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PART ONE





1

Nic

‘Bro,’ Ollie says to me down the phone, his words thick with the drowsiness of sleep despite it being just after 3 p.m. ‘I’m so sorry. Don’t have a cob on or nothin’ – I overslept. I’ve only just woken up and seen your messages. Last night got a bit wet and wild, and—’

‘Nah, come off it,’ I tell him, rolling my eyes so hard that it actually kind of hurts. Wet and wild? I don’t even want to ask. I raise my hand as I gesticulate a ‘stop’ sign, like he’s the one in front of me and not half of Ealing Broadway heading home to make a start on their weekend tea. ‘I knew you’d be MIA,’ I mutter frustratedly. ‘Honestly – I ask you for one simple thing, and you get distracted from helping me, your brother of thirty-one years, by a one-night stand—’

‘Two-night stand,’ he corrects me.

‘You get distracted from helping me by a two-night stand,’ I clarify, my eyes rolling even harder. ‘With a very nice woman whose name, as you well know, you should have got right the first time. How you got a second chance I’ll never understand. Truly. And now I don’t even know where Maple Avenue is. This is why I needed you, Ollie. I don’t know what I’m doing! Google Maps has me going around in circles.’ Ollie makes grumbles of protestation at my rant, but it doesn’t slow me down. I’m on one. ‘You’re such a letdown! I never ask you for help. And this is why!’

A woman in a rain mac and rubber boots looks over her shoulder at me in fright. I’m shouting. I’m two days into the alleged adventure of a lifetime and I’m dripping wet, lost, and running fifteen minutes behind. I hate being late. Not to mention now I’ve got no clue on how I’m supposed to get the sofa I’m about to pick up home. I’m going to have to hold out hope for one hell of an obliging Uber driver. Although, I suppose this is London. The drivers have probably seen worse. Last night, after I left Ollie at the pub, I saw a rat the size of a guinea fowl stood on its hind legs, drinking a can of full-fat Coke. Earlier I saw six fully dressed clowns climb out of a Prius being driven by a man in a leotard. Every time I thought the final clown had disembarked, another one came out. It was remarkable, really.

‘The yelling,’ Ollie whimpers, dramatically. ‘Too much yelling. Not enough congratulations for night número dos with the sexy Spanish señorita.’

I shake my head and smile in spite of myself. Ollie is ridiculous, and knows exactly how to play me – he thinks I’ve got absolutely zero game with women myself and assumes that by illuminating his own prowess, I’ll soften in the face of his ‘accomplishments’ … which I’d never admit to, but I kind of do. I’ve got no idea how to play the field – not really. Something tells me not to use Ollie as my reference point, despite his obvious successes, but he’s the only other bachelor I know. Everyone back home in Liverpool is seeing someone and has been for ages. It’s that kind of place.

‘You’re a blert,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘You know that, don’t you?’

‘Yes,’ he says, plainly. ‘I do. But I’m also a blert who got very, very lucky last night.’

It’s impossible to stay mad at him. He’s a typical younger sibling: his grades weren’t as good as mine were, he never got told off as much I did when we were kids, and somehow his refusal to take responsibility for anything comes off as roguish and charming. He could snog your wife and crash your car, and you’d still end up buying him a pint. It defies the laws of physics and logic, how much he gets away with.

‘I can come and meet you now?’ he offers. ‘She just left. I’ll need a shower though. I’ll tell you what, every inch of these bedsheets is covered in—’

‘I’M HANGING UP NOW!’ I declare, utterly convinced I don’t need to know a single further detail. ‘I’LL-FIGURE-SOMETHING-OUT-PLEASE-STOP-TALKING-BYE!’

I shake off thoughts of his dirty bedsheets, returning to the task in hand. It’s hard, stepping into a new life. But I’m doing it. I’ve never had to search for courage more than I did in deciding to start from scratch, and even though I’ve already wanted to kick something in frustration ten times today I’m still dead proud that I’m actually doing it. I tell you something – actually building this new life isn’t half as scary as the decision to leave my old one. It took me months. Years, even. I try to remember that every time I wonder what I’m doing. Safe doesn’t mean better. Safe can just mean safe. Alive but not living. Miserably comfortable. Well – not anymore for me, thanks.

I look around.

Maple Avenue, the street sign says to my surprise.

Excellent. I might have found where I’m supposed to be going by accident, but I’ve found it all the same. Thank God.
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Ruby

‘I don’t know if you’ve misunderstood the definition of helpful,’ I say to Jackson, who is slouched up against the radiator on the floor, playing with the tape dispenser Candice stole from work to help with the packing. ‘But shredding the tape I need for these boxes? Decidedly counter-productive.’

‘Not if my dastardly plan is to keep you from leaving.’ He pouts, scratching the short afro stubble of his shaved hair. ‘Honestly. If you wanted us to express our unending admiration and love, these are quite the dramatics to establish feeling appreciated.’

The pink of his bottom lip juts out, and I wonder who he is to make accusations of theatrics. He’d give Liza Minnelli a run for her money.

I know it comes from love. He’s been like this all week. I don’t think either of them genuinely thought I’d go. When I first told them I was thinking of getting my master’s, they didn’t take me seriously, but then I secured my second interview. I could have applied to Brighton or even somewhere in London, but Manchester is the best course in the country so when I got in – and with a partial scholarship, I mean come on! – there was no way I could turn it down, even if they not-so-secretly hope that any second now I’m going to declare that I’ve changed my mind and stay.

‘Heads up, bevvies coming through,’ Candice announces, jutting open the bedroom door with her hip, her hands cradling three Aperol Spritz. Her brunette crop is standing up in spikes on her head, a result of her having spent most of the day on the sofa watching Disney movies as a way to ignore the unfolding scenes in my room.

‘Candice, I can’t drink yet – look at everything I’ve still got to do!’ I exclaim, gesturing to the piles of stuff strewn across the room as Jackson greedily paws at the glasses, taking one for himself and one for me. He holds mine out, but I immediately discard it on the mantelpiece. We live in a big old Victorian semi, and, because we’d rather split the rent four ways than three, we make do with the tiny box of a dining room beside the kitchen as a living room and use the front room – working fireplace and all – as a bedroom, in addition to the two doubles upstairs, and a single room at the back. For the past two years we’ve rented the small one out mostly as short-term lets to students studying English, who happily pay over the odds to be near the Central Line, which in turn means that me, Jackson and Candice get rent below the odds. It’s naughty, but this is London: it’s eat or be eaten when it comes to finding a place to live that you can actually afford – and the landlady doesn’t care as long as the money lands in her account on time.

‘Bottoms up, gang,’ Jackson cheers, waving his glass in the air. The pair of them look at me with such expectation that I join them in spite of myself for what we call ‘first blood’ – the first few sips of the first drink of the night (or afternoon, it seems) when it whets your appetite for more. I do feel bad, leaving them. We’ve been the three musketeers for so long. But if I don’t act the tough guy, I’ll sob and sob and that won’t help anyone.

‘To the traitor,’ Candice says, a coy smirk offsetting her harsh words.

‘To the traitor,’ Jackson echoes, and shaking my head I take a sip too. I haven’t said as much to them, but I’m actually excited to leave London behind. This city has exhausted me. It’s too dirty, too expensive – just too hard. I’ve never been able to escape the feeling that this isn’t the place for me. I don’t know if Manchester is, but at least it’s closer to my parents and sister over in the Peaks. Candice and Jackson would rather die than return to the area where they were born.

My attention is caught by the screen of my phone lighting up. Ah. Of course. Behind every woman trying to move on is an ex who can sense she’s almost over him. It’s a message from Abe.

Surely you’re not leaving without saying goodbye?

I swipe left on it, so it deletes without even opening.

‘What time is it?’ I ask, determinedly pushing him from my mind and piling more books into a box for Jackson to tape up. ‘The sofa guy is late. He should have been here by now.’

‘Bet he’s stopped for some essentials after my text,’ Candice sing-songs, joining Jackson on the floor. There’s nowhere else to park themselves: as far as furniture goes there’s only my bedframe and mattress left, which is strewn with a mixture of half-packed boxes and charity bags, and the love seat, which, though empty, has already been cleaned for collection – if the guy ever shows up.

‘Deodorant, breath mints, condoms …’ continues Candice, still teasing me about the man buying my couch.

I scowl. Jackson catches it and laughs.

‘Is the sweepstake up to twenty quid that she’ll shag him, or twenty-five?’ he goads.

I give him a dirty look. ‘Why is it so hard to believe that I can last all year without a man between my thighs?’ I sigh. ‘As my best friends, aren’t you supposed to be more supportive than this? It’s like you want me to fail.’ I’m trying to guilt them into shutting up so add for emphasis, ‘After everything I’ve been through as well …’

Jackson fishes the orange slice from his drink to squeeze out the juice into his glass. ‘Au contraire,’ he says, licking his fingers and not one bit bothered by remorse. ‘We want you to succeed, my darling.’

‘New city,’ Candice says. ‘New outlook, new life. All of that is a wonderful plan …’

‘But …’ Jackson adds. ‘It’s like we continue to remind you: you cannot leave London with Abraham Lawson as the last man to have been inside you. We’d be worse friends if we didn’t get you a better parting memory than that.’

‘I asked Jackson if he’d take one for the team, but he refused.’ Candice giggles.

‘I couldn’t think of anything worse.’ Jackson shrugs.

‘Charming!’ I say. ‘I love you too.’

‘Be like snogging my sister,’ he explains. ‘Improper. My services can only lie in teasing you into compliance. It’s for your own good. You won’t be making very good art if you don’t satiate Little Ruby.’ He says art like it’s in air quotes, but I’m more put out by him calling my lady parts Little Ruby.

‘Well,’ I say, waving him over with a wag of a finger to signal which boxes can be taped shut now. ‘You didn’t really send that text, and there’s only us three celebrating tonight, so if you aren’t going to cleanse my palate yourself, we’re rather in a tough spot, aren’t we?’

Jackson laughs. The whole ‘joke’ started last week when Candice had seen me arranging the pick-up with him as I typed on Facebook Marketplace at the breakfast bar, said he was hot in his photo, and before I knew it pulled up his every social media profile on her phone, just from a name and the fact that he used the same photo for all of them. By the time Jackson had added his own Inspector Clouseau skills to the mix, they’d established that he was new to London, originally from Liverpool, and was crisp off a break-up. He’d won an award for outstanding achievement from his university – University of Liverpool, joint degree in Economics and Politics – and was headhunted for some sort of graduate scheme at a financial consultancy. He played a bit of football, and did this thing called LARPing, which we’d had to google. It’s Live Action Role-Playing, where people dress up as characters and act out pretend settings in the real world.

There was a particularly disorientating photo of him dressed in chain mail with a sword belt slung low on his hips, geotagged in Scotland. It was easy to tell by how everything fell that he was ripped, and he was even fitter without his glasses on. By the time our deep dive into who the stranger buying my sofa was had finished, we’d polished off two bottles of champagne Candice had ‘been gifted’ (aka stolen, or ‘reclaimed as payment in kind’, as she sometimes frames it) from work, and were each as randy for him as the other. I liked his abs, Candice liked his shoulders, and Jackson said he couldn’t help but notice the size of his hands.

‘I really did let him know that it’s his public duty to help you out,’ Candice teases.

‘You wouldn’t bloody dare,’ I growl, eyes playfully narrowed.

And yet when the doorbell goes, my tummy does a double dip. With Candice, you really can never be totally sure.

‘I’ll get it!’ she cries, leaping up enthusiastically. She’s revelling in the success of winding me up.

‘Poor bloke.’ Jackson laughs, as I finish labelling a box of books. ‘I wouldn’t leave her alone with him for too long.’

I pause, digesting what he’s saying, and then put what I’m doing down. From here I can just about hear Candice say hello and the deep, manly tones of a quiet reply.

‘You know what she’s like,’ Jackson presses.

I raise my eyebrows, muttering, ‘Her middle name honestly may as well be “menace”.’

Jackson sniggers.

‘Not that you’re any better,’ I point out, and he simply gestures to the air like there’s no other way it could possibly be.
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Nic

‘Rubes!’ the statuesque brunette who answered the door warbles down the hallway. ‘Your sofa guy is here!’

‘Coming!’ a voice chirrups from somewhere in the bowels of the house. The brunette looks me up and down and then smiles. It makes me nervous.

‘How’s it going?’ she asks.

‘Sound, yeah,’ I reply, not really knowing how else to respond. I add, when she doesn’t say anything else: ‘Wet.’

‘Hmmmm,’ she ponders, as if she’s mentally scoring my rain-soaked outfit, or my face – or maybe even my character – out of ten. I’ve got no idea if the amusement tugging at the corner of her mouth signifies doing well on her imaginary scorecard, or terribly. If it’s my chat she’s judging, I’d imagine I’m at a zero. Chit-chat about the weather? Ollie wouldn’t approve of that. To be fair though, I’m not here for conversation. I’m here for furniture, and then a nice takeaway for tea in my new flat, on my new sofa. Admittedly I’ll be alone for it, but still. I need to tick this errand off my list and then crack on.

‘I’m here, I’m here,’ the voice in the house sing-songs again, as a shadow steps out from the obscurity of the hall. She looks at the sky before she looks at me, taking in the unseasonably rainy August day. Some bank holiday weekend. It hasn’t stopped raining across the whole country all summer, on and off, and it’s worse today than it has been in ages. If we don’t get some sun before winter arrives the whole country will go crackers – it’s been awful. ‘Urgh,’ she notes to herself, as the sky spits again.

I look at her. She’s holding the last dregs of what looks like a spritz, and wearing tiny shorts with an oversized T-shirt that falls off the shoulder, and not a scrap of make-up, her blonde hair piled high on top of her head. There’s a dance of dusty freckles across her nose and high up on her cheeks, and her eyelashes are thick and dark, brushing upwards, framing her lovely face. I can’t help but notice that she’s not got a bra on, made apparent by her nipples’ curiosity to the cold air. The things are like thick bullets, aiming right for me.

‘Hi,’ she says, dragging her gaze from the clouds to look at me. ‘I’m Ruby.’

And it’s so bizarre – so uncanny. But as we look at each other, I have this … reaction.

She’s an angel. An actual, heaven-on-earth angel. Her face, her long, elegant neck, the creaminess of her skin and the way her collarbone arcs like poetry, telling the story of her body. The rise and fall as she breathes. Her smell – like coconut and exotic flowers. Surely she must feel it too. Lightning replaces the blood in my veins. I’m on fire.

‘Nic,’ I try to say, but tongue-tied by the rush of thoughts collapsing into each other it comes out as a cough. Shit. If you only get one chance at a first impression, I’m royally cocking this up. I look away and take a moment to catch my breath. Be cool, I tell myself. Just be yourself.

But even as I think it, I wince at my own advice. I don’t know why just be yourself is said so often. ‘Myself’ is a massive geek who has only ever had a single girlfriend in his life. I’ve only even kissed four people, and one of those was mouth-closed because I was eleven. Just be yourself is fine if you’re Justin Bieber or any of the Hollywood Chrises. To be Nic Sheridan is to be introverted, shy and chronically laughable. Google ‘definition of uncool’ and they show a photo of my face. Ask an impartial panel to rank the world’s men from most suave to most tragic and I can save you the trouble of finding my name by having you flick to the bottom of the list. It was ever thus. I’m clever and organised and know how to calculate competitive interest rates on my stocks and shares ISA, but I can’t talk to women for crap. Until recently I’ve been in the same relationship since school. I’ve never learned how because I never needed to.

And yet … This woman. It’s like cherubs are singing and spirits are calling me and I ache, everywhere, at the impossible sight of perfection. My soul knows who she is. We’ve spent lifetimes together before. She’s got the most cracking body, but that’s still the least interesting thing about her.

I can’t get this wrong.

I think I might be staring.

I can’t help it.

I rang the doorbell, and Love answered.

(Well. Love’s friend. But then Love showed up in hotpants.)

I’m going to have to be anyone but myself.
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Ruby

This guy is looking at me like he’s planning to murder me cold and fry off my limbs in duck fat to hide the evidence.

‘Urm,’ he says, after opening and closing his mouth like a trout. I remember seeing an old episode of ER where a woman just shut down as she stood talking to Dr Carter, like her plug had been pulled and she was powering down. This is scarily reminiscent. I hope he isn’t in need of an ambulance, or medical assistance. I don’t have time! I promised Candice and Jackson I’d be done by six so we could have our last ‘family meal’. It’s important to me that our last night is good, quality time. If this man is dying on our doorstep it’d be a huge inconvenience for all involved, no offence to him.

‘Nic,’ he manages, coming back to life after a small coughing fit, extending a hand that he has the sense to wipe on his jacket first. He doesn’t break eye contact. It’s really intense. ‘Here for the sofa.’

Really, really intense.

I don’t recall the woman on TV staring like this when she had her stroke. I think this might just be his face. It’s a handsome face, though, brooding as it is. He’s actually even more attractive than he looked in his profile picture.

That was just us being drunk and silly though. No way am I going to try and sleep with the guy I am selling my couch to. It’s The Year of Me in less than nine hours. I don’t even want to look at a man in The Year of Me. No distractions. No diversions. No disruptions, despite the campaign the other two have been waging for my one last hurrah.

Those eyes, though. Can men have come-to-bed eyes? On second thoughts, it’s actually not an axe-murderer stare. He’s looking at me like he’s waded through the desert for weeks, and I’m a tall glass of iced water. His pupils have dilated and he’s smiling like a goon. And his dimples … you could lose an afternoon in his smile. Wow. I can’t help but inanely grin back, now the shock of his presence has settled. He’s gorgeous.

Curse Candice and Jackson for putting silly sexual thoughts in my head! I have bigger fish to be frying. I can’t be mentally undressing dashing men in damp jackets right up until the last hour of my celibacy. Anyway, he’s gone the colour of a Christmas bauble now, all red and shiny. I think he’s disconcerted by my dawdling, which is fair enough really. I am staring.

‘Invite the poor man in,’ Jackson stage-whispers from the doorway of my bedroom, breaking the spell. ‘He’s getting rained on!’

I snap out of my daydream and rearrange my features into something I hope conveys friendly, but detached. Back to business.

‘Right then,’ I say, reminding myself to smile. ‘Come in.’ He crosses the threshold and I notice him about to slip off his trainers. It feels pervy to notice he’s got massive feet, but jeez. The man could’ve water-skied here. You know what they say about men with big feet, et cetera …

‘Don’t worry about your shoes,’ I add. ‘We’re a shoes-on house. It’s okay.’

The sofa guy – Nic – issues a funny guffaw sound before responding: ‘If it’s all the same to you, I will slip ’em off. Mum’d go mental if she thought I’d trampled through somebody’s house. I’ve got a sore back-of-the-head even thinking about it!’

Over his shoulder I see Candice looking pointedly at his arse with her glimmering big brown eyes as if to say: sweet, huh? I gently shake my head at her to warn her to pack it in before she makes me laugh, but he sees, casting his eyes back at her in confusion.

‘Just through here,’ I say, distracting him. ‘Excuse the mess. I’m halfway through packing up my life.’

‘No worries,’ he declares, as he follows where I’m pointing and crosses into my room in front of me. Behind him it’s impossible not to notice that Candice has a point about his arse. ‘I’m halfway through unpacking my life, so I get it.’

Nic sees Jackson then, who has been lingering in my room listening.

‘How do,’ he says with a little wave. ‘I’m Nic, here for the sofa.’

‘Isn’t she beautiful?’ Jackson gushes.

I can feel Nic redden once again as he replies, stiffening: ‘You what?’

‘The love seat?’ Jackson says, but he knows full well what he is doing. It immediately feels unkind. We’re not laughing at you, I want to say, the guys are laughing at me. I have an urge to reach out a hand to Nic’s so he feels protected, somehow, so he knows I’m on his side and we’re not total monsters who can’t control themselves. Plus it would be a great excuse just to have that human touch, that connection, I think, noticing his thick biceps that taper off into manly, dense wrists. I think of him holding that sword we saw in the photo. I think of how small my waist would feel in those substantial hands.

Bloody hell. Focus. What am I even doing, eyeing him up?

‘Jackson,’ I say, stepping in, waving my empty glass at him. ‘You wouldn’t mind pouring out another round with Candice, would you? In the kitchen?’

Basically, can you sod off? is the request behind my words. You’re making this awkward.

Jackson smirks. ‘I’ll leave you two alone,’ he states, and he deliberately brushes his shoulder against mine as he sashays by, nudging me in the direction of my buyer.

‘Thank you.’ I smile. Turning my attention back to Nic forces him to whip his head down, avoiding eye contact. It was the right thing, getting rid of everyone else. We are a bit of an intimidating bunch. We’ve been told that before. It’s sweet, though, how easily he blushes. Whatever the opposite of a poker face is, he has it. Every emotion passes across his features like channels on a TV when you sit on the remote. It’s disarming. Charming.

‘It’s all been cleaned down,’ I explain, trying to get back on track. ‘Vacuumed and brushed. All of that.’ I gesture towards the two-seater love seat he’s here to collect. ‘Feel free to inspect it. The condition should be exactly as I described in the ad – there’s just that mark at the side there, like you can see. I’m sad to be parting with her, to be honest. She just doesn’t fit in the hire car, and if it doesn’t fit in the car it has to be left behind. So … give her a good home.’

Nic crouches down and runs a wide, flat palm over the velvet upholstery, considering the lumps and bumps, examining the scuff but otherwise nodding his head. His eyes narrow in concentration, and I all but expect his tongue to dart out of his mouth like a little kid doing a class project. I’ll bet he was adorable as an eight-year-old.

‘We said sixty?’ he asks, finally. His voice has settled into something lower now we’re alone. Ruminating, you could say. I wouldn’t mind a voice like that reading me a bedtime story, year of celibacy or otherwise.

‘We did.’

‘Great.’ He nods. ‘Yeah. I’m made up with that. I’ll transfer you the cash right now, then I can get out of your way.’ He stands and gets out his phone from his jacket pocket, and I realise that I’m weirdly aware of this stranger’s smell: musky and manly. If we were in a bar, I’d let him buy me a drink. Am I mad if I say there’s some sort of chemistry cracking off here? There’s a vibe. First I was looking at his arse, now I’m rubbing my neck in a subtle gesture of flirtation. When did that happen? When did my body start flirting before my mind knew what was happening? I haven’t meant to, but crap – I’m giving him signs. How unexpected! I think it was how he very first grinned at me. How can a woman resist a massive, boyish grin like that?

‘No, gosh, don’t worry. You’re saving me from all this.’ I half-heartedly gesture at the boxes with a flourish and give some deep eye contact. ‘I’m grateful of a break. Take your time.’ More eye contact. I linger, then look away. I can’t help myself. I really am giving this man some game. Could it be that Candice and Jackson were right? Am I honestly going to crack on and lay it on thick, have a bit of fun before I go? Maybe I should get him to stay for a spritz …

‘What’s your sort code?’ he asks. ‘The transfer should be immediate.’

I give him my details, and, as he narrates the steps of paying me, I sneak another peek at him. His features are softer in real life than in the photos we saw on social media. Short dark hair, revealing a dense neck that narrows into the top of his jacket. His lips are full and his dusting of shadowy stubble adds a little rough to his look. We saw on Instagram that when he’s clean-shaven he looks really, really young. I almost want to tell him I like the five o’clock shadow, but stop myself when I realise I’m not supposed to know how he looks without it. I wonder what his ex is like. I wonder who broke up with who. Before I can stop myself, I wonder what he likes in bed, if he’s gentle or rough, how much time he spends on foreplay. Ruby, calm down, I coach myself.

An alert lets us know that the money has landed. I pick up my phone and wave it at him.

‘Done!’ I declare.

‘Simple as that,’ he says, smiling at the floor.

‘Yeah …’ I agree.

Neither of us knows what to say then. He taps his fingertips against his jeans as if waiting to be released. I look at them, the neat square tops of his nails, tapping out a staccato rhythm on his knees. I gather my courage, because I’m going to do it: I’m going to see if he wants to stay. Fuck it – why not? Then I feel his gaze on me so look up, and before my eyes meet his he looks away, above my head, to the empty space where my mirror used to hang.

‘I should probably get going,’ he offers.

Oh. I’m getting this all wrong. The vibe is all one-way. Ooooops. I should just let him get on with his day. He doesn’t want to be here. Never mind.

‘Shall I get Jackson to help you out with it?’ I offer, releasing him from the jail of my attention. ‘I’m sure he won’t mind.’

He practically leaps up and runs for the door, which doesn’t exactly make me feel great. I take the hint. At least with the sofa gone it’s another job off the list, and we’re another step closer to family dinner.

‘Jackson,’ I call, as I reach around to let Nic out. I needn’t have bothered. Jackson is stood just outside the bedroom door with Candice, neither of them even trying to hide the fact that they’ve been statue-still and totally silent, listening in to the whole sofa-buying interaction.

‘Do you mind helping?’ I say, shooting daggers.

‘Oh, absolutely,’ he replies, unperturbed. ‘It would be my pleasure to help.’

And there’s something about the twinkle in his eye that makes my tummy flip once again. I try to shake my head to surreptitiously communicate Nic’s not interested, but Jackson doesn’t catch it.

‘Right, mate – one end each? Don’t forget to bend from the knees,’ I hear him say, and I’m embarrassed at how disappointed I am that this good-looking man doesn’t even want a bit of a flirt back.
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Nic

I order an extra-large cab via the app on my phone. Fortunately, it’s stopped raining.

‘Is she your girlfriend, then?’ I say to Jackson, because I have to know. I can’t believe I’m never going to see her again. I didn’t know what to do. I was so stupid back there, not knowing what to say and coughing and blushing and acting like I had the IQ of a two-year-old. Stupid, stupid, stupid. She couldn’t get rid of me quick enough.

‘Who, Ruby?’ Jackson says. ‘Nah, mate. Don’t shit where you eat – that’s my advice. We just live together, that’s all. Well … Did. She’s moving tomorrow. Hence the sofa sale.’

‘Oh,’ I reply. Not that it makes a difference what her relationship status is. I just proved, once again, how incompetent I am. This woman is moving anyway. I’ll bet I didn’t even register on her radar. Not a woman like that, and a bloke like me.

‘Fit though, isn’t she?’ Jackson says. ‘Ruby.’

I shrug.

‘Come off it, don’t tell me you didn’t notice!’

I grin, just a bit, because I can’t help it. Jackson has the same easy-going attitude that Ollie does. He makes me comfortable to relax around him.

‘Ahh!’ he says, hooting with a laugh. ‘Look at your face! ’Course you noticed it, you big old perv. Well, you’ll be pleased to know she’s single.’

I look at the taxi app. Five more minutes. I’m praying the cabbie will even help me at the other end, if I tip well enough.

‘You might have noticed I’m not very good with women,’ I say to the end of the street, watching cars whizz by. ‘So her being single doesn’t help me very much.’

‘Yeah,’ Jackson says. ‘I can’t lie. I did spot that you were a bit …’

‘Yeah,’ I agree, not needing him to specify the word.

We stand.

‘If you’re accepting unsolicited advice,’ Jackson says, eventually, ‘the trick is to be where you are with them. That’s what I find.’

I’m not sure I want romantic coaching at the side of a road with soggy clothes and a sofa to lift in less than four minutes, but … Well, somebody needs to help me, don’t they? I didn’t come all this way to be as meek and mild and useless as I’ve just been for the rest of my life. I might cringe when Ollie tries to help me, but that’s not because I don’t need it. It’s the way he offers it. Jackson is talking like a person, not a caricature. He’s making it easy to listen to what he has to say. I hate when other men put on some pissing contest I don’t want to be a part of. Jackson seems sound, to be fair.

‘What do you mean?’ I ask cautiously. ‘Go on.’

‘Okay,’ replies Jackson, turning to face me. ‘Imagine there’s this gorgeous bird, right?’

‘Right.’

‘And she’s fit as fuck, right? She’s got the eyes, the lips, the body, whatever. You look at her, and it’s like, whoa!’

‘Uh-huh …’

‘Number one, she probably already knows it. Fit girls either know they’re fit, and are sick of men like us ogling them like they’re a piece of meat. Or they don’t know how fit they are and so they get self-conscious. They assume we’re making fun, or we’ve noticed something they’re insecure about. You can be thinking, God that’s a good arse, and she’ll assume you’re thinking, Whoa, what a fat, disgusting pig of a woman with a bum like that!’

‘Girls don’t talk to themselves like that,’ I say, shaking my head. ‘That’s awful.’ I never heard Millie say horrible things about herself. But then, Millie was quite self-assured; she was very practical about things like that. As soon as Ruby had opened the door there was an energy about her, a rawness. Millie was more … missionary. She liked to have a shower before we had sex and was always the first to get up to clean off afterwards. Millie was cerebral, in a way that made her body simply incidental, like she could honestly do without it. Ruby is body and mind. I can just tell, even after five minutes with her. I know I sound ridiculous but honestly – I’ve never felt this struck by another person before.

‘Yes, they do,’ Jackson insists. ‘I’ve lived with those two for four years. I’ve heard it all. I don’t know – diet culture, they say it’s called. The way they think about their bodies isn’t the same as the way we think about their bodies, basically.’

‘Really?’ I say. ‘Because if I was a woman …’

‘You’d be stood naked in front of a mirror all day, every day?’

‘Yeah.’

‘Same, mate.’

We both take a moment to digest what it might be like to be offered such mysterious powers.

‘Anyway,’ Jackson presses. ‘We see a woman we like, and right away we’ve jumped ten steps ahead: how can I talk to her? How can I be alone with her? How can I kiss her, shag her, keep shagging her?’

‘It’s not always about sex,’ I try to argue, but Jackson waves a hand.

‘It is always about sex. It’s always about sex until it isn’t. It’s always about sex until just after we’ve had sex, and then it’s about …’ He pauses, considering his conclusion. ‘Something else. I think that’s when we know, isn’t it? After sex, there’s this moment of do I want you stay all night, or do I want you to go? Do you know what I mean? It’s like, once sex is out of the way then you see this person beside you for the first time. And you either want them around, or you don’t.’

‘You only know that after you’ve been with them?’

‘Yeah, don’t you?’ Jackson replies, but before I can figure out how to make out like I know exactly what he’s talking about he continues: ‘Look. For women, right, they mostly don’t sleep with you until they’ve already decided how they feel and what they want. That’s where the trouble comes. It’s not like that with men. Sleeping with men is way more straightforward.’

‘Got a lot of experience with men, have you?’ I jest, and it’s supposed to be banter but comes out sounding pathetically homophobic. I regret it instantly.

‘A bit, yeah,’ says Jackson.

That’s got me.

‘I’m pan,’ he continues. ‘Pansexual. I fancy people, not genders. Men, women, non-binary …’

‘Oh,’ I reply, painfully aware that I shouldn’t have even tried to make a joke about men liking men, or anybody else for that matter. This isn’t 1952 for God’s sake. ‘That’s really cool. Good for you.’ I suddenly envy him, just a bit. Imagine liking yourself so much that you can just tell people who you are and not wait for the other shoe to drop?

He moves on, and the kindness of it makes me feel even worse for misspeaking. ‘What I’m saying is this: if talking to women makes you nervous, try not to get too ahead of yourself. When I say be where you are, what I mean is don’t think about her naked, or getting her naked. Focus on the now. Talk about what’s right in front of you.’

‘Like, literally? The sofa?’

‘Try it on me,’ Jackson says. I look at him and blink. ‘Try it on me!’ he repeats, and with it he flops down onto the chair, crosses his legs, and bats his eyelashes at me. ‘Hello,’ he says, in a high-pitched and silly voice. ‘I’m … Bathsheba. I have a sofa for sale. Are you here to buy the sofa?’

I shake my head. ‘This is … I’m not …’

He doesn’t break character. ‘Gosh, I wish I’d remembered to wear a bra today. I hope you can’t see my boobies.’ He pushes out his chest, realises I’m not biting, and then fixes his mouth into a straight line.

‘How long until the taxi?’ he asks, dropping his self-assigned role in exasperation.

I look at my phone. ‘Oh,’ I say. ‘It’s gone from three minutes back up to five. That’s annoying.’

‘Five minutes,’ he says. ‘You can play my little game for the next five minutes, can’t you?’

I look back at the house, just in case anyone is watching us. I realise I actually really trust this guy. He doesn’t have to be sympathetic towards me, but he is. London Nic needs to trust the process. London Nic needs to go with the flow and stay open to anything that could happen. That’s what I’ve promised myself. Even if it means pretending to buy a sofa off a fella I’ve just met cosplaying as my schoolboy crush at the sharp edge of a West London cul-de-sac.

‘Okay fine,’ I say, sitting down beside him.

‘Hello!’ I begin, my voice brightening. ‘Nice to meet you … Bathsheba. I’m Nic. Yes, I’m here to buy your sofa …’
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Ruby

‘What are they doing out there?’ Candice says, holding the blind open with an elegant tanned finger and peering through. Jackson is waiting with the sofa guy to help him load the love seat into his taxi, and I peer over Candice’s shoulder to see them, just beyond the front hedge, sat in rapt conversation as if the pavement is their living room and the rest of the street is where they live.

‘Maybe Jackson is having a crack at the whip,’ I observe. ‘Nic might not fancy me, but one of you should get his number – you were right about his arse.’

‘And did you see the size of his feet?’ Candice exclaims, and I smile. We keep watching.

‘But nah,’ she decides. ‘Jackson is hot for the new intern at work still, isn’t he? Like, he’s actually serious about her. Besides, he always does this. Befriends the waifs and strays. I smell a dodgeball tournament in young Nic’s future …’

She’s referring to Jackson’s bi-weekly sports-fest, but I’ve already lost interest and turned my focus back to the job at hand. There’s still loads to do.

‘Hmm,’ I mumble.

With the love seat gone, the room looks massive. I never really had leeway for the slim two-seater sofa, but with the dining-cum-living-room being so small, and there being somebody in the kitchen literally all the time, if I ever did want some time to myself it was a choice between either sacrificing the space, or relaxing on my bed – and that felt a bit teenager-y. I’d seen the sofa in the window of our local charity shop and all three of us had carried it home, Jackson swearing blind the whole time it wouldn’t get through the door. But it did, and at the right angle in the corner, by the bay window, with a rug I got in Thailand and a little side table one of the neighbours had left out with a sign that said ‘TAKE ME!’, it’s my favourite place in the whole house. Well, was.

‘What shall we do about dinner?’ I ask, pushing a pile of boxes and a twinge of sadness away as I look around the now very echoey space. Jackson and Candice have been in such denial about me going that they haven’t bothered to look for my replacement, so the room will be empty until they find someone. They said they’re not worried, though. There’s enough cash in the housekeeping account to make up the shortfall and the box room normally gets let within twenty-four hours after the ad going live, so they reckon it will only take a few days to recruit their next housemate. I’m pretty sure they want to make sure this is still my home until the very last possible second.

We hear the front door go and Jackson’s head appears around it. Candice and I look up at the exact same time.

‘Hey,’ he says. ‘I’m going to help this guy take the sofa back to his place. Shall I pick up pizza on the way home? Sloppy Giuseppe’s on the Green?’

‘Not to sound rude or anything, but why are you helping him take the sofa home?’ Candice asks.

‘He needs help.’ Jackson waves. ‘And I’m a helpful person.’

‘Uh-huh.’ I laugh, reaching for my purse to give him my bank card. ‘Sure you are.’

‘I am!’ he says, flapping my card away from him, refusing to accept it. ‘Pizza, yes? The usual? My treat. As a parting gift.’

I blow him a kiss. ‘Thank you,’ I say. ‘I suppose you’ll be what? Half an hour? An hour?’

‘Yeah,’ Jackson says. ‘He’s only around the corner, and I’ll walk from there. Do you mind calling ahead? Put in the order? It’ll be quicker that way. I’m famished.’

‘Done, and done,’ says Candice, moving back to peer out of the window. Jackson sees her eyeing up the man outside.

‘He doesn’t have any friends here yet,’ Jackson notes. ‘I’m being neighbourly.’

It’s Candice’s turn to garble unconvinced noises.

‘Wow,’ defends Jackson. ‘Way to make a man feel protective about caring. I think it says more about you than me that it’s an issue …’

‘I’m going to ban you from reading that psychology magazine if you keep saying stuff like that,’ she says with a laugh, knowing he’s right. ‘Just go. You’re distracting us anyway!’

‘Back soon!’ he sings, the front door clicking open and closed once more. I hear a burst of laughter as he joins Nic back out on the street, and move to join Candice in scrutinising them again, trying to establish what’s so funny. I mean, fair play if Jackson is going to make a new friend. I feel a tug of something at my heart at the thought. They’re allowed new friends, of course – it just stings I won’t be here. I have vague worries of being replaced, but don’t feel entitled to those worries since it’s by my own volition that I’m going.

‘He totally fancied you, you know,’ Candice says, her eyes pointed in continued observation of the two men and the sofa.

‘So you were listening from the other side of the door,’ I reply. ‘Unbelievable!’

She shrugs as if to say, well duh.

‘Ruby,’ she says, looking at me now. ‘I cannot emphasise enough just how much you need a sexual exorcism from that shit who shall not be named. You had it right within reach just then; all you had to do was ask him to stay for a spritz, and you lost it. He really would have been happy to oblige. I could tell.’

‘Your radar is off,’ I dismiss. ‘He couldn’t leave fast enough.’

‘My radar is never off,’ she pushes.

‘Well, whatever. I’m a boy-free zone now. I’m over it.’

‘I could go and ask him to join us for that pizza …’

‘Candice,’ I caution. ‘Please.’

‘I’m just saying!’ she tries again, though it’s clear from her expression that she already knows it’s fruitless.

I don’t want my mood to sour. I’m not spending my last night talking about chuffing men. Everything that happened was awful, but at least some good has come from it. Jackson and Candice might not understand, but it’s an undeniable truth: it’s time to take control of my life, make a change, and own it. I want a fresh start and a Year of Me: twelve months, starting tomorrow, of total celibacy and absolute focus on my own self-discovery and creativity – if that doesn’t sound too grand. I just feel like if I can wholeheartedly commit to myself this next twelve months, somehow it might alter the whole course of my life. I’m not where I’m meant to be yet, even if where I currently am is where the people I love are. That’s what makes today so bittersweet. I just want to get a little tipsy, have a dance party, and lie on the living room floor until we can’t keep our eyes open, swapping memories and promising to always be best friends. ‘Just don’t. I don’t have the bandwidth for it. This is a brave face I’m putting on, in case you can’t tell.’

She exhales and lets go of the blind. ‘Me too,’ she says, sadly. She gives me a hug, but we both pull away before the threat of crying looms. We can do that later, as well. ‘I was only trying to help.’

‘I get it,’ I tell her, and the way she looks at me melts my stoic heart. She’s wordlessly communicating with me, in the way only she can. I understand what she’s saying and she’s not even uttered a syllable.

‘Seriously?’ I say, knowing what she’s getting at just from the way she blinks. She’s not given up. ‘We’re seriously going to ask this man to hang out with us?’

She grins, impishly, letting me talk myself into whatever is going to happen next. It’s her superpower, shutting up and letting other people babble away until she gets what she wants. Even as it’s happening, I know I’m playing into her malevolent plan, but I am a mere mortal. I cannot refuse her.

‘Fine,’ I say, blinking back the threat of tears as it hits me, again, how much I’m going to miss her. ‘Text Jackson. If Sofa Guy wants to come back for pizza – which he won’t do, I’m sure – he’s welcome. Maybe another person here will steer us away from morose and keep things celebratory and fun.’

Candice pumps her fist in the air in a dramatic gesture designed to make me laugh. ‘Yes,’ she squeals, as if she’s won.

‘You’re an idiot,’ I say, grinning in spite of myself.

‘And you need to go make sure your bikini line is sorted,’ she retorts. ‘I’m telling you: my radar is perfect. You’re about to get lucky.’
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Nic

Well, it’s official. I am back in their house and, every time Ruby speaks to me, I blush. She says a single word and something sticks in my throat and bleeds upwards, spreading like spilled wine towards my cheeks, the backs of my ears, my eyes. Then the blushing makes me even more nervous because I feel such a twat, and because I feel such a twat, I blush harder. It’s humiliating.

‘What did I say, man?’ Jackson stage-whispers to me when Ruby disappears to find napkins with Candice. ‘Just breathe. Be where you are, remember?’

I nod. ‘Be where you are,’ I repeat. I can hear the dull background noise of chatter behind the kitchen door.

‘They’re talking about you,’ says Jackson.

He’s clocked me trying to listen in, then.

‘Are they pissed that I’m here?’ I probe, and Jackson shakes his head. He had insisted I come back to the house with him after we’d delivered my sofa. In the taxi he’d told me about his job as an assistant talent manager and the crazy stories of what some of the roster get up to, and then, once we’d done the heavy lifting, a bit about what it was like when he first moved here whilst I made him a brew. It was really touching when he asked me to come and hang out, and to be honest I really appreciated being offered plans. Takeaway and Saturday night TV was fine by me for tonight, but you hear stories, don’t you, about people relocating and then sitting in their flats all alone forever, with nobody to text to go for a pint. My brother is here, but he’s not reliable – he invited me out at 9 p.m. last night, when I was about to go to bed. And of course pizza with Jackson is also a chance for pizza with Ruby, even if she is leaving. And Jackson knew it.

‘The text says to invite you! Plus, you can practise what I taught you,’ he’d offered, getting me hook, line and sinker. He’d even asked if I’d like to come and play dodgeball sometime as well. If I was seduced by him dangling Ruby’s company, I was locked in by the suggestion that he and I could be friends.

I feel so awkward being here though. I wish I was better at knowing what to say, and what to do. I can be okay when I’ve warmed up, but shit, it takes me time to get going.

Ruby returns, Candice on her heels, handing over a fabric napkin to each of us, and I force myself to look her in the eye, just fleetingly. ‘These are … pretty,’ I say, and I’m quivering so much that I have to snatch my hand away before she might see. I can’t believe I’m using bloody napkins as a talking point, but Jackson promised
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