

[image: Cover Image: Asking for a Friend by Andi Osho]






Praise for Andi Osho

‘A mistressclass in combining humour and lovely characters, all wrapped up with a cracking story’

Jo Brand

‘Witty, joyful and a truly uplifting celebration of friendship’

Beth O’Leary, bestselling author of The Flatshare

‘As soon as I started reading I couldn’t put it down. The humour and attention to detail slides off the page. This is both realistic and inspirational. Andi Osho is a genius’

Jocelyn Jee Esien

‘A massively entertaining tale of wingwomen recharging each other’s love lives. Funny, spiky and fab!’

Beth Morrey, bestselling author of Saving Missy

‘A debut novel that I’ll return to again and again. An absolute triumph and I loved every word’

Susan Calman

‘This brilliant warm book had me laughing from the first page and I couldn’t put Asking For a Friend down’

Lucy Vine, bestselling author of Hot Mess

‘An ultimately feel-good story about female friendships full of heart and humour. So relatable, I loved it!’

Angela Griffin

‘I LOVED it. Funny, sparky and written with so much heart’

Daisy Buchanan, author of Insatiable

‘A loving tribute to female friendship bursting with funny lines and loveable characters’

Lucy Porter

‘A fresh, funny, relatable page-turner from the ever brilliant Andi Osho – for anyone who’s ever navigated the dating world and needed the sisterhood’

Deborah Frances White, The Guilty Feminist

‘A delightful read, a beautiful paean to female friendship – genuinely funny and full of heart’

Roisin Conaty

‘As hilarious as Andi’s stand-up while feeling like a lively night out with brilliant friends’

Sara Pascoe

‘From the first page, you can guarantee laughter. This book is hilarious, warm and an absolute page-turner. I loved it!’

Angie Le Mar

‘A hilarious, laugh-a-minute, laugh-out-loud, relentless romp through dating, women and friendship. Brilliantly vivid and relatable characters. Brilliantly written, fun and joyous!’

Shazia Mirza

‘Wise, witty and warm. Everything Andi Osho touches turns to gold’

Richard Osman, bestselling author of The Thursday Murder Club






ANDI OSHO is an award-winning stand-up comedian, actor, writer, filmmaker and lover of shoes. Her acting credits include Shazam!, Lights Out, Curfew, Death in Paradise, Eastenders, Holby and Kiri. As a stand-up, Andi wrote, performed and toured two sell-out Edinburgh shows, played at the O2 in London and has appeared on The Late, Late Show, Mock The Week, Never mind the Buzzcocks, BBC1’s Live at the Apollo and more. Basically, she’s done a bunch of stuff. Asking For a Friend is her debut novel.

Stay in touch with Andi on Twitter @andiosho and on Instagram and Facebook @theandioshow








[image: Title Image: Asking for a Friend by Andi Osho]






Copyright

[image: HQ logo]

An imprint of HarperCollins Publishers Ltd

1 London Bridge Street

London SE1 9GF

First published in Great Britain by HQ in 2021

Copyright © Andi Osho 2021

Andi Osho asserts the moral right to be identified as the author of this work.

A catalogue record for this book is available from the British Library.

This novel is entirely a work of fiction. The names, characters and incidents portrayed in it are the work of the author’s imagination. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, events or localities is entirely coincidental.

All rights reserved under International and Pan-American Copyright Conventions. By payment of the required fees, you have been granted the non-exclusive, non-transferable right to access and read the text of this e-book on-screen. No part of this text may be reproduced, transmitted, downloaded, decompiled, reverse engineered, or stored in or introduced into any information storage and retrieval system, in any form or by any means, whether electronic or mechanical, now known or hereinafter invented, without the express written permission of HarperCollins.

Without limiting the exclusive rights of any author, contributor or the publisher of this publication, any unauthorised use of this publication to train generative artificial intelligence (AI) technologies is expressly prohibited. HarperCollins also exercise their rights under Article 4(3) of the Digital Single Market Directive 2019/790 and expressly reserve this publication from the text and data mining exception.

Ebook Edition © January 2021 ISBN: 9780008245818

Version 2026-01-19




Note to Readers

This ebook contains the following accessibility features which, if supported by your device, can be accessed via your ereader/accessibility settings:


	Change of font size and line height

	Change of background and font colours

	Change of font

	Change justification

	Text to speech

	Page numbers taken from the following print edition: ISBN 9780008245795
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Chapter 1

Jemima

Jemima had been staring at the same text for a good five minutes. ‘It’s me’, it read. Two innocent words that made her palms sweat like a politician turning in their expenses. Though her phone said the texter was UNKNOWN, they weren’t. That number had been seared into her memory from all the other ‘It’s me’s that had pinged, uninvited, into her inbox over the last two years. Just then, the three dots of doom began their ‘incoming text’ cancan.


Guess what?



Urgh. Jemima hated guessing because she hated surprises. Even fortune cookies gave her palpitations. Furthermore, this wasn’t any old ‘guess what?’ from any old number. This SMS projectile was from Miles, the ex that wouldn’t go away. Double urgh.

He was constantly showing up on her phone, even if it was just random ‘LOL’s on her Facebook posts. She’d deleted his name from her phone contacts ages ago. Perhaps it was time he got the chop on social media too, Jemima grizzled as she watched a stewardess move through the cabin serving pre-flight drinks.

‘Prosecco?’ said the stewardess, proffering her tray with a playful wink.

‘Cheers,’ Jemima said as she took a glass.

However, staring at Miles’s text, she could have done with the whole bottle. Jemima necked her drink in one. Its cheap plonk bubbles immediately effervesced in her throat, threatening to shoot out of a nostril. She spluttered, glancing around the half-full airplane cabin as she tried to choke to death discreetly. Though her dad was American, she was as British as binge drinking and sarcasm so drawing attention to herself, even when dying, felt inappropriate. Finally, satisfied she’d been largely ignored by the boarding passengers, she slumped back in her premium economy seat, fingers tight around her phone. Why did Miles always do this? They’d broken up two years ago! She’d bought a new boiler, started dyeing her hair Deep Mahogany to hide her roots and had had twenty-six periods since then. Yet every time it felt like she was getting her life back on track, up he’d pop like a bad game of Ex-boyfriend Whack-a-Mole. She deleted the text. Whack.

Things were good, Jemima reassured herself, despite this pebble in her shoe. Finally, at the age of 42, life felt like it had some order again. Work was on track – sort of. She was doing okay financially… well, kind of. For a clean sweep, all she had to do was muster the courage to bat her niggly ex away once and for all and she’d be good. As she thought, half-heartedly, about how she might do that, another message from Miles whooshed into her inbox, this time with an accompanying photo. ‘Great. Now with added attachments,’ she groaned.


Number 62 is finally off the market!



Jemima bristled as she peered at the picture of the ‘fixer-upper’ property at the end of her street. With its overgrown front garden, faded green door and grubby windows it looked more like a crime scene than a potential investment. But what really bothered Jemima about this photo was, it was another reminder how close Miles still lived to her. When they’d been together, living on adjacent streets had been cute. Friends were always telling her how they had ‘the best of both worlds’. But when their relationship had imploded, ‘the best of both worlds’ became hell on earth. A wave of anger rippled through her. She’d really loved him. More than anything she was angry at herself for letting him in, for forgiving the missed birthdays, broken promises and tired old let-downs. She’d excused his self-centeredness as ambition and his narcissism as self-care throughout their three-and-a-half-year relationship. His weekly threading appointment alone should have rung alarm bells. The day after, his eyebrows were so impeccable, he looked like a cruise ship magician. Jemima wished she’d listened to her girlfriends, Simi and Meagan, but she’d been in love. She couldn’t hear them, that is until who Miles was became a noise she could no longer ignore. And so they’d broken up, a street apart. At the time, Jemima had desperately wanted to move apartments but just couldn’t afford to, so instead had concocted strategies to avoid bumping into him – including an extra half-mile walk to a different tube station. Jemima shuddered at the chronically recent memory of diving into Number 62’s overgrown shrubbery when she’d seen Miles approaching from the other end of the street. She was pulling privet twigs from her hair all the way to the tube and even now, wasn’t entirely sure it was Miles. That was nearly seven weeks ago and was, for Jemima, the last straw… well, twig. She needed to get away. For years, Rebecca, an old work colleague, had been inviting Jemima to visit her in Los Angeles. That afternoon, privet leaves still entangled in her neat bob, Jemima had finally accepted the invitation. Within a week, she had booked her flight, packed a bag and was gone – one of the few benefits of being a self-employed writer. If she needed to, she could escape at a moment’s notice.

‘So, business or pleasure?’

Jemima looked up to see the prosecco stewardess casually leaning on the seat in front.

‘Err… bit of both. Did a bit of work, a lot of drinking mimosas. I didn’t expect to like LA so much and now I keep thinking about…’ Jemima trailed off.

‘Hun, I get it,’ said the stewardess as she cooed a friendly welcome to a train of passengers shuffling down the aisle, ‘Seen that face a million times. Looking for a fresh start?’

Jemima shrugged. It was a thought that surfaced whenever things got tough. Extracting herself from troublesome situations had become her go-to solution and something of a speciality. Dad dies suddenly? Run away to university. Fall out with your boss? Become a struggling writer. Even in Brownies, the ceaseless pressure to acquire a sleeve full of badges had led her to quit and join the Sea Cadets. Of course all this only ever gave her temporary respite, like the moment between jumping out of a frying pan and into the bowels of a raging volcano. The reality was, university had been a nightmare, she’d almost lost her flat trying to make it as a writer and the Sea Cadets had only taught her one thing: she was a first class landlubber. But having relied on her vanishing skills for much of her forty-two years, Jemima didn’t know any other way even if she did leave other people’s misery in her wake. She ran her fingers through her hair, holding it in a tight bun as she overheated.

‘Fresh starts are good but… all that glitters is not gold. My cousin Bradley moved to Culver City and ended up joining the Latter Day Saints. Now he’s a missionary in Vanuatu. He’s had malaria four times,’ said the prosecco stewardess, taking a wistful sip from one of the glasses on her tray, ‘Anyhoo, I’m Susan. Yell if you need anything!’

Jemima watched Susan head to the galley kitchen, bemused.

She thought she’d got lucky finding a cheap flight home at late notice but she was beginning to see the cost – tangy prosecco and slightly bonkers cabin crew predisposed to over-sharing. In need of a distraction, she closed her eyes, transporting herself back to the sea views from Rebecca’s Santa Monica apartment. Just picturing those vast beaches made her feel better. From the moment she’d stumbled out of LAX airport into that LA sunshine, she’d felt a calm descend. Her father, a Philadelphia man, had always held a deep mistrust of Los Angelenos, in part, on account of ‘their teeth being too white’.

When Jemima had first arrived, she’d wondered if, aside from her ebony skin and long legs, she’d also inherited her dad’s mistrust. But though there were some dazzling dental displays and a few too many fairy lights everywhere for her liking, she’d felt an unmistakable sense of belonging. When she introduced herself as an author, even if the person hadn’t heard of her literary debut, Beverly Blake Investigates, they were so thrilled she was living her dream that she began to wonder why she wasn’t that enthused on her own behalf. And after a week in LA, her shoulders dropped and tension ebbed away. Far from being the devil’s playground for people with brilliant-white teeth, LA was a chilled-out city filled with artists and possibility. She loved it. And of course there was no Miles which made even an average city great. By that criterion even Milton Keynes was superb.

By the end of her second week, Jemima had forgotten about crouching in pissy hedges and was instead noticing things like house prices and parking, details holidaymakers pay little mind to but people considering relocating did. She’d gasped at the thought. Could LA be more than just a getaway retreat? Her friend Rebecca was certainly surviving, in fact she was thriving. And Jemima wouldn’t have to wait for a job offer as Rebecca had. Because of her dual citizenship, she could move whenever she wanted, it was just a case of… what? Nothing. It was clear Miles wasn’t going anywhere but maybe she could. If she organised a short-term let of her place, she could be settled in LA by spring.

Of course, while her besties Meagan and Simi were on board with an LA vacay, getting them behind her emigrating would take a lot more convincing. They wouldn’t let her go without a fight and why would they? They’d been best friends for over a decade and were so entangled in each other’s worlds, it was hard to know where one began and the other ended. Jemima smiled to herself as she remembered the first time they met, a stand-up comedy course she had signed up for to help her writing. Quickly she learned stand-up was not her bag and the best thing hadn’t been learning The Rule of Three but finding, in Meagan and Simi, two great mates. At the time, Jemima remembered thinking, it shouldn’t have worked. There was her, a social hermit, aspiring actress Simi and 19-year-old gum-popping go-getter Meagan – an unlikely combination. But as they wrote Puns and Pull Back and Reveals, it became apparent they were laughing at each other’s material a lot more than anyone else – like, a lot more. Jemima chuckled as she recalled the first cracks appearing in Meagan’s steely exterior. She was a tough cookie who turned out to also be a funny and fiercely loyal firebrand. Then there was Simi who had a heart of gold that saw the best in everyone. Jemima couldn’t resist. On day one, the girls had shared a secret wink noticing almost everyone else on their course was a twenty-something lad in skinny jeans with an arsenal of jokes about their own penis. In those three months, Jemima learned thirty-eight euphemisms for masturbation but while new synonyms were handy, by far, her biggest take away had been her bond with Simi and Meagan in whom she found her left and her right arm. It was the girls who would piece her back together again after she and Miles broke up. Jemima who’d loan Simi thousands to support her acting, almost financially crippling herself. Simi and Jemima who’d comfort Meagan after her parents’ divorce. The girls with whom Jemima would celebrate her first book deal, and she and Meagan who’d listen to Simi analyse her procession of boyfriends who all went from being maybe The One, to definitely The One, to why wasn’t he The One? Poor Simi, Jemima sighed. She so wanted to be in love but every attempt ended in utter heartbreak and this weekend, it had happened again. To say Simi rushed into relationships was an understatement. Just days after getting together with city-working, cycling fanatic Oscar, Jemima had caught Simi practising her married name signature. A fortnight after, she and Meagan moved Simi into his Chiswick flat and now, just twelve months on, it was over. Jemima scrolled through her texts to Meagan’s last message:


They’ve split up. Get home now.



And with just six words Jemima had cut short her LA trip and was heading back to London to be with her broken-hearted friend. Consoling Simi was a two-woman job and Jemima needed to get to her before Meagan started suggesting things like getting under someone to get over Oscar. Right now, Simi would barely be capable of getting out of bed, let alone into someone else’s. Jemima sat back and exhaled, noticing how shallow her breathing had become. She hated seeing her friend in pain and would cross a hundred time zones to take it away but Simi’s break-ups – and there had been many – always brought back everything she had gone through with Miles. The girls sometimes teased her about her compartmentalised life. From her chronically tidy flat to the meticulously organised apps on her phone, Jemima had everything in its place. Even her love life had its own special spot, a forgotten, dusty corner at the back of her mind. But it was what she needed for a peaceful life. Not letting anyone in again was not weakness; it was Jemima’s defence against suffering as Simi was now or how she had with Miles. Jemima suddenly flashed back to hiding from Miles in that stinky privet hedge and her breathing shortened again. All at once, life didn’t feel compartmentalised but like a maze and she was a lab rat scurrying back and forth trying to escape. Jemima clamped hold of her arm rests, searching the cabin for the exits, only calming once she’d spotted the glowing green sign behind her. The grip of panic, as always, had been swift. The impulse to bolt painfully familiar, her one and only answer – always.

‘Postscript,’ said Susan, appearing behind her. ‘If you do decide to relocate and you want something fun to do, Bradley said the Latter Days are always looking for more members. The LA chapter is super small, like, tiny.’

Susan moved off again, closing overhead bins as she went. The thing was, Jemima mused as she buckled her seatbelt, if she joined she too might get shipped out as a missionary to Vanuatu where there absolutely, definitely was no Miles. Exposure to four strains of malaria was a small price to pay for that.






Chapter 2

Meagan

Meagan snatched up the book of wallpaper samples, barely taking in one design before snapping to the next. Too flowery, too many patterns, too Liberal Democrats! She flung the swatches across the bed and flicked though the carpet samples instead. They were even worse.

‘Too pub-carpet, too corporate, too refurbished-council-building. No, no, NO.’

‘Trouble in paradise,’ Todd murmured into his pillow.

‘Sleep,’ said Meagan, brushing her hand over his face.

‘Yes, ma’am,’ said Todd as he snuggled closer.

Meagan rolled her eyes.

‘60 Minute Makeover has a lot to answer for,’ she scowled. ‘They make it look like a refurb can be knocked out in an afternoon.’

‘Maybe I can—’ Todd began.

‘I don’t need help, cheers,’ she said, wedging a pillow barrier between them.

How many times did Meagan have to tell him, she didn’t need assistance and certainly not from her ‘friend with benefits’. As with everything else, she would figure it out – somehow. She sighed wearily, as she leafed through a ceiling tile brochure. Three months back and Meagan had been delighted to sign the lease for her new West End office. After seven years of running her comedy talent agency from rented desks and her mum’s garage, it finally had a place to call home. In truth, she knew an agent didn’t need Soho premises. Nowadays, getting bookings for her comedians was all done via email. If she’d been willing to look outside of Central London, she could have acquired an office twice the size at half the price but what was exclusive and swish about that? Meagan was all about the look, and what a fabulous look a W1 postcode was. After months of searching she’d found the killer spot, sixty square metres of unloved office space at the back of a Soho Square building.

Now all Meagan had to do was refurb it to her exacting standards. And there was no way she would hand that task over to anyone else no matter how many times Jemima bleated ‘hire a project manager’. Meagan could handle this on her own. That’s what she did – handle things. And anyway, this job was just cosmetic. She was basically giving her office a boob job.

‘Shall I get the papers?’ Todd said propping himself up.

‘You want me to change your litter tray?’ said Meagan.

‘Only if you need me to top up your saucer of milk.’ Todd grinned, his hand snaking towards her under the duvet.

‘Top bants, Toddy, but I have to get this right. It has to say Meagan Leslie. Big, ballsy, brassy. Like, go big or go home,’ she said, dumping his hand back on his side of the bed.

The truth was, Meagan would have liked nothing more than to ride him like a ten-speed racer but she had to concentrate. Three months on and her refurb was not going to plan. She’d spent hours chasing suppliers and battling contractors, all while working off a desk made out of lever arch files. But she had to be strong. If she panicked as mere mortals would, she’d end up drafting in a stranger who would inflict all kinds of hotel-lobby awfulness on her and that would not do. When an act walked through her door, she wanted them practically licking her Louboutins desperate for her to represent them. She wanted them to believe only she could win them that career-defining, star-making TV panel show slot. She wanted them to leave her office convinced that Meagan Leslie and Partners was a top-flight agency and not the one-woman band it actually was. Of course, there were no partners. She didn’t need randoms screwing things up. Meagan had learned the hard way that the net result of letting people in was Bruce-Willis-in-Space levels of disaster. It left you exposed and, after Parker, Meagan was never going to let herself feel like that again.

Dating a comedian, it transpired, wasn’t as funny as she thought it would be, especially one who turned out to be married. It was a tough lesson but at least one good thing had come from it: Meagan’s meticulously thought-out life plan. While other women stumbled into domestic captivity, knee-deep in carrot and leek baby mush, yoking themselves to someone they barely knew, Meagan was patiently moving through her five-phase plan. The first phase, which she’d inventively titled Phase Fun was about exactly that. Parties, parties and more parties. But it had ended the minute she turned 20 and phase two had kicked in. The aim was simple: crush it at work. And the best – indeed only – true measure of her success was when all twenty-four of her clients were employed. Currently there was only one outstanding: Simi. Meagan smiled at the thought of her mate earnestly throwing everything into becoming an actor. If only she’d give stand-up a try. If she got good, Simi would fly off the shelves. Meagan just knew it, but that wasn’t what she wanted. Simi wanted pathos and dramatic pauses, mystery and suspense. However, with no agent, she was a million miles away from her dreams. Meagan often wondered if she’d done the right thing, taking Simi on as a client. Comedy was her wheelhouse, not acting. She preferred its immediacy and, frankly, straightforwardness. But if she hadn’t signed Simi, how else was she going to progress? All Meagan needed to do was find one great role for Simi and she’d be flying high just like her comedians. How hard could getting acting work be? Occasionally casting directors would enquire about her acts. One even auditioned to be the next Doctor Who. As long as Simi did everything Meagan told her to, her career would transform in no time, which meant Meagan could move on to phase three of her plan: a relationship. Everyone had her pegged as anti-love but she wasn’t. She was simply pro-chronology. And though she was deeply ensconced in phase two of her plan – getting it on at work – it didn’t mean she couldn’t get it on with Todd every now and then.

She peeked over her pillow barrier. He was dozing, mouth open. She smiled despite herself then picked up the carpet swatches and started from the beginning. As wintery afternoon rays spilled in through the half-open curtains Todd draped his hairy arm across her waist and let out a contented sigh. Meagan looked down at him. Of late, he’d got a lot more… snuggly, which was absolutely not part of their deal. In fact, in the beginning, he’d been more vocal about the no-strings thing than she had.

Just then, Meagan’s phone rang. Her long chestnut weave tumbled over her shoulder as she grabbed for her phone. Todd reached over and began massaging her neck.

‘I’m on the phone, knobhead,’ she said, batting his hand away.

‘I should report you,’ he said as he lay back down.

Meagan kissed her teeth, the long, rasping sound letting Todd know to zip it.

‘Simi?’ she said, sitting up, phone to her ear.

To the uninitiated, Simi’s breathless sobs were unintelligible but, like the parent able to decipher their toddler’s every gurgle, Meagan was well versed in decoding Simi’s talk-crying.

‘Okay, so last night your tarot lady said Oscar doesn’t want kids… then this morning you had The Talk and now it’s over and – alright, darling. Okay, okay. Don’t worry, I’ll be there in an hour,’ Meagan said before hanging up.

Meagan knew the Simi-break-up drill well, and what emergency supplies were required – red wine, pizza and lots of tissues. Meagan pushed Todd’s hand off her curvy, mocha hips ignoring his tuts. Even when there wasn’t a crisis of the heart to deal with, she never hung around for more than an hour and he knew that.

‘What’s happened, Simi locked herself in her vestibule again?’ Todd quipped.

‘That could happen to anyone!’ Meagan said, her eyes narrowing.

No one mocked her friends. That was her job.

‘I thought we could have brunch or something,’ said Todd as he watched Meagan dress.

‘Brunch? This isn’t The Real Housewives, babes. Besides if we have brunch, next it’s dinner then I’m staying the night. Nah fam, this way we get the best of each other. I never have to watch you shave and you don’t have to see me take a shit.’

‘Lovely,’ Todd laughed as he tucked his hands under his head.

Meagan slipped on her skirt and silk blouse, her mind already on Operation: Love Fool. When Simi’s relationships ended she was by her side quicker than a first responder, but seeing Simi repeat the same pattern over and over again was becoming more frustrating for Meagan. She whipped open the curtains to let in some light.

‘Meagan!’ said Todd as he yanked the duvet over his naked body.

‘It’s the middle of the afternoon and I need to do my face,’ she said touching up her already flawless make-up.

Todd collapsed in on himself like a badly folded napkin, ‘You’d miss me if I wasn’t here.’

‘And where would you go?’ Meagan laughed leaning in to kiss him.

‘I might find myself a new friend, one who wants these benefits.’ He smiled, cupping his manhood in his hands.

Meagan stared down at him. Now he wasn’t excited, it looked like a clenched fist. Of course it wasn’t about size or aesthetics. She and Todd were a good fit and she wasn’t about to surrender access anytime soon.

Meagan patted his crotch and winked, ‘Just don’t let him get into any fights.’

‘He does not look like a clenched bloody fist! Stop saying that!’ Todd wailed after Meagan but she was gone.

Out in the corridor she let his door click closed behind her as she slipped on her coat and then, pulling out her phone, pinged a six-word text to Jemima.


They’ve split up. Get home now.








Chapter 3

Simi

‘But whhhhyyyyyyyy?’ wailed Simi as snot trickled onto Meagan’s designer mini-skirt.

She had been sobbing into Meagan’s lap since she’d arrived a few hours earlier and the tears showed no sign of abating. Occasionally she’d resurface like a blue whale rising to clear its blow hole. Then she’d emit another pitiful ‘whhhhhhyyyyyy?’ only to drop back down into the murky depths of her despair.

Two weeks into the new year and Simi was already experiencing her worst break-up ever. This was stare-at-his-Facebook-profile bad. This was Toni Braxton-on-repeat rotten. This was Jack-and-Rose-at-the-end-of-Titanic terrible. Except Simi wasn’t Rose shedding a single tear for the love she’d lost, no, Simi was the actual ship, a colossus sinking under the weight of all the tragedy. Another wave of grief hit her. Jack could totally have fit on that board! she whimpered as she imagined fighting tooth and nail to drag Oscar onto that much-discussed driftwood. Or perhaps Oscar was the iceberg, their paths destined to collide. She was always being told she was too dramatic. Her black friends said it was a black thing. Her actor friends said it was an actor thing and her mum said it was a black actor thing, but this situation was titanic. Her response was completely proportionate! Simi sniffled as she wrapped her arms around Meagan’s waist and quietly began warbling, ‘My Heart Will Go On’.

‘Simi… Simi?’

Simi blinked her eyes open just as she was about to launch into the big middle eight.

‘Why don’t you have a shower, babes? You’ll feel better,’ Meagan offered.

‘I don’t want to take my pyjamas off. He bought me them for Christmaaaaas,’ Simi grizzled.

Suddenly she understood why Jackie Kennedy had kept on her infamous pink Chanel suit that fateful day. She decided, however, to keep the macabre revelation to herself. If people thought she was dramatic before, then comparing her break-up to a presidential assassination might tip the scales against her.

Simi whimpered as she looked down at her Cat in the Hat pyjamas wishing she hadn’t been wearing them that morning when she and Oscar had had The Talk.

With her revolving-door romantic life, she’d grown wearily accustomed to that conversation.

Granted, The Talk wasn’t always a bad thing. Simi smiled wistfully as she remembered The Talk she’d had with Jason. They’d gone from dating to boyfriend and girlfriend over pizza and beers while watching Rent! in his dad’s basement. Next came Ade, who she’d ended up living with after an argument about filling the dishwasher turned into The Talk. However, overwhelmingly, The Talks consisted of a lot more ‘it’s not you’s than ‘I do’s.

Since turning 30, five short years ago, Simi totted up that she’d fallen stomach-churningly head-over-heels in love four times! She’d thought he’s the one four times and every relationship had gone soul-crushingly wrong.

‘I tell you what, Meagan,’ she sniffled, ‘Gabrielle got it wrong in that flipping song of hers. Dreams don’t come true. Where’s my happy ever after? The BAFTA, the husband, the kids, the overweight chocolate Labradors?’

‘You want fat dogs?’ Meagan asked looking down at her.

‘My tarot lady was riiiiiight. Oscar never wanted children. She saw it all,’ sobbed Simi.

‘You can’t let some Sideshow Sally tell you what’s what in your life,’ said Meagan.

‘But she was right! She’s always right,’ said Simi before slumping back into Meagan’s lap.

This was pointless. Her need for spiritual guidance was one thing neither Meagan nor Jemima understood. They’d stopped coming to Simi’s tarot nights years ago probably because they already had everything figured out. Jemima was a successful author and Meagan had her ten thousand phase plan but Simi still felt lost. Her acting career was so tenuous it required inverted commas and though she had adored Oscar, something had been off. Even she couldn’t ignore the way he stalled or changed the subject whenever their future came up in conversation. So she’d decided to get answers from the only thing she trusted, a spread of randomly selected occult cards. When would they marry and how many children would they have? She hoped for three but would settle for twins and those chocolate Labs. The only thing Simi wanted as much was a BAFTA… and to be met at the airport by a driver with a nameboard.

The night of the reading Oscar had politely made his excuses, leaving Simi and her actor chums to eat a little, drink some more and have their fortunes read by Rosalie. But when Rosalie had laid out Simi’s cards, there’d been no sign of children with Oscar – at all. Simi had laughed, mainly out of shock. Next door, she could hear the others giggling and chatting whilst, here in the back bedroom, her life was imploding.

‘So he only wants one child?’ Simi had asked as she stared at a card showing a crumbling tower.

Rosalie had smiled sadly. ‘Let’s see what the next card says.’

She turned it over revealing a skeleton on a black horse… holding a scythe.

‘Oh,’ she’d said.

Afterwards, numb from the reading, Simi had returned to the living room and chatted with her friends as though none of this had happened. She oohed and aahed as one shared Rosalie’s prediction of a forthcoming work opportunity involving buffalo. She clapped excitedly for her acting chum Alice who had received a message from the other side saying not to worry about her teeth. Who knew the spirit realm could be so specific? And when they’d all asked about her reading, Simi had slapped on a grin, said it was all about change then changed the subject.

The following morning in bed Simi had turned to Oscar. She’d mustered all the courage she could to ask the one person who actually had the answers she sought.

‘Do you want children… with me?’

The plainness of his ‘no’ had shocked her.

And so there and then, in bed, just that morning, wearing Dr Seuss jammies, Simi and Oscar had broken up. Oscar had gone to his friend’s place to give Simi room to pack and Simi had wallowed in misery until Meagan had run to her rescue as she always did. Simi stared at the pile of collapsed cardboard boxes propped up against the living-room door that Meagan had arrived with. That’s how together she was. She had turned up with boxes. Even Amazon couldn’t have got them to her quicker. But how was Simi supposed to pack when her entire world had fallen apart? How could she start folding T-shirts when her life was in tatters? She closed her eyes and clung even tighter to Meagan who’d been stroking her hair while checking emails on her phone. Simi took a breath and launched into the middle eight of ‘My Heart Will Go On’. It was time.

As she was about to hit a high note, another email alert beeped on Meagan’s phone above Simi’s head, ‘Interesting…’ murmured Meagan.

Simi stopped and looked up.

‘No, babes, it’s not Oscar but if you have a shower I will tell you what it is,’ said Meagan.

Simi slumped back down.

‘Come, Simi. You don’t want Jem seeing you like this.’

‘Jemima’s in LA,’ Simi exhaled.

‘No, babes. I texted her when I left Todd’s earlier. She’ll be home tomorrow,’ Meagan said, cupping Simi’s face in her hands.

‘For me?’

‘Who else would she cut short her escape-break for?’

‘You?’

‘Apart from me,’ Meagan laughed.

‘Can I have a shower in my pyjamas?’

Meagan tutted then pulled Simi close.

‘Fine. Keep them on – for now. I’m gonna make up the spare bed.’

‘You’re staying?’ said Simi blinking away her tears.

‘It’s a big day tomorrow. We’re gonna wash that man out of your hair… literally. Then we’ll pack you up and get you out of here. I know it hurts now but this is gonna be good for you.’ Meagan smiled.

Simi hugged Meagan as tears fell but they were grateful tears. Meagan was here and soon Jemima would be too. Natural order would be restored and they’d once again be a three.






Chapter 4

Jemima

Jemima glanced along her empty row and grinned. Takeoff was in less than twenty minutes and the two seats beside her were still empty. It wasn’t that she didn’t like people, well it was a bit but really she just loved space. She felt pangs of jealousy for Robinson Crusoe. Imagine, a whole island to yourself.

As she contemplated that solitary existence, the plane’s PA system crackled to life. ‘Good evening, ladies and gentlemen, I’m Captain Ted Striker!’ the announcement began, followed by a warm chuckle. ‘A little cockpit humour there. No, I’m Captain Brett Lambert and on behalf of my crew, thank you for choosing Wow-Oui Air… not many people do. Anyway, I’m delighted to welcome you aboard this 19.20 flight from Los Angeles to Brussels.’

A panicked murmur spread throughout the cabin.

‘Only joking. We are, of course, heading to London… Ontario. Kidding. London, England.’

Good God, thought Jemima, now wishing she had paid the extortionate last-minute premium to fly with a normal airline.

‘We’re just awaiting one last connecting passenger and we’ll be on our way. Until then, I’ll leave you in the capable hands of our cabin crew led today by Ms Susan Burke. If you ask nicely, she’ll give you a massage. Joking. But I can guarantee a happy ending when we land in London at approximately one p.m. GMT. Ice and a slice in mine.’

Jemima grimaced and began arranging her blankets and pillows on the vacant seats beside her. She barely noticed the last straggler making his way down the opposite aisle apologising as he bashed people with his hefty rucksack. Finally, she looked over. What was it with some people and time management? she tutted. And that bag was definitely over the size allowance. ‘Selfish,’ she murmured as the straggler began checking row numbers. Keep moving, keep moving, she silently chanted, as she watched him search for space in the overhead bins, stopping briefly to wipe his curly brown hair out of his eyes.

‘Please, no,’ Jemima muttered to the gods of seat allocation as he started rearranging bags in the bin above her row.

As he reached up his T-shirt lifted revealing a taut, sun-kissed tummy. Vain, Jemima thought, as she observed him charmingly involve other passengers in the bag reshuffle. Vain and late she decreed noticing his muscular arms. Just then the straggler caught Jemima’s eye. She snatched up a tattered duty-free magazine and leafed through it. A blur of spy equipment and pink lipsticks flashed before her. She wished that just once, duty-free would stock cosmetics vaguely suited to her ebony skin tones. That, however, was a battle for another day. Right now, her sights were on The Straggler – the worst of all Batman’s nemeses.

His annoyingly jovial bag palaver finally over, he took his seat – on Jemima’s row!

Nooooooooooooo, she wailed inside as she watched him get comfortable in what had been occupied territory. Well, he’d better not talk to me, she ruled.

‘Hey. Chance,’ he said, reaching across the two empty seats to shake hands.

‘Chance?’ said Jemima with zero warmth.

‘Yeah, you know like the Abba song. Take A—’

‘Yeah, yeah. I’ve heard the word “chance” before,’ said Jemima, observing his Australian accent, with unnecessary disdain.

‘You reading that upside down on my account?’ he quipped. Jemima looked down and realised she was indeed holding the magazine the wrong way up.

She snapped it shut, flustered.

‘Is this your stuff?’ Chance said pointing at Jemima’s detritus.

‘Sorry,’ she said, indignantly. ‘I thought the row was empty.’

She collected up her things and stuffed them under the seat in front.

‘My bad. Bloke on my last flight had a heart attack and I had to do CPR. Cracked his rib but at least he’s alive, eh?’

‘Lucky you were there,’ Jemima replied. Show off!

‘Cabin crew, arm doors and cross-check and if you left the iron on, I hope your house doesn’t burn down. Joshing! I hope it’s razed to the ground and you get a mighty insurance payout. Right, here we go!’ the captain hooted.

Chance leaned across the seats, ‘This guy’s a laugh.’

His sarcastic aside at least, was one thing Jemima could agree on. She nodded ungenerously then clamped her headphones on and scrolled through the music selection. She needed calm, soothing tones to help her drift away from row twenty-eight, from this chatterbox and from their ‘comical’ captain. Finally she found what she was looking for, Bach’s Cello Suites. At school, she’d made a few half-baked attempts to learn this and in adulthood it was her go-to when she needed tranquillity. As they taxied for takeoff, Jemima caught one last inappropriate cockpit broadcast about using breast milk in the tea, before the cellos whisked her away.

Halfway through Suite No. 5 Jemima felt a tug on her headphone cord and turned to see Chance waving at her. With a quiet sigh, she lifted one ear pad.

‘Wanna chat?’ said Chance.

‘No,’ said Jemima in an alternative reality where she freely spoke her mind.

However, in this reality where she was steeped in British awkwardness, she slipped her headphones off and with a pinched smile said, ‘Sure.’

Instinctively, she scoped the cabin again for exits. Even at 36,000 feet Jemima was always looking for a way out.

‘So you a big fan of old Johann Sebastian?’ Chance asked, ‘I could hear it through your headphones, the music from that bank commercial, right?’

‘Sorry. I can turn it down if it’s too loud. It’s my favourite piece of music. Helps me to… block out the drone of the plane,’ she said.

‘Oh, if that’s what you need I’ve got something much better,’ Chance said as he surreptitiously looked around the cabin before handing Jemima a slender hip flask, ‘100mls of liquid gold.’

‘Oh, no, thank you,’ said Jemima raising a hand.

Chance thrust the flask into it.

‘Come on. It’s a long flight,’ he nudged.

‘I know,’ Jemima replied looking down at the thin flask.

Cautiously, she put it to her lips as though it were a vial of anthrax. The syrupy alcohol slipped down her throat. She had to concede, it was good.

‘Tequila.’ Chance grinned. ‘Picked up some good shit in Mexico.’

Jemima took another micro-swig. The airline pillows were too small to put over Chance’s face so mild inebriation might be the only antidote to ten hours next to him.

‘So, what takes you to London?’ Chance asked scooching over one seat.

Jemima withered. Was this a chat or a talk show interview?

‘It’s home,’ she said.

But the words caught as they came out. Yes, she loved her little flat and was looking forward to its familiar solitude but thoughts of LA just weren’t going away. Beaches, beautiful skies and a clean slate awaited. Her mother would have no objections. Jemima relocating would give her another part of the world to visit. It was Simi and Meagan who would need convincing. But as Jemima considered the reality of putting such a distance between her and her two best friends, it made her heart ache.

‘What about you?’ she said redirecting the conversation. ‘What takes you to LA? Surfing?’

Chance laughed looking down at his scruffy T-shirt and jeans.

‘Right. You are looking at Australia’s best, worst surfer. Honestly, I suck at it. In your face, stereotypes,’ he said winking at Jemima.

‘Sorry,’ she said, quickly.

As a black woman, she knew how grating even positive prejudices were, yet here she was laying one on this guy with a trowel.

‘So, what do you do?’ she asked turning back to Chance who, if he were offended by her presumptions, was being kind enough not to show it.

‘Occupational therapist. I help people recover from injuries and stuff. Got a little practice in Stokey,’ he said, taking another sip of tequila.

Jemima froze.

‘Stokey?’ she quizzed, her voice ascending half an octave.

Stokey was what the locals called Stoke Newington and was where she lived!

‘Yeah, above the coffee shop on Apone Parade.’

‘Azi and Rania’s place… Nostromo…?’ Jemima spluttered.

‘That’s the one! You know it?’

‘Not really,’ Jemima lied.

Know it? Not only was it minutes from her flat but she’d written two and a half of her three books there. Why had she never spotted him?

‘Err how did you get into occupational therapy?’ she quizzed.

As she once again shepherded the conversation, Jemima noticed his warm smile wane and in its place something deeper appear – was it pain, regret? She couldn’t tell but clearly, this wasn’t just a job to him. Chance picked at his flask, for a moment taken by his thoughts.

‘My brother lost his leg in Afghanistan. I felt helpless, like I wanted to do something but I didn’t know what so I trained as an OT. And I wanted to support people in the same boat as Pete so I started my charity, Man Up. We give OT to wounded vets. See,’ Chance pulled his faded T-shirt tight showing her the Man Up logo.

Jemima nodded earnestly but inside she was squirming. She’d been so mean when his only crime was to sit next to a snide, seat-hogging misery-guts. She took a hit of tequila and handed the flask back, ‘So what took you to Mexico apart from the search for really good tequila?’

Chance laughed, his infectious smile, returned. ‘Only the best wedding ever.’

Jemima listened as Chance described Pete’s journey to recovery, how it had begun in their parent’s home in Adelaide and continued with a trip to Los Cabos where he’d fallen in love. Chance explained how at first he’d been worried when his brother had left but the minute he’d seen Pete and Lula together, he’d known they were destined for each other. Jemima smiled though something was bothering her. Yes, it was a gorgeous story but it was also oddly familiar.

‘Sometimes you can just feel it, when two people fit. Don’t you think?’ said Chance, handing the flask over.

As their fingers brushed against each other Jemima felt her breath falter. She looked up at Chance, noticing for the first time that his eyes were different colours, one green and the other hazel or was it brown…?

‘I do,’ she said.

‘Huh?’ said Chance.

‘What?’

‘You said, you do.’

‘Do I? I mean, did I?’ said Jemima, ruffled.

Her eyes darted around the cabin, ‘Did they turn the air conditioning off? It feels like the air is… can you feel that?’

‘Feel what…?’ asked Chance.

‘Like, hot. Feels like a heat. A hot heat,’ Jemima gabbled, looking behind her to see if the bathroom was empty.

You’re not going anywhere, the red occupied light glowered back.

‘So you were saying, Peter got married?’ she stuttered trying to look at him without looking at his eyes which were… hypnotic – purely in a freak-of-nature kind of way.

He did. ‘I love a good wedding, but this one… Blubbed like a little girl,’ said Chance.

‘Or boy,’ Jemima said.

She groaned at herself. Halfway through a story about Chance’s disabled brother’s life-affirming wedding was probably not the time to thrust her equality politics on him.

‘Eh?’ said Chance.

‘Nothing.’

‘I could barely get through my speech,’ he continued, smiling at the memory. ‘Pete was determined to walk down the aisle despite everyone telling him he wasn’t ready. Even I had my doubts. The whole chapel held their breath as he got out of his wheelchair and onto his crutches. But with each step, the applause and cheers got louder and louder. I swear people in the street must have thought we were watching the footie.’

Chance paused, as though struck by an idea. He reached into his carry-on bag, pulled out a hardback book and passed it to Jemima. Pete Dasos: A Walk on The Mild Side, the cover read. Jemima turned it over in her hands. She had seen it before. She flipped the book over to see who the publisher was. Shit. Hudson Hicks Books – the same publisher as her! She hurriedly handed it back.

‘No, no. Have it,’ he said pushing the book towards her. ‘He decided to write his life story and what do you know, he got published. Look inside.’

Jemima opened the well-thumbed book and Chance leaned across, leafing through to the foreword.

‘He wrote me a frigging dedication. I mean, in my top ten best things ever it’s like number five, four, three, two and one. When I saw it, I cried like a… like a little boy,’ said Chance winking.

But despite his delight, Jemima could see he was welling up. She went back to the book to give him some space. As her hand glided over its glossy sleeve she couldn’t help feel a twinge of jealousy. Hudson Hicks Books often sent her new releases. Jemima always loved a freebie, however, she didn’t appreciate how often Eve Lim, her passively pushy editor would enclose notes pointedly detailing how well each book was doing and how much romance said books contained. It irritated Jemima specifically because romantic storylines had been the source of an ongoing battle between her and Eve since Jemima’s second book a year ago.

And that’s where she recognised Pete’s story and his book from. Eve had sent his autobiography with a note declaring it a veritable love fest which only the stone-hearted would be able to resist. The book had sat unread somewhere in Jemima’s flat since she’d received it. She pushed Chance’s copy into her bag.

‘Honestly, you read that and I promise, you will fall in love.’ said Chance.

Jemima looked up at him, her cheeks suddenly burning.

‘With Pete and Lula…’ said Chance. ‘Anyway, enough about all that. What do you do to keep the wolf from the door?’

Oh brilliant, thought Jemima, her least favourite question. Writer was one of those professions, like actor, where if people hadn’t heard of you they’d silently categorise you a pointless failure and a glassy-eyed indifference would descend. Jemima had even tried lying but that hadn’t worked out.

‘A goat herder? Wow and what do you produce?’

‘Yoghurt and… cheese. Yoghurt cheese.’

‘Would I have heard of your brand?’

‘No.’

Glassy-eyed indifference.

And now there was the added complication of Jemima sharing the same publisher as Chance’s brother. This plane was too small to contain his potential excitement if that information grenade was tossed in.

‘I write novels about a woman who investigates insurance fraud. I used to be a junior investigator. Anyway, you’ve probably never heard of them unless you buy your books from charity shops but I was
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