as best he could, deep cleaning with disinfectant between visitors and taking the kettles away from the rooms, etc. Frank loved taking the kettles away from the rooms. It saved on tea and biscuits. The height of Covid seems such a crazy time now. The restaurant felt plain weird with everybody walking around in masks and aprons. It was more like a bad science fiction set than a hotel, and I can’t believe anyone bothered staying there at all. I guess we were all a bit stir-crazy back then and just wanted to do something — even sit in a mask in a restaurant by the side of a roundabout.

	Frank may well be up to his eyeballs in debt now. He risked it all on one last roll of the dice, opening the hotel restaurant to non-guests and rebranding it as an Italian pizzeria, Francesco’s. Somebody told him there was a good profit to be made from serving coffee in the mornings and pizzas after midday, so he tried both. It’s high margin, low effort, Frank.

	My job title was deputy manager. In reality, I was a zero-hour dogsbody. I had cleaned, cooked and served at various times, depending on the gaps in the rota. On that Tuesday, the other staff were already assembled in the restaurant for a meeting as I arrived. It was quite a spacious room — high-ceilinged, with dado rails and other original features still in situ, and the restaurant could accommodate around seventy diners at a time. The prints on the walls depicted beauty spots that were as alien to the hotel location as you could get.

	You could tell what time of day it was by the smell. There was bacon in the air, and it instantly turned my stomach. Collecting breakfast plates was my weakness. I was sometimes hungover in the mornings, and the disgusting residue left on breakfast plates never failed to nauseate me. There was always the trademark cocktail of congealed scrambled egg and baked beans stirred together on one of the plates. What kind of sick person would mix them?

	Frank was holding court in front of the tables. He gave me a “you’re late” glare as I walked through the door, and I mouthed an apology back. Frank was a short, rotund man whose complexion was permanently red. It appeared as if his head might explode at any moment. He always wore a suit, though I don’t know who he was trying to impress. I took my place between Pam and Rich, who shuffled along to let me stand beside their table. Pam’s perfume was a bit too pokey for early morning, and I tried not to breathe deeply.

	‘First, some great news,’ Frank said. ‘Francesco’s will be open to the public for coffee from next Monday morning. An extremely exciting development, I’m sure you’ll all agree. So, brush up on your barista skills, and fine-tune your frothing!’

	Silence. Frank cleared his throat.

	‘This has meant some changes to the rota, of course, so please check the latest sheet carefully.’

	Groans.

	‘Are you employing more staff?’ Pam asked.

	‘Eventually, yes, when things bed down a bit.’

	So, no, we had already been “bedding down” for six months with no extra help. There were a few more grumbles, but Frank swiftly moved on to his next point.

	‘Secondly, I’d like to explore new ideas for the pizzeria. We’ve had a few early negative reviews on Tripadvisor, claiming Francesco’s is lacking atmosphere. Any thoughts on how we can improve it?’

	Silence again. As I looked around at the other staff, eyes dipped away from Frank, it was difficult to determine who gave less of a shit. That’s what our modern zero-hour, minimum-wage taskmasters don’t get: this complete indifference is the price they pay.

	‘Well, I have a few ideas,’ Frank said, unperturbed. ‘Firstly, I think our staff need a new image. I’d like you all to wear black when you serve in the restaurant. It will convey a certain chic.’

	There were a few stifled giggles, and then Pam spoke.

	‘I don’t have any black clothes. Will you be paying for some?’

	‘We can discuss that on an individual basis,’ Frank replied. Another definite no, but he wasn’t finished yet. ‘I am also installing some mood lighting, and an accordion player will perform on Friday and Saturday evenings.’

	‘Isn’t that a French restaurant thing?’ Rich asked.

	‘You have accordion players in European restaurants,’ Frank corrected. ‘But the continental theme has reminded me of another important point that I wanted to raise. I would like all serving staff to speak with an Italian accent.’

	I was gobsmacked at this point, but as I looked around me, everyone else just seemed to be accepting the request. I didn’t want to go there, but they gave me no choice.

	‘Frank, this isn’t the 1970s,’ I said. ‘You can’t put on fake Italian accents these days. You’ll be cancelled for good.’

	He sighed deeply, leaning back against the wall.

	‘How did I know that it would be you focusing on the negatives, Evelyn? I’m just trying to make this pizzeria the best it can be.’

	Frank didn’t like me much.

	 

	My shift seemed to last forever that day. Frank was obviously still sulking and lined up some crappy jobs for me in revenge. I didn’t bite and just kept my head down. As I entered the last hour of my shift, Frank’s mood seemed to sweeten. It was disturbing until I realised his motive when he cornered me as I left the kitchen.

	‘Evelyn, I need a huge favour. Helen has let me down tonight. We’re short in the restaurant.’

	‘Sorry, I’m busy,’ I said. I wasn’t busy, but I was tired, and he had been a real tool to me all day.

	‘Please, I’m begging you. I wouldn’t ask if I wasn’t completely desperate. I’m running a coupon promotion tonight, and we’re almost full. It’s a make-or-break night for Francesco’s. I need another person on service. I’ve already tried the others.’

	Now I knew that he was telling the truth. Frank wouldn’t ask me to serve in the restaurant unless he really was desperate. He didn’t like me front of house at the best of times.

	‘I don’t have any black clothes with me, and I’m definitely not putting on any accents.’

	‘You don’t have to. Please, just help this once?’

	‘I’ll need a taxi home. I haven’t arranged a lift, and the buses will have stopped running by then.’

	‘Can’t you… okay… fine.’

	It was settled, and I took a quick shower in one of the empty rooms. Pam lent me some clothes that were a little big, but I didn’t tell her that. Pam was always on a diet, and the information would not have been well received. As I was packing up my things, I found the leaflet that Luke had given me earlier. Perching on the corner of the bed, I finally read it.

	“The Attraction Abacus, opening soon. Let science find your ideal partner.”

	At the bottom, in small type, the leaflet mentioned that the company was recruiting. Their address was closer to my flat than the hotel, just off the High Street. The job also paid more than minimum wage, and it was only office hours. No weekends! Was I thinking about Luke, or how much I hated my job at that point? Definitely the job, but, either way, the leaflet didn’t go in the recycling bin.

	 


Chapter Two

	 

	 

	I don’t mean to digress here, but there are some things that you need to know about my life to make sense of the rest of this. I’ll be as brief as I can, but my background had shaped my outlook significantly by this point, so it needs explaining.

	You could say that my family were time travellers. Not in the literal sense, of course. It’s not that kind of story. What I mean is that we were never truly together because of our differences. As a family unit, we were totally crap, really.

	My dad, Ray, always lived in the future. Everything was going to be great tomorrow. He was incapable of enjoying any given moment without one eye on the next. If we were eating a meal in a restaurant, he’d be talking about the next course. The trailers were always more exciting than the film he was watching in the cinema that day. On a much-anticipated Spanish summer holiday, I remember him sweating at a beach bar, beer in hand, talking about what we would do at Christmas. He was trapped in a perpetual state of expectancy, never investing in the present for a second. I put this largely down to a sense of personal disappointment. His career didn’t kick on as he had hoped, and it was this future success that would make everything better. What we had today was a pale imitation of what we would have tomorrow.

	Dad was a frustrated actor who enjoyed some fleeting success in the late Eighties. People say that a bad teacher can scar you for life, but I think that we can often overlook the damage a good one can inflict. A drama teacher fatefully overpraised his performance of Danny Zuko in the school’s third-year summer production of Grease. It launched him on a trajectory of self-delusion from which he never truly regained control. His teacher was an early adopter of the “you can be anything you like” school of thought. As anybody in their twenties, like me, knows, this theory has long since been discredited. After years of being fed this garbage, you wake up fifty grand in student debt, with a 2:1 in philosophy and photocopying staff rotas for the zero-hour hotel job that you’ve stumbled into. (I know you could email it to me, Evelyn, but I prefer a piece of paper in my hands.)

	It’s true there was Dad’s purple patch in the Eighties (a bit part in the little-known soap, The Country Dentist), but this minor success only fuelled more false hope. Thankfully, it all happened before I was even born. My mum said that he was unbearable at that time, wearing fake designer glasses that didn’t enhance his vision in any way and investing in a wardrobe of roll-neck sweaters. She’d already lost interest at this point, so God only knows why she started a family with him. I have an older sister, so it’s difficult to dismiss us both as accidents. He took us all down with him, though. The more he chased tomorrow and failed to hold down regular jobs today, the more our lives degenerated. He squandered an early inheritance, and our family plummeted the property ladder in the Nineties, just as everybody else seemed to be climbing it. Finally, he blew all the equity entirely, and we ended up in my childhood home — the Alamo, as he referred to it. This tiny two-bedroom rental was where our family would make our last stand, supposedly. Only when we looked around, he had already left. I was ten years old.

	When I later quizzed him about this early exit from my life, he glossed over it. It was best for everybody, he said, and we were still peas in a pod. Apparently, his creative juices flowed through my veins (I didn’t like to think about that too much). Anyway, enough about tomorrow-man for the moment. The one thing that I took from him: never do anything that he did.

	By contrast, my mum, Angela, always lived in the past. She occupied a world of photograph albums, emails to old school friends and bitter regrets. Her biggest regret was obviously marrying my dad. She maintained that her first boyfriend, Martin Abbott, remained the love of her life. She met Martin in her early twenties when they worked together in a local manufacturing company. She was employed in the marketing department, trying to make refrigerators sound alluring. Martin was studying to be an accountant, and their eyes met over an invoice with the wrong cost code.

	Everything blossomed from that moment. They took their lunch breaks together in the staff canteen, and both joined the company pub quiz team that met on Wednesday evenings (Licenced to Chill — she still has the trophies). It wasn’t long before they were dating, or “going out together” as Mum prefers to call it. Martin was squirrelling his money away into savings accounts to buy a flat. He estimated eighteen months before he could put a deposit down, with a fair financial wind. Mum still lived with her parents, but Martin crashed there most weekends. Everything was going just fine until my dad turned up with his unique brand of bullshit and unsettled everybody. Dad applied for a summer job at the company and weaselled his way onto the quiz team, claiming to possess an encyclopaedic knowledge of film. He had an ulterior motive, of course, always side-lining my mum when Martin disappeared to the bar. One often repeated conversation sealed her fate.

	‘Is this really all you want from life, Ange?’

	‘I don’t see you setting the world alight.’

	‘A fair observation to date, but that’s all about to change.’

	‘Really. So, what’s the big plan?’

	‘I’ve been offered an acting role in LA this autumn. It’s a huge opportunity. Do or die. You could come with me if you fancy living a little? We could see the bright lights and travel at the same time.’

	 This was her sliding doors moment. My mum was blissfully unaware that there was no actual acting offer on the table. Dad was using the inheritance that I mentioned earlier to fund the trip. He hoped that his talent would be spotted if he randomly hung around the streets of Hollywood for long enough. My mum agreed and resigned within a fortnight. Martin was mortified and refused to speak to her ever again. 

	It transpired to be die not do, of course, and Mum was re-applying for her old job back again within eighteen months. Martin had already moved on to another company. She had been suckered into the oldest trap of them all: the romance of the creative. It’s not something that fools anyone after the age of thirty, but my dad had caught Mum while her brain was not yet fully formed. She had a future accountant in the palm of her hand but gave it all up for the promises of a flaky dreamer. Inexplicably, she stuck with my dad and married him two years later.

	As her marriage later disintegrated, my mum became more and more resentful. Once she discovered the internet, Facebook was the real game-changer. Mum set up a fake account to stalk Martin, and it opened a window to the world that she was originally destined to inhabit. Her nemesis, Barbara, grinned back at her from increasingly exotic holiday destinations with Martin. Martin married Barbara in the Seychelles when I was nine, and when they moved into their palatial new home a year later, it coincided with my mum’s retreat into the Alamo. It was the final straw, and her laptop nearly decapitated Bruno, our Pomeranian, when she saw it.

	‘An open-plan kitchen with an island, Evelyn! I never knew that I wanted one until I saw hers. Now, it’s all I can think about.’

	 It was a desperate time, but as Mum became resigned to reality, she gradually took control of her own destiny again. I was proud of her. Dad had left by now, and she worked hard at the manufacturing company, becoming a supervisor, then manager and finally associate director of marketing. She cut her hair short and dyed it blonde. She bought a convertible Mini and hit the gym. Her confidence was sky-high again, and I wish that was how it remained. The problem was that she didn’t want to be alone, and a disastrous series of relationships dragged her back down again. The younger guys only wanted sex, and the older guys either wanted her money or somebody to look after them. Ten whole years were wasted in this hopeless pursuit of trying to find another life partner. After one particularly disastrous date, I found her halfway down her second bottle of Sauvignon Blanc on a Friday night, photograph albums open on the coffee table, sliding back into the past.

	‘Do you know what, Evelyn?’ she said. ‘By the time you finally figure out who you are and what you want from life, nobody else cares. I’d stay young if I were you.’ 

	The lesson I took from her: don’t listen to idiots like my dad. 

	Unlike my parents, my sister, Abby, lived in the all-too-present. Yoga, meditation, alternative therapies — you know the kinds of things. She’s older than me, and her newfound Zen-like calm didn’t extend to our childhood when we shared a bedroom. I was routinely terrorised back then, but she has conveniently wiped all that from her memory. To be fair, she was dealing with the same things as me, but with the chaos of puberty thrown into the mix. I looked up to her as an adult at that time, with her dark makeup, pierced nose and indie music, but she hit those difficult early teenage years just as our family life was falling apart. We have patched things up as we’ve got older. No longer sleeping in the same bunk beds really helped. I have even tried to join her “in the moment” since, but the meditation sessions just don’t come naturally to me.

	‘Clear your mind. Just be, Evie.’

	How can any sentient creature clear their mind? An ant farting distracts me when I am trying to meditate. So, I just lie next to my sister on the yoga mat, faking it, and wondering when she is going to exhale next. I don’t know where this stuff takes you anyway. I’m probably missing the point, but until we manage to float away into another astral plain or cheat death, it all seems like too much effort. Abby has been through the whole card: aromatherapy, hypnotherapy, acupuncture — you name it. In fact, only conventional medicine could truly be described as alternative to her. 

	‘Big pharma wants to control us all, Evie.’

	 She views a paracetamol as a little white conspiracy theory. She buys into any conspiracy theory, in fact. The government, the United Nations, the BBC; they’re all in on it. In fact, the only reliable source of information is the Furthest Down the Rabbit Hole conspiracy website on YouTube (subscribe and buy our book now for £19.99 before they shut us down). Okay, what do I know, but I just wish that Abby was as equally sceptical about the latest crackpot cover-up as she is about the evening news, that’s all I’ll say. The lesson I took from her: really keep an open mind about things.

	That just leaves me. Well, I guess I’ve occupied all their time zones at some point, but I’ve never really found my comfortable spot in the universe. Not yet, anyway. There is something I should mention about myself at this point, though. I have an undiagnosed condition that I call doom-dreaming. Doom-dreaming is an extreme form of daydreaming that first manifested itself around puberty. Doom-dreams are triggered at unpredictable times, but I am usually heightened with emotion of some kind when they occur, often, perversely, when I’m happy and things are going particularly well. This presents the unwelcome opportunity to grasp defeat from the jaws of victory. Doom-dreams are frighteningly vivid, to the point that the doom-dreamer believes that they are really happening. Sometimes, the doom-dreams are accompanied by a soundtrack in my mind, like a movie score, dramatising the whole experience, and often the same phrase repeats in my brain. 

	Past performance is no guarantee of future results. 

	I think I first saw these words on an investment advert somewhere, referring to the stock market, but for some reason they lodged in my brain and became my mantra. The words are a warning to me that, just because a doom-dream turned out okay once before, doesn’t mean that all will be well next time. I shouldn’t be complacent.

	To explain with a simple example, imagine that you are taking a coastal walk and you come to the edge of a cliff with a sheer drop beneath. You might laugh nervously and say, “Oh, that’s a long way down. I feel like I’m going to throw myself off.” 

	Not a doom-dreamer. Oh no, a doom-dreamer will be face down in the grass, screaming, convinced that there is absolutely nothing to stop them from throwing themself off the cliff. As they claw at the ground with their fingernails, their very grasp of reality is questioned. Can my legs really be trusted? Am I who I think I am? Is this world even real? I know that sounds weird, but I just wanted you to understand my little problem from the start. 

	Anyway, my dad was right about one thing. I have always been drawn to the creative. That’s why I’m starting to write this novel. I don’t have much free time, but my dream is to spend a few years in Goa completing it. I’ll live in a beach cabin, tapping at my laptop as I look out to sea, and return a bestselling author, having cheated diphtheria and typhoid along the way. I’m saving hard, and I’m determined to make it happen. They say to write about what you know, and I came to know way too much about the Attraction Abacus. It certainly changed my life forever, but no spoilers about that for now. It’s time to get back to the story of Luke and me.

	 

	I had to hand it to Frank; Francesco’s did look better that evening. The lighting changes made the biggest difference, and the same old cutlery and glasses sparkled anew beneath the fancy fittings. There was no accordion player tonight, but Frank had changed the piped music, and it did add to the ambience. In fact, through squinted eyes, you could almost imagine that you were somewhere nice and not sitting at the junction of three major roads.

	Pam, also roped into a double shift, gave me a skyward look as the first customer arrived at the second that we opened. There was always one. You may judge me at this point, but the customers that irritated me the most were the “niceys”, as I called them. Their perpetual smiles and all their repeated pleases and thank yous really grated on a long shift. Give me the stroppy ones, any day of the week. Unfailingly older, the stroppy ones swanned into the restaurant in their smart-casual attire like they owned the place, scowling around for any minute detail to complain about. This was despite nearly always being on a mid-week coupon deal from the local newspaper. I saw them as a challenge and liked to push their buttons as far as I could without overstepping the mark. That’s a lie. Frank had already given me four verbal warnings after customer complaints by that point. Legally, I don’t think you can have four verbal warnings, but he struggled to hire staff, so tough luck, I say.

	‘You haven’t been in the restaurant for a while,’ Pam said during a break in the service. ‘There’s a new challenge: who can twist the pepper mill most over a customer’s pizza without being stopped? Eight twists is the current record this week. Eight full twists. You must announce the attempt to one of the other staff as a witness before you try. Beat the score and you get an extra cut of the tips.’

	I liked the sound of it. Frank’s new pepper grinder was magnificent, almost half a metre long and made from solid wood. One turn alone was enough to unleash a storm cloud of pepper. As I weighed the grinder in my hands, I knew that this was a challenge that shouldn’t be rushed and tried to formulate a strategy. 

	There were a couple of poor early bids for the title. Chris failed with a flat refusal, despite his ridiculous fake Italian accent. Pam was equally hopeless, dissolving into giggles as she even attempted it. Four twists were the very most she managed, and that’s being kind. The tip pot was growing nicely.

	My opportunity arose just after eight. Mr and Mrs Boyle, a couple of regulars, had the misfortune to cross my path. They were the ultimate niceys and perfect for my plan. After I had served pizzas to their table, I returned to Pam and nodded at the pepper mill with a knowing smile. She looked at me in horror, trying to pull it away from my grasp.

	‘They’re regulars, Evelyn.’

	I grabbed the pepper mill, my eyes meeting hers. ‘I’m going in.’

	My efforts to distract the Boyles were too successful, if anything. I was chattering away about holidays, already fifteen twists of the pepper mill in, when I finally glanced down at my handiwork. It looked like a layer of volcanic ash covering Mr Boyle’s pizza. Perhaps I had gone too far? All the same, I danced back to Pam with the pepper mill aloft. She shook her head in disgust. That performance would take some beating for sure. The celebrations were to be short-lived, however. 

	As I collected the Boyles’ drinks from the bar, I was aware of a commotion in the dining area. Above the mellow backdrop of an Ed Sheeran cover was the unmistakable sound of a man choking. Edging closer, I could see Mr Boyle, red-faced and spluttering. All other heads in the restaurant were turned in his direction in silent concern. Mr Boyle coughed and gasped for breath. There was a ripple of anxious muttering from the other diners. Violent coughing again. Somebody asked where the nearest defibrillator was located, while another guy was moving in for the Heimlich.

	Pam glanced my way in concern, but just as we considered calling an ambulance, Mr Boyle began to stabilise. After another minute of manic wheezing, his face returned to its previous shade of pink, and soon the familiar chattering lull of the restaurant was restored. Disaster had been averted, but I was still shaking. Pam could see the horror on my face and sent me to the kitchen while she fetched the Boyles’ drinks. I was extremely grateful for the reprieve, and by the time I returned, all was calm again.

	I moved on to serve at another table, still reflecting on my brief flirtation with a manslaughter charge. The Attraction Abacus inappropriately sprang to mind. Recruiting now, the leaflet had said. Perhaps the universe was trying to tell me something? I think it was, because I instantly recognised the man who was sitting at the next table. It was Luke, whom I had met earlier in the street, dining alone. He was wearing jeans and a polo shirt, with his phone on the table in front of him. Had he seen the hotel logo on my badge when we had spoken that day? Did I have a stalker? Perhaps it was just a coincidence.

	‘I saw what you did,’ Luke said.

	‘I’m sorry?’

	‘Let’s just say that I’ll pass on the pepper,’ he said, grinning. ‘Don’t I recognise you?’

	‘No,’ I replied bluntly. Either he knew that it was me, or he didn’t. A stalking accusation might be deemed offensive. Plus, my timing was off that night.

	‘Well, you can’t really answer that for me, can you?’

	‘Then it was a stupid question to ask,’ I said.

	‘It wasn’t a question.’ 

	‘Then why did the intonation of your voice rise at the end of the sentence?’

	‘I’m Australian.’

	‘You don’t sound Australian.’

	‘I’m not.’

	‘Okay, I think I’d better go now, unless you need something else, sir.’

	‘I’m fine for now, thank you… Evelyn,’ he said, reading my badge. ‘Catch you another time.’

	He had weaponised my name again, in an identical manner to earlier. This time, I took it as a little clue that he had recognised me.

	 


Chapter Three

	 

	 

	Wednesday was my day off. I was still feeling bad about the Boyles, but I smiled when I thought about Luke, even though he was a dick. The recollection of the previous evening was the catalyst I needed to apply for a job at the Attraction Abacus. In fact, I even got up early. An hourly increase in pay would bring forward my Goa plan by a considerable time. If I were remotely mathematical, I could work out by exactly how long, but that part of my brain had already left early for the beach after my GCSEs.

	Still wearing my pyjamas in the kitchen, I nursed a mug of tea, with a pad and pen in front of me. It had been a while since I had attended an interview, and it was a struggle to recall all the rubbish you’re meant to say. Was it my imagination, but had interviews become tougher just as jobs had become crappier? Anyway, perhaps prematurely, I started to Google interview tips on my phone. A message flashed up from my sister.

	‘Dad worse. You should go and see him. A xx.’

	‘Which ward? xx,’ I texted.

	‘Kipling. 3rd floor. West Wing. Don’t leave it too long xx.’

	It was typical of Dad’s timing. He had been dying for some time, but just when I had the wind in my sails and a day off, he decided to deteriorate. I know that sounds cold, but you must appreciate our collective family’s resentment towards him after his betrayal. I quickly submitted my application on the Attraction Abacus website and then decided to head to the hospital while I still had the entire day free. I threw on some clothes, grabbed some grapes from Tesco Express and was on a bus thirty minutes later.

	I’d almost forgotten about masks. Fortunately, there was still one folded up in the bottom of my handbag as the bus rumbled up outside St. Cuthbert’s. I ignored the falling crumbs as I hooked the mask over my ears. The West Wing was the oldest part of the hospital, constructed in an era when people were obviously keen walkers. The pine-scented corridors stretched for miles. In fact, the West Wing was all corridor and no wards.

	Dad saw me, I’m certain, as I finally approached the entrance to Kipling, but he quickly looked away. It wasn’t until I was just a few feet from his bed that he slowly turned his face towards me again. It was probably the most pathetic expression I had ever seen.

	‘Evie.’

	‘I heard that you’re dying. I’ve brought you some grapes.’

	I could see the smile lines above his mask as he wriggled higher on his pillow.

	‘Ah, grapes. The oldest hospital cliché of them all. You’re better than that, Evelyn. My creative…’

	‘I know, your creative juices flow through my veins.’

	‘You’ve cut your hair short.’

	‘Yes, three years ago.’

	‘Are you still writing?’

	‘When I get the chance. Speaking of which, how long have you got left? I need to plan my leave, and I’d like to fit your funeral around a writing week.’

	‘Must you be so cruel?’

	I didn’t reply, pulling up a chair beside the bed. I took the grapes from the plastic bag, arranging them with the other two bunches on the cabinet. There was also some lemonade and a newspaper. I positioned my grapes highest in the pile. They had cost me a couple of quid, after all.

	‘I see you’ve had a few visitors.’ 

	The comment was a mistake. Dad loved an overblown analogy, and I could tell by the way he smiled and wriggled higher on his pillow that I had unwittingly triggered a new one.

	‘Indeed. This bed is just like the stage, Evie.’

	‘I should have guessed.’

	‘My visitors are only allowed bedside two at a time. I call them the double acts. Uncle Terry and Gill came first. I would describe them as poor stand-up. Too many hospital food jokes.’

	‘Nice that they showed their faces.’

	‘Yes,’ he replied, glossing over the comment entirely. ‘Sandy and Beth performed a two-hander Greek tragedy just after dinner. Somehow, despite me being the one dying, Beth’s tears seemed to be more for herself. Their turn felt unconvincing and amateurish. It left me empty.’

	‘They aren’t classically trained like you.’

	‘Yes, I should cut them some slack, I suppose,’ he replied, adjusting the mask so he could breathe for a moment. ‘And then your sister and her boyfriend came late evening yesterday. It was definitely a fringe performance from them. I think they may have been trying to indoctrinate me into a cult or something. She was waving a crystal on a chain above my head.’

	‘Ah, channelling the energy.’

	‘Apparently so, though I only felt indigestion. Anyway, it was quite a variety show. But you were always more of a solo performer, eh?’

	‘Thank you for reminding me of that, even now.’

	‘I just don’t want you to end up alone, Evelyn, that’s all.’

	‘It could be worse. I could marry somebody like my mother did.’

	‘I’m serious.’

	So was I, but it seemed too cruel to labour the point now.

	‘I’m quite happy, Dad. Honestly.’

	‘I’ve had a lot of time to reflect on things as I’m coming to the end. I don’t want you to end up a lonely old spinster.’

	‘Spinster? That word doesn’t even exist anymore. This isn’t Jane Eyre.’

	‘Even so, you’re pushing thirty, right? Time runs away from you before you know it. It’s nice to share your life with somebody.’

	I changed the subject quickly. Just because he’s my dad, he thinks that he has the right to pry into my life. He lost that right twenty years ago, as far as I’m concerned. All the same, I could sense his frustration as we rattled through the standard hospital conversations. I knew that I wouldn’t be able to sideline him forever. Our discussion about the view from the window was a real low point, and we both stopped bothering mid-sentence. He lowered his mask and took a sip of lemonade. I was shocked at how old he appeared without the mask, but I know hospitals have a way of making everybody look crap, so I tried to ignore it. 

	‘Dad, I can’t stay long.’

	‘You’ve only just arrived.’

	‘My hotel shift starts soon. I was only popping in,’ I lied.

	‘You’re too good for that job. Time waits for no-one. Trust me.’ 

	So, we were back on this again.

	‘I’ve applied for something else.’ 

	‘That’s amazing. Look, I know I haven’t always been the greatest of fathers, but I’ve always wanted the best for you. I believe in you.’

	‘I know.’

	‘So, tell me all about the new job.’ 

	‘I’ve only just applied. Dad, I should be going.’ 

	He ignored me, shuffling higher on the pillow again. I don’t think he was really interested in the job anyway, and I should have noticed the twinkle in his eyes long before I did. There was another analogy on the way, and I hadn’t moved fast enough.

	‘I won’t hold you up much longer,’ he said, taking my hand. I couldn’t remember the last time he had held my hand. It felt odd, and it would have been a touching gesture if he wasn’t trying to prevent me from escaping. ‘I just want your opinion on something, as a writer. I’ve been lying here thinking that life is just like one of those weeks we had in Majorca way back then.’

	‘In what way?’

	‘Well, if you start by imagining that each day of the holiday represents a decade of your life.’

	‘Oh Christ, Dad.’

	‘The coach delivers you to the door of your hotel, and everything is new and exciting. You speak with the holiday rep, and you’re going to do it all! Time moves so slowly in those first couple of days, and there’s still the whole week ahead of you. The resort is your playground, and you have the energy of a young child.’

	‘Dad, it’s getting…’ 

	‘Then, as you move towards mid-week, you realise that you need to watch your euros, and the holiday is slipping away faster. You’ve had a couple of massive hangovers already, so it would be nice to do something different, besides drinking by the pool, like a day trip or two. There’s an excursion to “start-a-family-island”, and you hop right on the boat. It’s really great. More than you could ever have expected, but it hits your wallet hard.’

	‘I really must…’ 

	‘The holiday is just flying away now, and you only have a few days left. This really focuses your
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