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ONE

As I reach for the doorbell, my phone bleeps with a text and my head instantly fills with a roll call of possibilities.

– Someone I know is dead.

– Someone I know won the Lottery.

– I’m late for an appointment I’d forgotten about. Shit.

– I was witness to a crime and now I need to give very specific, detailed evidence about something I can’t remember. Shit.

– My doctor was looking back through my notes. (Why? Unclear.) And she found something. ‘I don’t want to worry you, but …’

– Someone sent me flowers and my neighbour took them in.

– A celebrity just tweeted something I need to see. Ooh. What?

But as I take out my phone, I see that it’s from Seth, the guy I had a date with last week. The one who said nothing, the whole evening. Nothing.

Most guys have the opposite problem. They drone on about themselves and their brilliant achievements and as you’re paying your half they ask as an afterthought, ‘What do you do, again?’ But Seth stared at me silently with his close-set eyes while I babbled nervously about the butternut-squash soup.

What does he have to say? Does he want another date? Yikes. My stomach cringes at the very thought, which is a sign. One of my major rules of life is: you should listen to your body. Your body is wise. Your body knows.

It’s fine. I’ll let him down gently. I’m pretty good at letting people down.


Hello Ava. After consideration I have decided our relationship is not something I can continue with.



Oh. Hmph. I see.

Whatever.

I eye-roll very deliberately towards the phone. Although I know he can’t see me, I have this very slight theory that you can somehow convey emotions through your phone. (I haven’t shared this theory with anyone, because most people are quite narrow-minded, I find. Even my best friends.)


You may have thought I was contacting you to ask for another date, in which case I’m sorry to have raised your hopes.



My hopes? My hopes? He should be so lucky.


You’ll want to know why.



What? No. I don’t, thanks very much.

I mean, I can guess.

No, scratch that. I can’t.

Why should I have to guess, anyway? Who wants to guess why someone doesn’t want to date them? It sounds like some awful TV game show called Is It My Bad Breath?

(It’s not my bad breath. Whatever it is, it’s not that.)


I’m afraid I cannot date anyone who thinks butternut-squash soup has a soul.



What?

I stare at the phone, incensed. He has totally misrepresented me. I did not say butternut-squash soup has a soul. I simply said I thought we should be open-minded about the way the physical and spiritual interlink. Which I do. We should.

As if he can read my mind, Harold gives a sympathetic whine and rubs his nose against my leg. You see? If that doesn’t prove the world is interconnected, then what does?

I want to text back, ‘Sorry not to be closed-minded enough for your limited outlook on life.’ But that would indicate that I’ve read his texts, which I haven’t.

Well, OK, I have, but the point is, I’m deleting them from my mind. All gone. Seth who? Date? What?

Exactly.

I ring the doorbell, then let myself in with the key Nell’s given me. It’s what we all do, in case Nell’s having an episode. It’s been a while, but they can flare up viciously out of nowhere.

‘Nell?’ I call.

‘Hi!’ She appears in the hall, grinning widely, her hair pink and spiky.

‘You’ve gone back to pink!’ I exclaim. ‘Nice.’

Nell’s hair colour has changed about 106 times since we were at uni together, whereas mine hasn’t changed once. It’s still the same dark auburn, straight down to my shoulders, easy to swish into a ponytail.

Not that hair is really on my mind right now. I was distracted momentarily by Seth’s texts – but now that I’m inside the house, my throat is starting to tighten. My stomach feels heavy. I glance down at Harold and he turns his head inquiringly towards me in that adorable way he has, whereupon my eyes start to prickle. Oh God. Can I really do this?

Nell squats down and holds out her hands to Harold. ‘Ready for your holiday?’

Harold surveys her for a moment, then turns back to me, his liquid brown gaze fixing mine piteously.

If anyone thinks dogs can’t understand everything we say and do, then they’re wrong, because Harold knows. He’s trying to be brave, but he’s finding this as hard as I am.

‘I can’t take you to Italy, Harold,’ I say, swallowing hard. ‘I’ve told you that. But it won’t be long. I promise. A week. That’s all.’

His face is crunched into a heartbreaking ‘Why are you doing this to me?’ expression. His tail is gently thumping on the floor in an encouraging, hopeful way; as though I might suddenly change my mind, cancel my flight and take him out to play.

I’ve sworn I won’t cry, but tears are brimming as I gaze at his bright, intelligent face. My Harold. Best beagle in the world. Best dog in the world. Best person in the world.

‘Harold can’t wait to stay with me,’ says Nell firmly, ushering us both into the living room. ‘Can you, Harold?’

In answer, Harold screws up his face still more and gives a soul-shattering whine.

‘That dog should go on the stage,’ says Sarika, glancing up at him from her laptop with an amused look. Sarika isn’t really a dog-person – she admits as much – but she’s a Harold-person. You can’t meet Harold and not be a Harold-person.

I found Harold at a rescue centre four years ago when he was just a puppy, and it was instant, utter devotion. He looked up at me, his eyes bright, his breath all snuffly and excited, and he seemed to be saying, ‘There you are! I knew you’d come!’

I’m not saying it was plain sailing. I’d never had a dog before. I’d longed for one as a child, but my parents were the types who keep vaguely promising, then it never happens. So I was a beginner at looking after a dog. And Harold was a beginner at being looked after. Because, believe me, he was not looked after by the people who abandoned him on the side of the A414. That was not looking after him. Just thinking about it makes me feel hot and bothered.

Anyway, it’s been a learning curve. When Harold first arrived at my flat, he had a freak-out. He was quite clearly saying, ‘What have I done, agreeing to live with you?’ And I had similar wobbles. There was quite a lot of howling, on both sides. But now I can’t imagine life without him. Yet here I am, planning to leave him for a week.

Maybe I should cancel. Yes. I should cancel.

‘Ava, stop stressing. You realize he’s trying to make you feel bad?’ says Nell. She turns to Harold and surveys him sternly. ‘Listen, mate, I don’t fall for your hammy act. Ava can go on holiday without you. It’s allowed. So stop giving her a hard time.’

For a long moment Harold and Nell lock eyes – two huge personalities confronting each other – then at last Harold subsides. He gives me another reproachful look, but pads over to the hearth rug by Nell’s chair and settles down.

OK, maybe I won’t cancel.

‘Do not apologize to him,’ says Nell to me. ‘And do not waste all week mooning over videos of Harold instead of writing your book.’

‘I won’t!’ I say defensively.

‘We’ll be fine,’ she reiterates. ‘Fine.’

I don’t have many life tips. But one of them is: if you’re ever feeling sorry for yourself, visit Nell. She’s tough in all the right places. She bounces back stupid thoughts at you. Her matter-of-fact attitude whips through you like a gust of sharp, cold air.

‘Here’s all his stuff.’ I dump my massive bag on the floor. ‘Bed, water bowl, blanket, food … Oh, his essential oils!’ I suddenly remember, taking the bottle from my bag. ‘I’ve made him a new blend, lavender and cedarwood. You just have to spritz his—’

‘Bedding.’ Nell cuts me off. ‘Ava, relax. You’ve already sent me five emails about this, remember?’ She takes the bottle from me and scrutinizes it briefly before putting it down. ‘That reminds me, I’ve been meaning to ask. Whatever happened to your aromatherapy qualification?’

‘Oh,’ I say, halted. ‘I’m still … doing it. Kind of.’

My mind flicks back to my aromatherapy books and bottles, shoved to one side in my kitchen. I’m doing an online course, and I must get back to it, because I’m definitely still interested in becoming a part-time aromatherapist.

‘Kind of?’ queries Nell.

‘It’s on pause. It’s just, with work, and writing this book … You know.’ I heave a sigh. ‘Life gets in the way.’

My job is writing pharmaceutical leaflets and online copy, which I can pretty much do in my sleep by now. I work for a drug company called Brakesons, based in Surrey. It’s fine, I like the firm and they let me work mostly from home. But I’m always trying to expand my horizons. If you ask me, life’s too short not to expand your horizons. You should always be thinking: ‘This is OK … but what else could I be doing?’

‘All the more reason to go to Italy and focus on writing your book,’ says Nell firmly. ‘Harold wants you to do that. Don’t you, Harold?’

In answer, Harold emits a soulful ‘wahoo!’ – sometimes he sounds just like a wolf – and Nell laughs. She ruffles Harold’s head with her strong stubby hand and says, ‘Idiot dog.’

We’ve been friends since Manchester uni. Nell, Sarika, Maud and I all met in the university choir and bonded on a tour to Bremen. Sarika had barely spoken a word till then; all we knew about her was that she was studying law and could sing a top C. But after a few drinks she revealed she was secretly sleeping with the conductor and their sex life was getting a bit ‘dark’. So now she wanted to dump him but also stay in the choir and what did we think? We spent a whole night drinking German beer and discussing it, while also trying to elicit what ‘dark’ meant, exactly.

(In the end, Nell crashed her glass down and said, ‘Just bloody tell us, OK?’)

(It was a bit gross. Not worth repeating, or even thinking about.)

Anyway, Sarika did dump the conductor, and she did stay in the choir. That was fourteen years ago now (how did that happen?) and we’re still friends. Of the four of us, only Sarika still sings in a choir – but then, she was always the most musical one. Plus she’s constantly on the lookout for a man whose interests chime with hers, and she reckons London choirs are a good place to start. Along with cycling clubs. She joins a new choir every year, and switches cycling clubs every six months, and there’s been a pretty good yield of guys.

I mean, three serious possibilities in two years. Not bad, for London.

We all live near each other in north London, and even though our lives are different in a lot of ways, we’re closer than ever. We’ve been on a few rollercoasters, these last few years. We’ve shrieked and clutched each other’s hands, both literally and … whatsit.

Not-literally.

Metaphorically? Figuratively?

Great. I’m going on a week-long writing course tomorrow and I don’t know what the opposite of ‘literally’ is.

‘What’s the opposite of “literally”?’ I ask Sarika, but she’s tapping intently at her laptop, her dark shiny hair swishing the keys. She’s often to be found tapping intently at her laptop, Sarika, even when she’s round at Nell’s. (We tend to gather at Nell’s place.)

‘No smokers,’ Sarika mutters, then presses a key and peers closely at her screen.

‘What?’ I stare at her. ‘Is that work?’

‘New dating site,’ she says.

‘Ooh, which one?’ I ask with interest. Sarika has more cash than any of us, being a lawyer, so she’s the one who can afford to join the expensive dating sites and then report back.

‘No psychics,’ replies Sarika absently and presses another key, then looks up. ‘It’s called Meet You. Costs an arm and a leg. But then you get what you pay for.’

‘“No psychics”?’ echoes Nell sceptically. ‘How many psychics have you dated, exactly?’

‘One,’ says Sarika, swivelling towards her. ‘And that was more than enough. I told you about him. The one who reckoned he knew what I really liked in bed and we argued about it and I said, “Whose body is it anyway?” and he said, “It’s for both of us to enjoy.”’

‘Oh, him,’ says Nell, light dawning in her eyes. ‘I didn’t realize he was a psychic, I thought he was an arsehole. Is there a “no arseholes” filter?’

‘Wouldn’t work,’ says Sarika regretfully. ‘No one thinks they’re an arsehole.’ She turns back and taps at her keyboard again. ‘No magicians,’ she types briskly. ‘No dancers … What about choreographers?’

‘What’s wrong with dancers?’ objects Nell. ‘They’re fit.’

‘Just don’t fancy it,’ says Sarika, shrugging vaguely. ‘He’d be out every night, dancing. We should keep the same hours. No oil-rig workers,’ she adds as an afterthought, typing again.

‘How does this site work?’ I say, baffled.

‘It starts with all your deal-breakers,’ replies Nell. ‘It shouldn’t be called Meet You, it should be called Sod Off You. And You. And You.’

‘You’re making it sound really negative,’ protests Sarika. ‘It’s not about telling people to sod off, it’s about being super-specific, so you won’t waste time looking at unsuitable people. You keep honing your target match until you’ve got the perfect shortlist.’

‘Let me see.’ I head round the sofa to look over her shoulder. The screen of her laptop is filled with male faces, and I blink at them. They all look nice to me. The guy with the stubble in the right-hand corner looks particularly cute. His expression says, ‘Pick me! I’ll be kind to you!’

‘He looks sweet.’ I point at him.

‘Maybe. OK, what next?’ Sarika consults a typed list on her phone. ‘No vegetarians.’

‘What?’ I stare at her in shock. ‘No vegetarians? What are you saying? Sarika, how can you be so narrow-minded? Your sister’s vegetarian! I’m vegetarian!’

‘I know,’ she says equably. ‘But I don’t want to date my sister. Or you. Sorry, babe. You know I love your halloumi crumble.’ She reaches out an arm to squeeze my waist affectionately. ‘But I want someone I can roast a chicken with.’

She clicks on ‘Filters’ and a box appears with four headings: Yes Please!, Don’t Mind, Not Ideal and Deal-breaker.

‘Deal-breaker,’ says Sarika firmly, starting to type ‘Vegetarian’ in the box. After two letters, the word Vegetarian auto-fills and she clicks on it.

‘You can’t rule out all vegetarians,’ I say in utter horror. ‘It’s prejudiced. It’s … is it even legal?’

‘Ava, lighten up!’ retorts Sarika. ‘Now watch. This bit is fun. “Apply filter”.’

As she clicks, the photos on the screen start to shimmer. Then, one by one, big red crosses appear in front of faces, scattered over the screen. I glance at the cute guy – and feel a nasty lurch. There’s a cross in front of his face. He looks as though he’s been sentenced to execution.

‘What’s going on?’ I demand anxiously. ‘What is this?’

‘It’s called “Last Chance”,’ explains Sarika. ‘I can reprieve any of them by clicking on them.’

‘Reprieve him!’ I say, pointing to my favourite. ‘Reprieve him!’

‘Ava, you don’t know anything about him,’ says Sarika, rolling her eyes.

‘He looks nice!’

‘But he’s vegetarian,’ says Sarika, and presses ‘Done’.

The screen shimmers again and all the guys with crossed-out faces disappear. The remaining guys swirl around the screen, and then assemble again in neat rows of photos, with new ones taking the place of the vanished.

‘Great,’ says Sarika with satisfaction. ‘I’m getting somewhere.’

I stare at the screen, slightly traumatized by this culling process.

‘It’s brutal,’ I say. ‘It’s heartless.’

‘Better than swiping,’ puts in Nell.

‘Exactly!’ Sarika nods. ‘It’s scientific. There are more than eight hundred possible filters on the site. Height, job, habits, location, political views, education … The algorithms were developed at NASA, apparently. You can process five hundred guys in, like, no time.’ She consults her list again. ‘Right, on to the next. No one over six foot three.’ She starts typing again. ‘I’ve tried super-tall. Doesn’t work with me.’

She presses ‘apply filter’, three red crosses appear, and within seconds a new selection of guys is gazing out from the screen.

‘Apparently one woman kept on applying filters until there was only one guy left on the screen, and she contacted him and they’re still together,’ Sarika adds, scrolling down the list. ‘That’s your ideal.’

‘It still feels wrong,’ I say, watching the screen in dismay. ‘This can’t be the way.’

‘It’s the only way,’ Sarika contradicts me. ‘Basically everybody dates online now, right? Eve-ry-bo-dy. Millions of people. Billions of people.’

‘I guess so,’ I say warily.

‘Everybody dates online,’ Sarika reiterates clearly, as though she’s giving a TED talk. ‘It’s like going to a cocktail party and there’s everybody in the world standing there, trying to catch your eye. That’s never going to work! You need to narrow it down. Ergo.’ She gestures at the screen.

‘ASOS is bad enough,’ puts in Nell. ‘I searched for “white shirt” yesterday. You know how many I got? One thousand, two hundred and sixty-four. I was like, I don’t have time for this shit. I’ll take the first one. Whatever.’

‘Exactly,’ says Sarika. ‘And that’s a shirt, not a life partner. “No more than ten minutes from Tube station”,’ she adds, typing briskly. ‘I’ve had enough of schlepping to flats in the middle of nowhere.’

‘You’re ruling out guys who live more than ten minutes from the Tube?’ My jaw sags. ‘Is that even a thing?’

‘You can create your own filters and if they like them they add them to the website,’ Sarika explains. ‘They’re considering my one about hair-washing frequency.’

‘But what if the perfect guy lives eleven minutes from the Tube station?’ I know I’m sounding agitated, but I can’t help it. I can already see him, drinking his coffee in the sunshine, wearing his cycle shorts, listening to his Bach playlist, longing for someone just like Sarika.

‘He’ll lie about it,’ says Sarika comfortably. ‘He’ll put “ten minutes”. It’s fine.’

She’s really not getting the point.

‘Sarika, listen,’ I say in frustration. ‘What if there’s an amazing guy who’s six foot five and vegetarian and he lives twenty minutes away from Crouch End … and you’ve ruled him out? This is nuts!’

‘Ava, stop freaking out,’ says Sarika calmly. ‘You have to have some deal-breakers.’

‘No, you don’t,’ I say adamantly. ‘I don’t have any deal-breakers. I want a good man, that’s all. A decent, civilized human being. I don’t care what he looks like, what his job is, where he lives …’

‘What about if he hates dogs?’ says Sarika, raising her eyebrows.

I’m silenced.

He couldn’t hate dogs, because only really strange, sad people don’t like dogs.

‘OK,’ I concede at last. ‘That’s my only deal-breaker. He has to like dogs. But that’s the only one. Literally.’

‘What about golf?’ chips in Nell craftily.

Damn her. Golf is my Achilles heel. I’ll admit I have an irrational loathing for the game. And the outfits. And the people who play it.

But in my defence, it’s because I used to live near the snootiest golf club in the world. There was a public footpath across the land, but if you even tried to go for a walk on it, all you got was furious people in matching jumpers flapping their arms at you, telling you to be quiet, or go back, were you an idiot?

It wasn’t just me who found it stressful; the council had to have a word with the golf club. Apparently they brought in a new system of signs and it’s all fine now. But by then we’d moved away, and I’d already decided I was allergic to golf.

However, I’m not admitting that now, because I don’t like to think of myself as a prejudiced person.

‘I don’t have a problem with golf,’ I say, lifting my chin. ‘And anyway, that’s not the point. The point is, two matching lists of attributes isn’t love. Algorithms aren’t love.’

‘Algorithms are the only way,’ says Sarika, squinting at the screen. ‘Mm, he’s nice.’

‘OK, where’s the algorithm that tells me what a guy smells like?’ I retort, more passionately than I intended. ‘Where’s the algorithm that tells me how he laughs or the way he ruffles a dog’s head? That’s what matters to me, not all these irrelevant details. I could fall in love with a scientist or a farmer. He could be five feet tall or seven feet. As long as there’s chemistry. Chemistry.’

‘Oh, chemistry,’ says Sarika, exchanging grins with Nell.

‘Yes, chemistry!’ I retort defiantly. ‘That’s what matters! Love is … is …’ I grope for words. ‘It’s the ineffable, mysterious connection that happens between two humans when they connect, and they feel it … and they just know.’

‘Ava.’ Sarika regards me fondly. ‘You are a love.’

‘She’s getting in practice for her romantic-writing course,’ suggests Nell. ‘You realize Lizzy Bennet had a zillion deal-breakers, Ava? “No arrogant snooty types. No idiot clergymen.”’ Nell nods at Sarika. ‘Put that one in.’

‘No idiot clergymen,’ Sarika pretends to type, grinning at me over the top of her laptop. ‘Shall I put, “Only those with stately homes need apply”?’

‘Very funny.’ I sink down next to her on the sofa and Sarika puts a conciliatory hand on mine.

‘Ava. Babe. We’re different, that’s all. We want different things. I want to bypass all the time-wasting. Whereas you want … chemistry.’

‘Ava wants magic,’ says Nell.

‘Not magic.’ I flinch slightly, because my friends always make out I’m too romantic and rosy-tinted, and I’m not. ‘What I want is …’ I break off, my thoughts a little jumbled.

‘What do you want?’ asks Nell, and she sounds genuinely curious.

At last I draw breath.

‘I want a guy who looks at me … and I look at him … and it’s all there. We don’t have to say anything. It’s all there.’

I break off into a misty silence. It has to be possible. Love has to be possible, otherwise what are we all doing?

‘I want that too.’ Sarika nods, breaking the spell. ‘Only within ten minutes from a Tube station.’

Nell guffaws with laughter and I raise a reluctant smile.

‘I’ve got a date tonight, actually,’ I reveal. ‘That’s why I can’t stay.’

‘A date?’ Sarika’s head jerks up. ‘You’re telling us this now?’

‘I thought you were packing for Italy,’ says Nell, almost accusingly.

‘I am packing. After my date.’

‘Exciting!’ Sarika’s eyes sparkle at me. ‘Where did you meet him – at the ice-cream social?’

‘No, at the assembly rooms,’ says Nell. ‘He helped her when her carriage wheel got stuck.’

‘He wrote a note with his quill pen and stuck it into her bonnet,’ Sarika giggles.

‘Ha, ha.’ I lift my eyes to heaven. ‘Online, obviously. But I didn’t set up a million artificial deal-breakers, I went by instinct.’

‘Instinct?’ echoes Nell. ‘Meaning …?’

‘His eyes,’ I say proudly. ‘There’s a look in his eyes.’

After the disastrous date with Seth, I came up with a new theory: it’s all in the eyes. I never liked Seth’s eyes. That should have told me. So I went online and searched for a guy with gorgeous eyes … and I found one! I’m actually quite excited. I keep looking at his picture and feeling a real connection with him.

‘You can tell a lot about someone from his eyes,’ concedes Sarika. ‘Let’s see.’

I summon up a photo and look at it lovingly for a moment before showing it to Sarika, then Nell. ‘He’s called Stuart,’ I tell them. ‘He’s in IT.’

‘Nice eyes,’ concedes Nell. ‘I’ll give you that.’

Nice? Is that all she can say? They’re wonderful eyes! They crinkle with warmth and intelligence and wit, even in a tiny photo on a phone. I’ve never seen such amazing eyes, and I’ve looked at a lot of dating profiles …

‘Harold!’ Sarika suddenly shrieks and I leap up in alarm. ‘That’s my chicken wrap! Bad dog!’

While we’ve been talking, Harold has silently crept over to Sarika’s side of the sofa and swiped her Pret a Manger wrap out of her bag, still in its plastic. Now he’s looking from her to me to Nell as though to say, ‘What are you going to do about it?’

‘Harold!’ I chide. ‘Drop!’ I take a step towards him and he backs away a step. ‘Drop!’ I repeat, without much conviction.

Harold’s bright eyes travel around the room again as though he’s assessing the situation.

‘Drop.’ I try to sound commanding. ‘Drop!’

‘Drop!’ echoes Nell, her alto voice booming round the room.

I lean slowly towards Harold and his eyes follow me, inch by inch, until I make a sudden grab. But I’m too slow. I’m always too slow for Harold. He scrabbles and slides to the corner behind the TV where no one can get him, then starts chewing furiously at the wrap, pausing every so often to regard the three of us with an expression of triumph.

‘Bloody dog,’ says Nell.

‘Shouldn’t have left it in my bag,’ says Sarika, shaking her head. ‘Harold, don’t eat the plastic, you total moron.’

‘Harold?’ A familiar voice comes wafting in from the hall. ‘Where’s that gorgeous dog?’

A moment later, Maud appears round the door, holding the hands of two of her children, Romy and Arthur. ‘Sorry I’m late,’ she declaims in her theatrical way. ‘Nightmare at school pick-up. I haven’t seen Harold for ages,’ she adds, turning to beam at him. ‘Is he looking forward to his little holiday?’

‘He’s not a gorgeous dog,’ says Sarika ominously. ‘He’s a bad, naughty dog.’

‘What did he do?’ says Arthur, his eyes lighting up in delight.

Harold is a bit of a legend in Arthur’s Year Two class. He once starred at Show and Tell, where he swiped the school teddy, escaped into the playground and had to be rounded up by three teachers.

‘He stole my chicken wrap,’ says Sarika, and both children roar with laughter.

‘Harold steals everything,’ proclaims Romy, who is four. ‘Harold steals all the food. Harold, here!’ She holds out her hand encouragingly and Harold lifts his head as though to say, ‘Later,’ then resumes chomping.

‘Wait, where’s Bertie?’ says Maud, as though only just noticing. ‘Arthur, where’s Bertie?’

Arthur looks blank, as though he’d never even realized he had a brother called Bertie, and Maud clicks her tongue. ‘He’ll be somewhere,’ she says vaguely.

Maud’s basic conundrum in life is that she has three children but only two hands. Her ex, Damon, is a barrister. He works insanely hard and is pretty generous on the money front, but not on the showing-up front. (She says, on the plus side, at least her kids’ lives won’t be ruined by helicopter parenting.)

‘Sarika,’ she begins now. ‘You don’t happen to be driving through Muswell Hill at five o’clock on Thursday, do you? Only I need someone to pick up Arthur from a playdate, and I just wondered …’

She flutters her eyelashes at Sarika, and I grin inwardly. Maud asks favours all the time. Will we mind her children/take in her shopping/research train times/tell her what tyre pressure her car should be at? This isn’t since becoming a single parent – this is ever since I’ve known her. I still remember meeting Maud at choir. This amazing-looking girl with tawny, mesmerizing eyes came over, and her very first words to me were, ‘You couldn’t possibly buy me a pint of milk, could you?’

Of course I said yes. It’s almost impossible to refuse Maud. It’s like her super-hero power. But you can resist if you try, and we’ve all learned the hard way. If any of us said yes to all Maud’s requests, we’d basically become her full-time bonded slave. So we’ve informally agreed on a rough ratio of one to ten.

‘No, Maud,’ says Sarika, without missing a beat. ‘I couldn’t. I work, remember?’

‘Of course,’ Maud says with no rancour. ‘I just wondered if perhaps you had the afternoon off. Ava—’

‘Italy,’ I remind her.

‘Of course.’ Maud nods fervently. ‘Impossible. I see that.’

She’s always so charming, you want to say yes. She should basically run the country, because she could persuade anyone to do anything. But instead she runs her children’s ridiculously complicated social lives, plus an online furniture-upcycling business which she says is going to start making a profit any month now.

‘Well, never mind,’ she says. ‘Shall I make some tea?’

‘You didn’t ask me,’ comes Nell’s voice, upbeat but just a little tense. ‘Don’t leave me out, Maud!’

As I turn to look at Nell she’s smiling broadly enough – but in her Nell-ish way. It’s a determined smile, Nell has. A strong smile. It says, ‘Just for now, I’m not going to punch you, although I can’t speak for the next five minutes.’

‘Don’t leave me out,’ she repeats. And she’s kind of joking – but she’s not. I force myself not to glance at her cane in the corner, because she’s having a good patch at the moment and we don’t bring up the subject except when she does. We’ve learned that over these last few years.

‘Nell!’ Maud looks stricken. ‘I’m so sorry. What an oversight. Will you pick up Arthur for me?’

‘No,’ shoots back Nell. ‘Sod off. Do your own chores.’

Sarika snuffles with laughter and I can’t help grinning.

‘Of course,’ replies Maud, in the same earnest way. ‘I totally understand. By the way, Nell, my sweet, I meant to say, there’s a revolting-looking man standing by your car, writing a note. Shall I have a word?’

At once, Sarika lifts her head and glances at me. Sensing the atmosphere, Harold gives an ominous whine.

Nell frowns. ‘Does he look like a miserable git?’

‘Yes. Grey trousers. Moustache. That kind of thing.’

‘It’s that bastard John Sweetman,’ says Nell. ‘Moved in a month ago. He’s always on at me. He wants to have that space for unloading his shopping. He knows I’ve got a blue badge, but …’ She shrugs.

‘No bloody way,’ says Sarika, clapping her laptop shut and getting on her feet. ‘These people!’

‘You stay here, Nell,’ I say. ‘We’re on it.’

‘You don’t need to fight my battles for me,’ says Nell gruffly.

‘Not for you. With you.’ I squeeze her shoulder and follow the others out on to the forecourt of Nell’s block, our faces equally set and determined.

‘Hello, good evening, is there a problem?’ Maud is already greeting the man in her posh boarding-school voice, and I see him taking in her appearance, slightly stunned.

I mean, she’s quite a sight. Six foot tall in platforms, trailing red hair, drifty skirt, two equally stunning red-haired children at her sides, and a third clambering on to her shoulders from the top of a nearby four-by-four. (That’s where Bertie was.)

‘Spiderman!’ he yells, before climbing back on to the car roof.

‘Is there a problem?’ Maud repeats. ‘I believe my friend is parked here entirely legally, and writing this unfounded note would count as—’

‘Harassment,’ chimes in Sarika deftly. She’s whipped out her phone and is taking photos of the guy. ‘Harassment on several counts. How many letters is it you’ve written to my client?’

The man’s eyes bulge at the word ‘client’, but he doesn’t retreat.

‘This is a blue-badge area,’ he says tetchily. ‘Blue badge. Disabled.’

‘Yes.’ Nell steps forward. ‘I’ve got a blue badge. As you can well see. You, on the other hand, do not have a blue badge.’

‘The point is, my flat is right there,’ he says testily, pointing to the window behind Nell’s car. ‘In the absence of any genuinely disabled persons, I should be able to park in this space. It’s common sense.’

‘She’s got a blue badge!’ exclaims Sarika.

‘You’re disabled?’ he scoffs at Nell. ‘Young healthy woman like you? Do you mind sharing the nature of your ailment?’

I can see him taking in her appearance, and I look at Nell through his eyes for a moment. Her squat, determined body, her jutting chin, her six earrings, her pink hair, her three tattoos.

I know Nell would rather keel over in the street than have this guy feel sorry for her. For a few moments she’s silent. Then, with the deepest reluctance, her face like thunder, she says, ‘I have … a chronic condition. And it’s none of your bloody business.’

‘My friend has a blue badge from the authorities,’ says Maud, her eyes flashing dangerously. ‘That’s all you need to know.’

‘The authorities can be mistaken,’ persists John Sweetman, undeterred. ‘Or hoodwinked.’

‘Hoodwinked?’ Maud’s voice rises in rage. ‘Hoodwinked? Are you seriously suggesting—’

But Nell raises a hand to stop her.

‘Don’t waste your energy, Maudie,’ she says a little wearily, then turns to John Sweetman. ‘Fuck. Off.’

‘Seconded,’ says Maud briskly.

‘Thirded,’ I add.

‘Fourthded,’ puts in Sarika, not to be outdone.

‘Spiderman!’ yells Bertie from the top of the four-by-four, and lands with an almighty thump on John Sweetman’s shoulders. John Sweetman gives an agonized yell and I clasp my hand over my mouth.

‘Bertie!’ exclaims Maud reprovingly. ‘Do not thump the man and call him ignorant.’

‘Ignorant!’ yells Bertie at once, and punches John Sweetman. ‘Ignorant!’

‘Children these days,’ says Maud, rolling her eyes. ‘What can one do?’

‘Get him off!’ John Sweetman’s voice is muffled and furious. ‘Aargh! My leg!’

‘Harold!’ squeals Romy gleefully and I realize that Harold has dashed out to join in. He’s grabbed John Sweetman’s trousers between his teeth and is snuffling with excitement, and any minute now we’ll be paying for a new pair of grey flannel slacks.

‘Come here.’ I grab Harold’s collar and with a supreme effort manhandle him away, while Maud reclaims Bertie. Somehow we all make it back inside, close the door of Nell’s flat and look at each other, breathing heavily.

‘Fuckers,’ says Nell, which is what she always says.

‘Onward,’ says Sarika firmly, because she’s all about eyes forward, stay tough.

‘Drink?’ says Maud, which is what she always suggests.

And now it’s my turn to pull everyone in for a group hug.

‘It’ll be OK,’ I say into the dark, cosy warmth of us, our foreheads touching, our breath mingling. The rest of the world is shut out; it’s just us four. Our squad.

At last we draw apart and Nell pats me reassuringly on the back.

‘It’ll be OK,’ she says. ‘It always is. Ava, go and have your hot date. Go to Italy. Write your book. And do not give that bad dog a single thought.’




TWO

Hot date. What a joke. What a joke.

The most humiliating thing is: I’m still thinking about it. Here I am at my expensive writing retreat in Italy. Our instructor, Farida, is giving her introduction to the week, and my pen is poised dutifully over my notebook. But instead of listening properly, I’m having flashbacks.

It felt wrong from the first moment. He was different from how I expected – which, to be fair, they always are. All online dates. They walk differently from how you imagined, or their hair’s longer, or their accent isn’t what you conjured up in your head. Or they just smell wrong.

This guy smelled wrong and drank his beer wrong and sounded wrong. He also had a lot to say about cryptocurrency, which … you know. Is only interesting for so long. (Ten seconds.) And the more I realized that he was wrong, the more I felt like a fool – because what about my instincts? What about the look in his eyes?

I kept peering at his eyes, trying to find the life and intelligence and charm that I’d seen in his profile photo, but failing. He must have noticed, because he gave an awkward laugh and said, ‘Have I got foam on my eyebrow or something?’

I laughed too and shook my head. And I was going to change the subject – but I thought, ‘Sod it, why not be honest?’ So I said, ‘It’s weird, but your eyes don’t look exactly like they did on the website. Probably the light or something.’

Which is when the truth came out. He looked a bit shifty and said, ‘Yeah, I’ve had some problems with my eyes recently. They went a bit septic. Gungy, you know? This one was kind of greeny-yellow.’ He pointed to his left eye. ‘It was bad. I went through two lots of antibiotic cream.’

‘Right,’ I said, trying not to heave. ‘Poor you.’

‘So, hands up,’ he continued, ‘I didn’t use my own eyes in my profile picture.’

‘You … what?’ I said, not quite following.

‘I Photoshopped in someone else’s eyes,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘Same colour, so what’s the difference?’

In disbelief I got out my phone and summoned up his profile picture – and at once it was obvious. The eyes opposite me were flat and dull and insipid. The eyes on the screen were crinkly and charming and inviting.

‘So whose eyes are these?’ I demanded, jabbing at them.

He looked even more shifty, then said with a shrug, ‘Brad Pitt’s.’

Brad Pitt’s?

He lured me into a date with Brad Pitt’s eyes?

I felt so angry and stupid, I could barely get out another word. But he didn’t seem to notice that anything was wrong. In fact, he suggested that we go on to a restaurant. What a nerve! As I left, I nearly said sarcastically, ‘FYI, my boobs are Lady Gaga’s.’ But that might have sent the wrong message.

I should complain to the website, only I can’t be bothered. I can’t be bothered with any of it. I’m having a pause from men. Yes. That’s what I’m doing. My instincts can just have a holiday—

‘The most important thing, of course, will be for you to stay focused.’ Farida’s voice penetrates my thoughts. ‘Distraction is the enemy of productivity, as I’m sure you know.’

I look up, and realize Farida’s gaze is resting appraisingly on me. Shit! She knows I’m not listening. I feel a tremor, as though I’m in fourth-form geography and have been caught passing notes. Everyone else is listening. Everyone else is concentrating. Come on, Ava. Be a grown-up.

I glance around the ancient, high-ceilinged stone room we’re sitting in. The retreat is taking place in an old monastery in Puglia. There are eight of us, sitting on well-worn wooden chairs, all dressed in the plain linen kurta pyjamas we were given this morning. That’s one of the rules of this retreat: you can’t wear your own clothes. Nor can you use your own name. Nor can you have your phone. You have to hand it in at the start of the week and you only get it back for half an hour a night, or for an emergency. Plus there’s no wifi. At least, not for guests.

On arrival, we were given lunch in our own bedrooms so that we wouldn’t meet before this afternoon. The rooms are old monks’ cells with whitewashed walls and paintings of the Madonna all over the place. (They’ve also been knocked through, if you ask me. Don’t tell me monks had enough room for king-size beds, writing tables and hand-embroidered ottomans, available for purchase in the gift shop.)

After lunch I sat on my linen bedspread, trying to focus on my plot and only occasionally scrolling through photos of Harold on my laptop. Then we were individually ushered into this space and asked to remain silent. So I’m sitting with a group of utter strangers with whom I haven’t exchanged a single word, just a couple of shy smiles. Five other women and two men. They’re all older than me apart from a thin bony guy who looks to be in his twenties, and a girl who looks like she’s a college student.

It’s all quite intense. Quite strange. Although in fairness, I knew it would be. I read a stack of online reviews before I booked this course, and 90 per cent of them described it as ‘intense’. Other words that cropped up were ‘eccentric’, ‘immersive’, ‘challenging’, and ‘lot of bloody nutters’. But also ‘sublime’ and ‘life-changing’.

I’m choosing to believe ‘sublime’ and ‘life-changing’.

‘Let me now explain to you the philosophy of this writing retreat,’ says Farida, and she pauses.

She pauses a lot as she speaks, as though to air her words and consider them. She’s in her fifties, half-Lebanese and half-Italian. I know this, because I’ve read her book about dual heritage, called I and I. At least I half-read it. (It’s a bit long.) She has sleek dark hair and a calm demeanour and is wearing the same linen kurta pyjamas as the rest of us, except they look far better on her. I bet she’s had hers tailored.

‘This week is not about how you look,’ she continues. ‘Or what your background is. Or even what your name is. It is purely about your writing. Remove your self, and your writing will shine.’

I glance at the skinny, dark-haired woman sitting next to me. She’s writing Remove your self and your writing will shine in her notebook.

Should I write it down, too? No. I can remember it.

‘I have run writing retreats for many years,’ Farida continues. ‘In the early days, I had none of these rules. My students began by introducing themselves, sharing their names, backgrounds and experiences. But what happened? The conversations grew and mushroomed. They chatted about publishing, children, day jobs, holidays, current affairs … and none of them wrote!’ She smacks one hand against the other. ‘None of them wrote! You’re here to write. If you have a thought you want to share, put it into your writing. If you have a joke you want to make, put it into your writing.’

She’s quite inspiring. If a little intimidating. The thin bony guy has raised his hand and I admire his guts. I would not be raising my hand at this point.

‘Are you saying this is a silent retreat? Can’t we talk?’

Farida’s face creases into a broad smile.

‘You can talk. We will all talk. But we will not talk about ourselves. We will release our minds from the strain of small talk.’ She eyes us all severely. ‘Small talk depletes creativity. Social media stifles thought. Even choosing an outfit every morning is needless effort. So, for one week, we will let all that nonsense go. We will engage instead with big talk. Character. Plot. Good and evil. The right way to live.’

She picks up a basket from a heavy carved side table and walks around, handing out blank name badges and pens.

‘Your first task is to choose a new name for the week. Liberate yourselves from your old selves. Become new selves. Creative selves.’

As I take my name badge, I feel quite excited by becoming a new creative self. Also, she’s right about the outfits. I knew in advance about the kurta pyjamas, so packing was easy. Pretty much all I needed was sunblock, hat, swimsuit, and my laptop to write my book.

Or at least, finish my book. It’s a romantic story set in Victorian England, and I’m a bit stuck. I’ve got up to my hero, Chester, riding off on
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ONE

It’s not the emails that make me panic.

It’s not even the ‘chasing’ emails. (Just wondering if you got my last email as I have had no reply?)

It’s the ‘chasing-the-chasing’ emails. The ones with two red exclamation marks. The ones that are either  super-pissed  off –  As I mentioned in my TWO previous  emails –  or else  faux-concerned and   sarcastic –  I’m starting to wonder whether you have been trapped down a well or suffered some other calamity??

Those are the ones that make my chest spasm and my left eye start twitching. Especially when I realize I forgot to flag them. My life is governed by the flagged email, my life. But I forgot to flag the latest one and that was days ago and now my colleague sounds pretty pissed off, although he’s being nice: Seriously, is everything OK with you, Sasha? So now I feel even more guilty. He’s a nice guy. He’s reasonable. It’s not his fault I’m doing the work of three people and keep dropping all the plates.

I work for Zoose, the travel app that’s everywhere right now. You didn’t use Zoose? That’s our latest ad campaign, and it’s genuinely a good app. Wherever you want to go in the world, Zoose finds you instant itineraries, bargain tickets and a great rewards programme. I’m Director of Special Promotions, covering fourteen territories. The fancy title lured me into the job, I’ll be honest. And the fact that Zoose is such a buzzy   start-up. When I tell people about my job, they say, ‘Oh, that! I’ve seen it advertised on the Tube!’ Then they add, ‘Cool job!’

It is a cool job. On paper. Zoose is a young company, it’s growing fast, there’s a living wall of plants in our  open-plan workspace, and free herbal tea. When I first started here, a couple of years ago, I did feel lucky. Every day I woke up and thought ‘Lucky me!’ But at some point that transitioned into waking up and thinking, ‘Oh God, oh please, I can’t do this, how many emails have I got, how many meetings, what have I missed, how will I cope, what am I going to do?’

I’m not sure when that was. Maybe six months ago? Seven? But it feels as if I’ve been in this state for ever. Kind of in a tunnel, where the only thing I can do is keep going. Just keep going.

I write myself yet another   Post-it reminder  – FLAG  EMAILS!!! –  and stick it above my computer screen, next to APP??, which has been there for months.

My mum’s into apps. She’s got a  Christmas-planning app and a   holiday-planning app and a talking clock from her gadget catalogue, which reminds you to take your vitamins every 7.30 a.m. (It also reminds you to do  pelvic-floor exercises every night and calls out ‘inspirational quotes’ randomly throughout the day. I find it very weird and controlling, although I haven’t told her that.)

Anyway, I’m sure she’s  right –  if I could just find the right app, my life would fall into place. But there are too many to choose from and, my God, they all need so much input. I have a bullet journal, which came with coloured gel pens. You’re supposed to write out all your tasks,   colour-code them and tick them off. But who has time for that? Who has time to select a turquoise pen and write ‘Answer those   thirty-four furious emails in your   in  box’ and then find an appropriate sad-face sticker? I’ve got precisely one entry in my bullet journal, which I made a year ago. It reads: ‘Task: work’. And it’s never ticked off.

I glance at the clock and feel a nasty lurch. How is it 11.27 already? I need to get on. Get on, Sasha.

Dear Rob, I’m so sorry I have not yet got back to you on this, please accept my apologies. I must type those words, what, twenty times a day? We are looking at 12 April now, and I will be sure to advise you of any change. Meanwhile, on the subject of the  roll-out (Netherlands), the decision was made  that—

‘Sasha!’

I’m so preoccupied that when a familiar strident voice breaks into my thoughts, I jump right off my office chair.

‘Got a sec?’

My whole body stiffens. A sec? A sec? No. I do not have a sec. I’m sweating through my shirt. My fingers are on fire. I have a million other urgent emails after this one, I need to get on, I do not have a sec …

But Joanne, our Empowerment and Wellbeing Officer, is heading towards me. Joanne is in her forties, maybe ten years older than me, although she often says ‘Women of our age’ in meetings, with a glance at me. She’s dressed in her usual athleisure trousers and expensive, understated   T-shirt, and has a disapproving look in her eye that I recognize all too well. I’ve messed up. But how? Hastily I grope in my mind for crimes I might have committed, but I can’t think of any. With a sigh, I stop typing and turn my chair towards her a smidge. Just enough to be polite.

‘Sasha,’ she says briskly, flicking back her straightened hair. ‘I’m a little disappointed with your level of engagement in our employee joyfulness programme.’

Shit. Joyfulness. I knew I’d forgotten something. I thought I’d written myself a Post-it –             JOYFULNESS! –  but maybe it fell off my computer? I shift my gaze and, sure enough, there are two   Post-its stuck to the radiator: JOYFULNESS! and GAS BILL.

‘Sorry,’ I say, trying to sound ingratiating and humble. ‘I’m really sorry, Joanne. Sorry.’

Sometimes, if you say ‘Sorry’ enough times to Joanne, she moves on. But not today. She leans against my desk and my stomach clenches. I’m in for the full lecture.

‘Asher has also noticed your lack of participation, Sasha.’ She eyes me more closely. ‘As you know, Asher is particularly committed to the joyfulness of employees.’

Asher is Head of Marketing and therefore my boss. He’s also the brother of Lev, the founder of Zoose, the famous one. Lev is the one who came up with the idea of Zoose. He was arriving at an airport when the notion came to him, and he sat in a cafe in the terminal all day, missing six flights to Luxembourg, while he sketched out the first concepts. That’s the story, anyway. I’ve seen him tell it on a TED Talk.

Lev is wiry and charismatic and charming and asks everyone questions all the time. Whenever he’s in the office, he walks around, a distinctive figure with his wild hair, asking people ‘Why this?’, ‘Why that?’, ‘What are you doing?’, ‘Why not try it this way?’ During my interview, he asked me about my coat and my university tutors and what I thought of motorway service stations. It was random and fun and inspiring.

But I never see him now, I only see Asher, who could be from a different planet than Lev. Asher has this thin layer of polished charm, which bowls you over at first. But then you realize he’s really   self-important and prickly about Lev’s fame and very sensitive to anything he sees as criticism. Which is pretty much any response apart from ‘That’s a ground-breaking idea, Asher, you’re a genius!’

(In every meeting, whatever stupid thing he says, Joanne exclaims, ‘That’s a   ground-breaking idea, Asher, you’re a genius!’)

Anyway. So you have to be careful around Asher, and equally careful around Joanne, who is Asher’s old friend from uni and strides around like his henchwoman, looking for heretics.

‘I fully support Asher’s joyfulness programme,’ I say hastily, trying to sound sincere. ‘I attended the Zoom lecture by Dr Sussman yesterday. It was inspirational.’

The Zoom lecture by Dr Sussman (‘Downwards Can Be Upwards! A Journey to Personal Fulfilment’) was compulsory for all employees. It was two hours long and was mostly Dr Sussman talking about her divorce and subsequent sexual awakening in a commune in Croydon. I have no idea what it was supposed to teach us, but at least because it was on Zoom I managed to get some work done at the same time.

‘I’m talking about the online aspirations mood board, Sasha,’ says Joanne, folding her toned arms like a scary gym teacher who’s about to make you do twenty  press-ups. (Is she about to make me do twenty   press-ups?) ‘You haven’t logged in for ten days, we notice. Do you have no aspirations?’

Oh God. The online bloody aspirations mood board. I completely forgot about that.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘I’ll get to it.’

‘Asher is a very caring head of department,’ Joanne says, her eyes still narrowed. ‘He’s keen that each employee takes time to reflect on their goals and note their everyday joyful moments. Are you making notes of your everyday joyful moments?’

I’m dumbstruck. An everyday joyful moment? What would one of those look like?

‘This is for your own empowerment, Sasha,’ continues Joanne. ‘We at Zoose care about you.’ She makes it sound like an accusation. ‘But you have to care about yourself, too.’

Out of the corner of my eye I can see that six more urgent emails have arrived in my   in  box while we’ve been talking. I feel nausea rising as I see all the red exclamation marks. How am I supposed to have time to reflect? How can I feel joyful when I’m constantly gripped by panic? How am I supposed to write down my aspirations when my only aspiration is ‘stay on top of life’ and I’m failing at that?

‘Actually, Joanne …’ I take a deep breath. ‘What’s most bothering me is, when are Seamus and Chloe going to be replaced? I asked that on the aspirations board, but no one answered.’

This is the biggest issue. This is the killer. We just don’t have enough staff. Chloe was a maternity cover who lasted a week, and Seamus stayed for a month, had a flaming row with Asher and walked out. As a result, everyone is overloaded, and there’s still no news on any replacements.

‘Sasha,’ says Joanne condescendingly, ‘I’m afraid you’ve rather misunderstood the function of the aspirations mood board. It isn’t about technical HR matters, it’s for personal goals and dreams.’

‘Well, it’s my personal goal and dream to have enough colleagues to do the work!’ I retort. ‘We’re all snowed under, and I’ve spoken to Asher so many times, but he just won’t give me a straight answer, you know what he’  s—’

I cut myself off dead before I can say anything negative about Asher that she’ll report back to him and I’ll have to retract in a cringy meeting.

‘Are you twitching?’ says Joanne, peering at me.

‘No. What? Twitching?’ I put a hand to my face. ‘Maybe.’

She’s blanked my actual question, I notice. How is it some people can do that? I can’t help glancing at my  monitor –  and Rob Wilson has just emailed yet again, this time with four exclamation marks.

‘Joanne, I have to get on,’ I say, in desperation. ‘But thanks for the empowerment. I feel so much more … powered.’

I need to do something, I think frantically, as she finally walks away and I resume typing. I need to do something. This job isn’t what it was supposed to be. Nothing like. I was so excited when I got it, two years ago. Director of Special Promotions of Zoose! I started off at a sprint, giving it my all, thinking I was on a solid path towards an exciting horizon. But the path isn’t solid any more. It’s mud. Deep, gloopy mud.

I press Send, breathe out and rub my face. I need a coffee. I stand up, stretch my arms and wander over to the window for a breather. The office is silent and intent; half of my team are working from home today. Lina’s in, but she’s typing furiously at her workstation, her headphones clamped over her ears and a murderous scowl on her face. No wonder Joanne left her well alone.

Do I leave? Change jobs? But, oh God, it takes so much energy to change jobs. You have to read recruitment ads and talk to headhunters and decide on a career strategy. You have to dig out your CV and remember what you’ve achieved and choose outfits for interviews, then somehow secretly fit the interviews into your working day. You have to sound sparky and dynamic while a scary panel quizzes you. Smile brightly when they keep you waiting for forty minutes, while simultaneously stressing out about how behind you’re getting with your actual job.

And that’s just one job application. Then they turn you down and you have to start again. The prospect makes me want to curl up under the duvet. I can’t even seem to sort out my passport renewal right now. Let alone my life.

I lean against the glass, my gaze drifting downwards. Our office is situated in a wide, functional street in north London, full of nasty eighties office blocks and a disappointing shopping centre and, totally randomly, a convent, right opposite. It’s a Victorian building and you wouldn’t know it’s a convent if it wasn’t for the nuns coming in and out. Modern nuns, who wear jeans with their veil and catch buses to God knows where. Homeless shelters probably, to do good work.

As I’m watching, a couple of nuns emerge, talking animatedly, and sit on the bench at the bus stop. I mean, look at them. They lead a completely different life to mine. Do nuns have emails? I bet they don’t. I bet they’re not even allowed to email. They don’t have to reply to 103 WhatsApps a night. They don’t have to apologize to angry people all day. They don’t have to fill in online aspirations mood boards. All their values are different.

Maybe I could lead a different life, too. Get a different job, move flat, change everything up. It just requires impetus. I need impetus. A sign from the universe, maybe.

Sighing, I turn away and head to the coffee machine. Caffeine will have to get me through for now.
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