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      A sweet romance with a touch of family drama.

      Holly Chee does not have her life together. She's flip-flopped on uni courses and career choices, and somehow scared off her long-term fiancée-to-be, much to the chagrin of her immigrant parents.

      But she does have her streaming channel, where she broadcasts her art from her one-bedroom Mount Lawley apartment. And she has that guy from France . . . assuming he's even who he says he is.

      The Guy from the Internet is a sweet #OwnVoices Asian-Australian romance novella, set in the world of Somerville Downs.

      

      Content advisory: Mild swearing, multicultural language, alcohol use, and references to workplace harassment and infidelity.
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            PREFACE

          

        

      

    

    
      This book is not based on a true story. But many moments, events and conversations were inspired by real life. As a first-generation immigrant, growing up in Perth has made me acutely aware of quirks in my culture that I may never have questioned if my parents had chosen to keep living in Southeast Asia, or if my grandparents had chosen to keep living in China.

      To preserve the flavour of a multilingual family well-versed in code switching (the practice of alternating between multiple languages), non-English words are only italicised when spoken with emphasis. You’ll come across a handful of terms and slang from Mandarin, Hokkien and more. These are the words I grew up with, and they’re listed in a lexicon at the end of the book. I hope you enjoy this taste of a Southeast Asian Australian multicultural experience.

      Holly’s story isn’t my story, but she embodies many of the fears and frustrations I wrestled with through my teens and twenties—some I still wrestle with today. I wrote this novella for the fish out of water I used to be, even in those moments where I believed I might fit in. I wrote it for other first-generation immigrants, third-culture kids, and hopeless romantics for whom family, normality and identity are matters to be lovingly trifled with on a daily basis.

      Thank you, dear reader, for opening your heart to this story.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        For my family.

        Thank you for being you.

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            Chapter One

          

          
            FRIENDS, RIGHT?

          

        

      

    

    
      Where I grew up, good girls my age have their lives figured out. They ascend from university, adorned in qualifications, most with a Bachelors in Commerce or Accounting or Business Studies. Or if they’re really something for their parents to brag about, it’s a degree in Law or Dentistry or Medicine.

      The ones who’ve been in stable relationships for a while are now thinking about getting married. At least, according to my old high school Facebook group. And the ones who are already married are looking at having kids.

      But not me.

      I’m Holly Chee. And at the ripe young age of twenty-six and eleven twelfths, I somehow hold the title of “Epic Failure of Somerville Downs”. I’m definitely not married. I dropped out of uni. Tried technical school and dropped out of that too, though my parents won’t even acknowledge I went there. One failure is enough, right?

      Or maybe it isn’t, because they still bring up my ex-boyfriend Nick like he’s still part of my life. Even though it’s exactly two years ago that he dumped me like a ten-kilo bag of medium-grain rice.

      Ah, Nicholas Chin, the golden star of Somerville. He was always destined for great things. He duxed three out of five TEE subjects at our high school, graduated top of his class from uni, side-hustled an MBA, and is now looking for investors for his new business, did you know that, Lee Lee?

      Of course, I know, Ma. Everyone knows.

      
        
          
            
              
        2SweetGoAway

      

      
        What r u smiling at? :o)

      

      

      

      

      

      My little sister’s message lingers in the chatroom before a metric buttload of ASCII art decorates the lines beneath. My other viewers join in until Candace’s original question gets pushed off the screen.

      “Just a message from my work bestie,” I reply, barely glancing at the camera like it’s no big deal. I use my best game face, one I’m just starting to get good at after a year and a half of running my own streaming art channel. “Her name is Jedda, and she’s amazing. Everyone should have a work bestie, don’t you think?”

      It’s only half a lie. I do have a fantastic work bestie, and her name really is Jedda. But the reason I’m smiling is cause I’ve just seen Florian Colwell’s name pop up in the chat window.

      But I’m a professional artist, right? Or, at least I’m trying to be. So I keep drawing, keep talking to the camera, keep sneaking a look at the viewer list to see if he’s still online . . . which he is. I keep on hoping he’ll message me after the stream ends so we can talk one on one before bed. And most importantly, keep trying not to think of myself as a massive loser for catching feelings for someone I’ve never met.

      Florian Colwell’s the reason I started streaming in the first place. When he first mentioned it, I thought he was making a seedy cam girl joke, but no—he was dead serious. He showed me all these streams by gamers, writers, artists just like me.

      Who would have thought that putting my art on a live broadcast would be what got me through the dark times?

      Correction, one dark time: the torturous process of getting back on my feet after Nick and I split up. I still don’t understand why it had to be a him-or-me situation when it came to our friends, but they all chose him and his brilliant successes.

      But I rebuilt my life the way I wanted it. I got to work with Jedda. And I got to come home to my art, my channel, and my friend Florian.

      Yeah . . . friend.

      My phone beeps. I won’t lie, my heart skips a beat, thinking maybe Florian’s sent me something on one of the many apps we’ve chatted on over the last few years. But no, it’s just a message from Jedda, complete with a selfie of her smiling in a moisturising sheet mask.

      
        
          
            
              
        JED

      

      
        Finish your drawing and go to bed! Coffee 730 SHARP!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      “Nighty night, Jed,” I mumble as I type out a reply. I set my phone facedown on the desk and push it far away, along with any more silly thoughts about my friend Florian.

      Ugh, is it sad to fall for someone you’ve never met? And like, not in that “celebrity crush” sort of way? We’ve known each other for almost three years, but does it still count if you’ve only ever talked to them online?

      Cause, you know, you can have some great conversations about all sorts of things over text: movies, food, what you think you really should be doing with your life. When it’s late at night, and you’re snuggled up in bed, and your phone is only inches from your face . . . I guess it’s just comfortable. Like they’re right there with you.

      Over text, you feel braver about asking things you wouldn’t usually ask. It’s not like chatting with someone on a dating app, where there’s this air of expectation. You can just . . . talk.

      Well, Florian lives in Paris, so it’s ridiculous to hope for anything. Long-distance relationships just don’t make sense. It’s not like we could catch up on the Mount Lawley café strip, or go for long walks in Kings Park, or do any of the other couple-y things that couples do.

      And anyway, we’re just friends. He talked me through my breakup with Nick. He talked me through dating before I decided it was a waste of time. And if there’s ever a time to tell a girl you’re interested in her, you’d think it would be when she announces she wants to start seeing people. If Florian fancied me anywhere close to how I fancied him, he would have said so already.

      Enough of this. I sound like I’m still in high school.

      I put my stylus down. “OK, it’s almost midnight, everyone. Thank you so much for tuning in and for the early birthday wishes. Massive thank you to onyx2002 and TeaQuilla99 for subscribing to the channel, just in time for the quarterly subscriber reward. Thanks to everyone who tipped and chatted, and a special shoutout to my little sister for finally completing that ASCII cake— Oh, she’s logged off now, so never mind . . .

      “I almost forgot: I’ve got a family dinner coming up, so the next stream will be a bit late. I’ll update the schedule tomorrow with the new times for the weekend. Happy Thanksgiving in advance to my US viewers. Wishing you all a great day and an even better night.”

      As soon as I cut the stream, a private message arrives.

      
        
          
            
              
        RIN

      

      
        Loved your drawing tonight! Your voice sounded a little rough. Are you tired?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        HOLLY

      

      
        I’m exhausted! I was supposed to go to bed an hour ago. Thanks for coming on. I thought you were out tonight?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        RIN

      

      
        Soon.

      

      

      

      

      

      A tidy five-by-five grid of food and drink emoji follows his one-word reply. Who doesn’t love a guy with a strong emoji game?

      
        
          
            
              
        HOLLY

      

      
        Is this your apology outing?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        RIN

      

      
        Yep. Rosie’s been riding my butt all week.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        HOLLY

      

      
        Well, she is literally losing her best friend, so you do
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